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1

	Shaw tried to make sense of the words.

	There’s been an incident.

	Ambyr Hobbs hanged herself.

	North’s hand squeezed Shaw’s shoulder, and Shaw felt himself sink down into the moment. It was surreal, sitting in the Cock of the Walk, with country music playing in the background and the smell of fried chicken hanging in the air. John-Henry still stood with the phone pressed to his ear; Emery sat next to Evie, the frozen amber of his eyes catching the light in a way that made them glow. Auggie leaned into Theo, happiness crumbling to ash behind the bandage on his face. Theo wrapped an arm around him, expression grim. 

	“Jesus,” Jem said.

	And then John-Henry spoke again. Even before the words came out, Shaw felt their force—destabilizing, undermining, like backwash dragging grains of sand out from under their feet.

	“It gets worse. Someone killed Dalton Weber in his cell tonight. And they murdered Sheriff Engels in the process.”

	Tean shook his head. “That’s not—” He stopped, but they all heard the word he hadn’t said: possible. Because, of course, it was possible. Shaw only had to look at John-Henry’s face to see the reality of it.

	“I’ve got to go in,” John-Henry said to Emery.

	“Go,” Emery said. “We’ll be fine.”

	John-Henry ran for the door. In the background, the music changed to Dolly. “Wildflowers.”

	“We should—” Emery stood, scanning their table and then looking around the restaurant. Night made mirrors out of the windows, and in the glass, Shaw saw a group of frightened men. “Are the children done?”

	“Lana’s finished,” Auggie said in a numb voice.

	Pain flashed in Theo’s face, but he nodded.

	“Come on, baby,” Emery said, lifting Evie.

	“Where’s Daddy?” she asked.

	“He had to work,” Emery said, and he sent a meaningful look toward the other men. “And we need to go home now.”

	“I’ll check the parking lot,” Jem said. Tean held on to his arm for a moment, but Jem slipped free and pushed off from the table, jogging not toward the exit, as Shaw had expected in that first moment, but toward the kitchen. The girl who had taken their order said something like she was trying to stop him, and Jem said something back. It must have worked, whatever it was, because the girl laughed and waved him on, and a moment later, Jem disappeared from view.

	“Guess being slipperier than goose shit has its advantages,” North grumbled.

	Tean’s face creased with displeasure, and Shaw elbowed North.

	“Uh, that was quick thinking,” North muttered.

	“Oh my God,” Shaw said under his breath.

	A moment later, Tean’s phone buzzed, and he answered it on speaker.

	“Clear,” Jem said.

	“Are you sure—” Emery began.

	“If Jem says it’s clear,” Tean said, “it’s clear.”

	Shaw waited for the argument, but Emery only nodded. Carrying Evie, he headed toward the door. Auggie copied the move, picking up Lana even though she was definitely too big to be carried. It didn’t stop Auggie, though, and he followed Emery. Theo was a step behind, his hand on Auggie’s shoulder. North motioned for Shaw to go ahead with Tean, and he brought up the rear as they filtered out of the restaurant.

	The summer evening was hot and waiting for them, like a wet cloth pressed against their faces. It was hard to believe that it was past eight, but the sun had almost set, and in spite of the peach-colored arc in the west, the parking lot had fallen into shadow. It was mostly empty.

	“Our house,” Emery said. “Everyone.”

	“We don’t have—” Theo began.

	“It’s not a discussion. Theo, Auggie, you’re with me. North, Shaw, are you good?”

	“Good,” North said.

	Theo and Auggie hurried toward the minivan, where Emery was already loading Evie into her booster seat. North herded Tean and Shaw toward the GTO, where Jem waited, hands in his pockets. 

	Inside, the car smelled like American Crew hair gel and the faint hint of cleaner, whatever North had used last time, and maybe, possibly, just barely, the faintest whiff of cigarette smoke. The engine rumbled to life, and North eased the car forward.

	“He thinks someone’s going to try to kill us,” Tean said. Under the GTO’s growl, he was barely audible. “Doesn’t he?”

	Jem said, “Let ’em. We fucked them up last time.”

	“Last time,” North said, “you and Theo barely got out with your lives, and Theo and Auggie’s house burned down.”

	“It didn’t burn down,” Shaw said, “not entirely.”

	“And that time, the killer didn’t even bring a gun. How well do you think you’re going to do if four guys step out of an alley with shotguns?”

	“We’ve managed to stay alive so far,” Jem said.

	“Because you’re lucky. How long do you think you’re going to be lucky?”

	“We’ve stayed alive because—”

	But when Shaw looked in the rearview mirror, Tean was shaking his head, and Jem cut off.

	“Exactly,” North said.

	“North,” Shaw said.

	North grimaced, and his attention seemed to settle on driving. They rode the rest of the way in silence.

	Instead of hotdogging it, as usual, North hung back a few car lengths and let the minivan lead them to the Hazard and Somerset home. He pulled up in front of the house as Emery was still guiding the Odyssey into the garage.

	“I’ll clear it,” Jem said.

	“We’ll clear it,” North said.

	“But I’m lucky,” Jem said, “and you’re just an asshole.”

	North barked a laugh. He waited by the side of the GTO after he got out, and when Jem climbed out, North tried to swat him on the back of the head, which made Jem laugh in turn. Their laughter faded, though, as they headed toward the dark house.

	Shaw traded a look with Tean. “Do you understand boys?”

	Tean touched his glasses like he wanted to resettle them. “They’re nervous, and they’re finding outlets for that nervousness.” Then a tiny smile curled the corner of his mouth. “But no. Not in the slightest.”

	They waited in silence. Shaw’s mind began to branch and fork, a labyrinth of possibilities. First and clearest was the one North had suggested: men in the dark, men in masks, waiting with shotguns to deliver a rain of death. But it could be so many things. Gas filling the house, waiting for a single spark to explode. Or the man again, the one with the sickle, who had come before. He pictured North caught off guard, North with nothing to defend himself against that black blade sweeping out of the darkness—

	Tean touched his arm, and Shaw flinched.

	“You need to take deep breaths,” Tean said. “You’re hyperventilating.”

	Shaw nodded and tried to breathe through the chaos of his own mind. For a moment, the frustration was worse than the fear itself: the old, familiar dismay that no matter what he tried—psychotherapy, psychedelics, weed, meditation, even exercise—he was a victim of neural wiring.

	But the breathing helped, some, and after a moment, Tean dropped his hand.

	Lights went on in the house, and then the front door opened, and North signaled. By the time Tean and Shaw stepped inside, Shaw could hear Emery and the others in the kitchen, where they’d entered through the garage. The house itself looked untouched: no vandalism, no destruction, no ominous threats or messages. It felt right, too, although Shaw knew North would dismiss that as woo-woo; the house still felt safe, comfortable, like a home.

	“All good,” Jem said.

	“For now,” North said. “Let’s make it through tonight before the victory jackoff.”

	“So, cool fact, I actually didn’t know victory jackoffs were a thing until literally right now, which means I’ve wasted, like, at least eight of them—”

	“Go on, sweetheart,” Emery said from the living room. “You and Lana go upstairs and play. I’ll come check on you in a minute.”

	The little girls’ voices faded in time with their steps. North led their group into the living room.

	Theo and Auggie stood near the stairs, Auggie clutching Theo’s hand like his body weight was an anchor to keep Theo from going after their daughter. Emery stood in the center of the room, head down, face empty. North dropped onto the couch, and Shaw joined him. Tean stayed near Jem, close to the entry hall.

	“Is North right?” Tean asked, breaking the silence. “Is someone going to try to kill us tonight?”

	“We don’t know that,” Shaw said.

	“They’d be stupid not to,” North said.

	“We don’t know what they’re doing. We don’t know anything.”

	“We know somebody tried to kill those bozos.” North nodded at Jem and Tean. “And someone tried to kill those bozos.” He nodded at Theo and Auggie. “And tonight, somebody killed the motherfucking sheriff. So, I’m going to go out on a limb and say somebody’s cleaning up, and we’re part of the mess.”

	“We have no idea what really happened tonight—” 

	Emery’s head came up, and he broke in, saying, “North’s right.”

	“Put that on a fucking plaque,” North said.

	“We had two leads that could connect us back to illegal activity at the Cottonmouth Club. Both of those leads are now dead. The sheriff is dead. And those three deaths took place inside a secure facility. We don’t know everything, but we know enough: someone is tying off loose ends, and we—in particular, Theo, Auggie, Jem, and Tean—are a bundle of loose ends.”

	Shaw opened his mouth. Then he shut it again.

	“Who’s doing this?” Jem asked. “That’s what’s driving me crazy about the whole thing. It was one thing when we thought we’d stumbled onto a wildlife trafficking ring. And then—and then Theo and Auggie got caught up in it, and it turns out it’s more than animals; they’re trafficking people. But who’s doing this? We don’t have names. We don’t even have faces. We’ve got a psycho in a mask, but that’s one guy.”

	“That’s not the real problem,” North said.

	“It felt like a pretty real problem when he tried to gut me.” Jem touched his chest, where a cut was still healing.

	“He came into our home,” Theo said, his voice flat. “He tried to kill my family.”

	“North is—” Emery seemed to hear himself and managed to say, “—not wrong.”

	North snorted.

	“The real issue,” Emery said, “is whoever conducted these killings tonight, they have a reach and influence beyond our original estimation. This isn’t a group of amateurs who have found a way to profit from illegal activities. We’re dealing with people who are organized, who are ruthless, and who can strike into the heart of a law enforcement facility.”

	“Where’s Colt?” Tean asked.

	“Ashley’s.” Something in Emery’s voice eased. “He’s fine; I called on the drive over.”

	North rubbed his eyes. “Anybody want to go to Tahiti?”

	Auggie raised his hand.

	“What are we going to do?” Shaw asked.

	Emery looked at him, but instead of answering, he reached into his pocket and took out his phone. He spoke quietly as he moved into the kitchen.

	“You two should go home,” North said with a glance at Tean and Jem. “Hell, I wasn’t joking about Tahiti. Go to Tahiti.”

	Jem scratched his beard, but Tean shook his head. “They killed my friend.”

	“Our friend,” Jem said.

	“They were trying to kill us, and they killed her instead. We’re not running away from that.”

	“Even though we don’t exactly have unlimited vacation days. Well, I do. But that’s because I’m a reprobate.”

	“We talked about this,” Tean said, his voice dropping as he turned toward Jem. “It’s my choice—”

	“I know, I know, I know.” Jem held up his hands. “Look, this is my fault. I’m the one who screwed up. I’m the one who got these fuckers after us.”

	“It’s not anyone’s fault,” Shaw said.

	“It’s kind of his fault,” North said. He twisted away from Shaw’s elbow. “What? It is.”

	“It’s not,” Auggie said. “We stirred the pot too.”

	“He’s being kind,” Theo said. “I dragged him into this.”

	Auggie shook his head, but he didn’t press the argument. After that, no one seemed to have anything to say. Silence gathered; it was thick in Shaw’s throat, and he wiped his eyes and laid his head on North’s shoulder. Emery’s voice was a low rumble in the background. And then that ended too.

	His steps moved back toward the living room, and everyone turned toward the sound. Emery looked at them, face grim. “John asked me to come in.”

	Theo glanced at Jem, who nodded, and said, “We’ll keep an eye on things here.”

	“Good,” Emery said, his voice suddenly dry. “Because he wants North and Shaw to come as well.”

	 


2

	The Wahredua police station looked like it had, at one point, been a school. North had plenty of friends who’d gone to Catholic school, and he recognized the look: the grim severity of the redbrick walls, the cramped windows, the uninspired attempts at religious ornamentation. At some point—probably whenever the city had taken it over—someone had tried to get rid of the iconography. No more angels and devils, no more saints and sinners. Not on the taxpayers’ dime. But, like most public works jobs, this one had been half-assed and, apparently, eventually given up. The decorative stonework above the main entrance, for example, still showed an angel with a bad hair day who was, apparently, pointing a pencil dick at the devil lying underneath him. No homo, North thought as he followed Emery into the building.

	Emery led them past the front desk without slowing; the uniformed officer seated there opened her mouth in protest, but either she was familiar with Emery or didn’t care enough to raise a ruckus, because she let them continue into the building. Her nametag said Ehlers.

	John-Henry was waiting for them in his office. It was the kind of space North would have guessed John-Henry would create for himself: a comfortable chair, a fairly organized desk, photos of Emery and Evie and Colt. An annoying number of awards. Somehow, John-Henry had found time to change into uniform—a spare, North guessed, kept at the station for emergencies like this. Blue trousers. Crisp white shirt. It would be nice one day when John-Henry got a beer belly and his arms went all soft and wobbly the way a lot of old guys did. North was really looking forward to that.

	For now, he said, “You look like a wiener in that uniform.”

	John-Henry’s answering smile was startled and, for a moment, white-hot and genuine, and he glanced at Shaw’s fuzzy shirt. “Better than a Muppet. Thanks for coming. Sit down.”

	“Just so everyone knows,” Shaw said, “this is a cruelty-free pelt. This Muppet died in the wild of natural causes.”

	North made him sit down.

	John-Henry paused to check a message on his phone. Then he looked up at them; he already looked tired, and North knew this was only the beginning of a lot of long days and nights for the chief of police. When he spoke, though, his voice was strong.

	“I’d like to hire you to help with this investigation. In particular, with running down our primary suspect.”

	North shifted in his seat. “Ok.”

	“Ok?” John-Henry asked.

	Shaw nodded. “Ok.”

	A tiny smile flickered. “I thought it might be a little more difficult than that.”

	“The difficult part,” Emery said, “is going to happen the first time you try to tell them what to do.”

	“Oh, yeah,” North said, “we’re fucking terrible at taking orders.”

	“Very bad,” Shaw said, nodding enthusiastically. “The worst.”

	“Uh huh,” John-Henry said. “That’s not exactly reassuring.”

	“Look, we’re already tied up in this,” North said.

	“Because you’re our friends,” Shaw said.

	“Because it’s an interesting investigation.”

	“And we care about you,” Shaw said. “We love you so much. Both of you, although mostly Emery. No offense, John-Henry.”

	“Are you kidding me? If anything, we’re doing this because I feel sorry for John-Henry because he lives in this shithole, and in a place like this, beggars can’t be choosers.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” Shaw asked, bristling in his seat.

	“Exactly what you think it means: if he could get any non-crazy, non-asshole dick in this bunghole of a town, he would have. Instead, he’s got chuckle-fucks.”

	“That’s you,” Shaw said to Emery. “You’re chuckle-fucks.”

	“I hadn’t realized,” Emery said.

	“I’ll have you know Emery is a top prospect,” Shaw said. “In this town. In any town. He’s a Wahredua ten. And he’s a New York City ten and a half.”

	“It’s a fucking ten scale, jackass. He can’t be a New York City ten and a half.”

	“Really? Let’s do the math. Thighs: ten. Ass: ten and a half. Dick—”

	“Ok,” John-Henry said. “As much as I would normally enjoy this, I’ve got to keep moving, guys. There’s a lot to do.”

	“Of course,” Shaw said. “I’m sorry for my colleague’s unprofessional behavior.”

	“His dick would be a three because it’s probably falling off from scurvy,” North said.

	“If anything, his dick would be—” 

	Emery clapped his hands. “Jackasses, enough.”

	North settled back into his seat. 

	“What have you got?” Emery asked.

	“It’s a mess,” John-Henry said. “Where do I start? The cameras were deactivated, for one. For another, we’ve got a deputy missing, and an offender escaped.”

	“Jesus Christ. Why were the fucking cameras turned off?”

	“Great question,” John-Henry said.

	Emery looked like he wanted to get his teeth into that, so North leaned forward. “Do you have a timeline?”

	“Kind of. The cameras went off around seven. A deputy found the sheriff and Dalton a little after eight; they got a hold of me pretty quickly after that. We’ve got BOLOs out for the missing deputy and the offender, and Highway Patrol is putting up roadblocks and checkpoints.”

	“An hour,” Emery said. “That’s a lot of time.”

	John-Henry nodded. “They could be anywhere at this point, but if Highway Patrol moves fast, maybe they’ll catch something.”

	“Do we know what happened?” Shaw asked. “Did Dalton attack the sheriff? Why was the sheriff even there?”

	“We don’t know. They run a skeleton crew at night. The deputy who found the sheriff was one of two who were supposed to be on duty in the men’s unit.”

	“And the other one?” Emery asked.

	“I’ll get to him in a minute. The deputy who found them, his name is Glover.”

	“Jesus.”

	North cocked an eyebrow. 

	“He’s not that bad,” John-Henry said to the unasked question. “Well, he’s pretty bad—lazy, aggressive, all-around incompetent.”

	“Oh,” North said, “a cop. Got it.”

	“Incompetent doesn’t begin to describe it,” Emery said. “That’s like saying the Hindenburg was a whoopsie.”

	John-Henry’s smile was a shadow and then gone. “The point is, Glover might not be a good deputy, but nobody seems to think he’s a corrupt one.” Emery opened his mouth, but John-Henry kept talking. “We don’t know that for sure, obviously; we’re going to have a major case squad here tomorrow, possibly a special prosecutor, the Highway Patrol. Glover’s going to have so many people crawling through his life, if he’s dirty, we’ll know pretty soon.” For a moment, John-Henry was silent as though gathering his thoughts. “According to Glover, last night, another deputy should have been on duty. His name is Adam Ezell. He showed up for his shift and then left; Glover doesn’t know why.”

	“That’s not suspicious,” Emery said. “If he was involved, he couldn’t have picked a worse way to draw attention to himself.”

	“A little before eight, the sheriff left to do rounds; Glover insists that the sheriff offered to do it, which I have to admit is in keeping with Engels’s personality. When Engels didn’t come back, Glover tried to get him on the radio.”

	“Weren’t they concerned because the cameras weren’t working?” Shaw asked. “I think they’d try to call someone. Maybe go into lockdown.”

	“They probably should have, yes,” John-Henry said. “But you’ve got to understand, this is a small jail in a small county.”

	“With a small budget,” Emery said.

	“That’s true too. It’s not a high-security prison, and it’s—well, it’s Wahredua. Glover said the sheriff was going to have someone come out first thing in the morning.”

	“But it’s convenient,” North said, “the cameras going out like that.”

	“It’s more than convenient,” Shaw said.

	John-Henry nodded. “We don’t know what happened in that cell, but by the time Glover went to check, both the sheriff and Dalton Weber were dead.”

	“When did they find Ambyr?” North asked.

	“Not long after that. They did a head count, of course, and that’s when they learned she’d hanged herself.”

	“Conveniently,” Emery said sourly.

	John-Henry gave a weary shrug. “That’s also when they discovered that Philip Welch was missing. That’s who I want you to find. Hold on, I’ve got his photo here.”

	He sorted through the papers in front of him and found a folder, which turned out to be Welch’s file. North studied the photo clipped to the inside. The photo was only a headshot, but Welch’s height and weight were given on the intake form—five-five, a hundred and eleven pounds. That might not qualify for a world record, but Welch was officially tiny, and in the photo, he looked even smaller because he was so young. The form listed his race as Black, but he was light-skinned and wore his hair buzzed. His lantern jaw gave his otherwise fine bone structure an oddly distended look. 

	Flipping through the rest of the file, North tried to paint a picture of the man in front of him. “He’s a frequent flyer, huh? Gangbang stuff in Jeff City. Dealing in Columbia. What’d they pick him up for here?”

	“Possession with intent to distribute,” John-Henry said.

	Emery grunted and held out a hand, and North, because he could, leaned back in the chair and fanned himself with the file. With a snort that could have been anything from amusement to murderous intent, Emery snatched the file from him and leaned against John-Henry’s desk as he began to read.

	“How did the sheriff die?” Shaw asked.

	The emptiness of his voice made North take a considering look. Shaw wouldn’t meet his gaze, but he hugged himself, angling his body toward John-Henry.

	John-Henry said, “He was stabbed. I’m not even going to try to guess how many times, but a lot; the medical examiner has him now.”

	“Shiv,” Emery said without looking up.

	“That seems likely. Dalton died the same way.”

	“The sheriff didn’t fight back?”

	For a moment, frustration flared in John-Henry’s face. He spread his hands. “We don’t know. He didn’t have his service weapon with him.”

	“What kind of rinky-dink operation is this?” North asked. “Aren’t there doors that only open on buzzers, that kind of thing?”

	“It’s a county jail in rural Missouri,” Emery said, his attention still fixed on the file. “It might as well be a popsicle stand.”

	“He had the sheriff’s keys,” John-Henry said. “It’s not clear—not yet, anyway—what other security measures had been compromised like the cameras. We’re going to have people going over this place with a fine-toothed comb. God, it’s going to be a nightmare.”

	Emery looked up from the file to study his husband. Then he moved behind the desk to lay a hand on John-Henry’s shoulder. He squeezed once, and John-Henry nodded and rubbed his forehead.

	“Do we know anything about what happened with Ambyr?” Shaw asked. “Had she said anything about harming herself? Does anyone know what kind of condition she was in today?”

	This time, North didn’t have to look; he could hear it in Shaw’s voice, the mind-fuck, like oil slicking clean water. “Shaw, maybe you and Emery want to go over that file together? You can see if he missed anything.”

	“I certainly didn’t miss—” Emery began, but maybe, against all odds, even Emery Hazard could occasionally catch a hint because he glanced at Shaw and shut his mouth. “Yes. There is, I suppose, always a possibility. If you’d like to help me—” 

	Shaw shook his head, still not looking at North.

	“If she’d talked about self-harm,” John-Henry said, “she’d have been on suicide watch. They have female deputies on staff for the female offenders, but none of them heard or saw anything unusual.”

	“Sure,” North said. “Why would they?”

	“She must have been scared,” Shaw said, his voice barely more than a whisper. “And humiliated, and alone.”

	“Shaw, I need you to hold it together for me.”

	Shaw nodded, eyes hooded and looking off into his own private nightmares.

	John-Henry glanced at North, but North shook his head. “Did Welch take the sheriff’s car?”

	“Yeah,” John-Henry said. “Private vehicle because the sheriff’s department cruiser is in the shop.”

	“Which means no lo-jacking,” Emery said. “Which is consistent with everything else in this case being fucking perfect.”

	“We’re working on it; our guess is that Welch only took it to get clear of Wahredua. He’ll ditch it as soon as he can if he’s smart.” John-Henry shook himself as though remembering something and plucked a sheet of paper from his desk. “Ezell, so you know what he looks like.”

	The picture showed a moon-faced white man with a perpetual flush. His blond hair was slicked back and thinning so that you could see the shape of his skull. He wore the khaki uniform of a sheriff’s deputy.

	“Another of Wahredua’s finest,” North said. He held the photo out for Shaw, but Shaw didn’t seem to see it; after a few seconds, North passed it to Emery.

	“He doesn’t have any official complaints filed against him,” John-Henry said, “and nobody seems to have any unofficial ones either. From what I could gather, nobody seemed to suspect he was dirty. Always showed up, did his job, went home.”

	North nodded.

	“Are you comfortable if we do the contract tomorrow?” John-Henry asked. “I can ask one of our administrative assistants to draw up a version of the one we use when we contract Emery; I’m already an hour behind where I should be tonight, and there’s a million more things to do.”

	Waving away the question, North settled himself in the chair. “Why do you want to hire us?”

	“Fantastic question,” Emery murmured.

	“Because I need manpower,” John-Henry said. “And I need results. And most importantly, I need someone I can trust. You’re our friends, and I know I’m asking a lot, but I think you know we’re neck deep in this already. Someone arranged these murders. The same someone who went after Jem and Tean. The same person who attacked Theo and Auggie in their home. This isn’t over.”

	“They’re barely getting started,” Emery said, voice so low he might have been speaking to himself.

	North gave him a long look.

	“John’s not wrong,” Emery said. “I’d also add that your methods are…unconventional, which in this situation may prove to be an asset.”

	North nodded.

	“Is there a problem?” John-Henry asked. “I understand if you don’t want to—” He didn’t quite look at Shaw, but he didn’t need to; North could feel the pull, the way Shaw was acting on all of them like a dark gravity. “If you need to think about it first.”

	“No,” North said. “We’ll do it. I just wanted to hear both of you admit we’re hot shit first.”

	“I never said—” Emery began.

	Before he could finish, though, raised voices came from the bullpen: the words were indistinct, but the volume and tone suggested anger. 

	Emery, looking out the window, grimaced. “Brother Gary and Red Alvin.”

	“Problem?” North asked.

	“The sheriff’s department’s on-call clowns.”

	 “They’re detectives for the sheriff’s department,” John-Henry said. “And they’re not going to be happy when they find out I’m directing the investigation. You might want to clear out while you can.”

	“Can you call over to the jail?” North asked as he stood. Shaw didn’t move, so he caught Shaw’s elbow and helped him to his feet. “We’ll start there.”

	John-Henry nodded. His eyes moved to Shaw. “North—”

	“We’ll be fine,” North said.

	He led Shaw out of the office, and instead of heading for the entrance, they broke right toward a fire door across the bullpen. He had a glimpse of two men arguing with a pair of uniformed officers—one man wore a white suit like Matlock, and the other, in a track suit, looked like death warmed over. John-Henry had been right: they didn’t look happy, and North figured they were going to be even more upset by the time the night was over.

	“Come on,” he said, joggling Shaw’s elbow. “We’ve got a murder to solve.”
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	North got Shaw settled in the GTO, and then he started driving back to Emery and John-Henry’s house. The streets of the small town seemed impossibly empty; in St. Louis, there was always the low-grade thrum of traffic. Here, though, they passed intersection after intersection, the lights all switched over to red blinkers, the streets like hollow places in the darkness. 

	Shaw stirred, blinked, looked around. “Where are we—North, no!”

	“North, yes.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“You’re most definitely not fine. You’re going to call Dr. Farr—”

	“It’s the middle of the night!”

	“—and I’m going to stay with you until I’m sure you’re ok—”

	“I’m fine! North, stop!”

	“—and then I’m going to make Tean babysit you and Jem bully you until I can drive you home.”

	“No!”

	North kept driving.

	“Hey, are you listening to me? I said no. North, stop the car right now or—or I’ll drive us into that Chick-fil-A!”

	“You wouldn’t dare.”

	“I would! I’ll wreck your car.”

	“Nope. You won’t even eat Chick-fil-A because you don’t believe in giving your money to anti-LGBTQ organizations, so there’s no way you’d sacrifice all your morals now and use their building to wreck my car.”

	Shaw gaped at him. “I’ll use the Lee’s!”

	North rolled his eyes.

	“This is central Missouri, you—you giant jackass! There are fried chicken places on every street!”

	North couldn’t help it: a laugh slipped out of him. Shaw grabbed the wheel, and North let him. Instead of death by Popeye’s, though, Shaw steered them into a parking lot that had once been anchored by a Kmart. North slowed the car, and they ended up parked in a stall.

	“Look at that,” North said quietly. “Teamwork. And we’re not dead.”

	“I decided it would dishonor the ghosts of all those chickens.”

	North nodded.

	“If you knew how inhumane poultry farms were—”

	“I am scared this is going to hurt you.” North managed to hold back, at the very end, the rest of what he wanted to say: more than you can bear. “And I’m scared of seeing you like that. You don’t know what it’s like, what I feel like. It’s like losing you. And I’m not going to lose you.”

	“I’ll be fine,” Shaw said. “I can do this.”

	“You don’t have to be fine, Shaw. You don’t have to do this.”

	“They’re our friends—”

	“Who cares? You are the one person who matters to me, get it? They can all go to hell if it means keeping you safe. This is their fucking mess.” Shaw opened his mouth, and North said, “And I’m not talking about abandoning them, you horse’s ass. I’m saying you should go back to St. Louis. We’ve put everything on hold at Borealis while we’ve been down here; Zion and Truck can’t carry the load forever.”

	“I wish Truck had heard you say, ‘Carry the load.’ Ze would have cried out of pure happiness.”

	“We need to get back to work. So, this is perfect. You keep Borealis afloat, and I’ll help these morons.”

	“This is too dangerous.”

	North couldn’t help the sound he made.

	“I’m serious,” Shaw said. “Whoever’s behind this, they killed a sheriff, North. That’s not messing around. That’s—that’s crazy. And it’s more than that. What if you got hurt? What if someone attacked you? Theo and Jem couldn’t stop that guy when he came to Theo’s house.”

	“Ok, well, first of all, I cannot fucking believe you’d compare me to those two. We’re not even in the same league. Theo is literally a teacher. He teaches. Kids. About books. And he’s ancient.” North tried to repress a shudder. “Jesus, Shaw, for all we know, he could be forty. And Jem? That pansy ass in the windbreakers and the grandma sweaters and the dick-dangling shorts? I could kick their asses up and down the block and not break a sweat.”

	“That’s very macho. I hate machismo.”

	“Yeah, but your Mr. Slinky kind of loves it.”

	“No, he doesn’t. I mean, I don’t. I hate it. And I own a lot of windbreakers.”

	“And you look like a horse’s ass in them. As I’ve told you. Many times.”

	“And I own grandma sweaters.”

	“Yeah, but yours are cuter.”

	“And I always wear dick-dangling shorts.”

	North brushed a loose strand of hair away from Shaw’s forehead and kissed him. Then he said, “That’s fine because you’ve got such a pretty dick.”

	“I’m not leaving you,” Shaw said. “We’re a team. We’re partners. In every way that matters.” North opened his mouth, but Shaw said, “I know—I know I don’t handle things well. Hard things, I mean. But I don’t think that’s different, not in the long run, from you risking your life. We’re both taking risks, but we’re safer when we’re together.”

	It’s different, North wanted to say, because it’s you. It’s different because the world is hard and meant to cut, and no matter how deeply it slices, you never heal, never scar. It’s different because I can keep you safe from a lot of things, but I can’t keep you safe from that.

	“And Jem would be a terrible bully,” Shaw said, sniffling and wiping his nose. “He let me let him braid my hair, and all I had to do was give him my Amex.”

	“Jesus Christ,” North muttered.

	He tried to think of a way to say no. He tried to find an escape hatch, a release valve. Hell, he’d settle for a Wonkavator. Anything to get Shaw out of this. But the sharp, fierce beauty of Shaw’s face was set, and North recognized the expression, knew that he’d lost this fight the way he’d lost most of them. He brushed that errant strand of hair away again, kissed Shaw once more—just a brush of lips, but he went slowly, the way you move when you’re holding glass. Then he pulled back, looked for the darkness in Shaw’s eyes, and found only Shaw—hazel, the rims red. 

	“Well, then,” North murmured, “fuck me.”

	 


4

	The county jail was attached to the rear of the sheriff’s station, which sat in the center of Wahredua alongside several other government buildings. A few of them, like city hall, were remarkable pieces for a town this size—built when civic pride meant spending the time and money to do things right, in limestone and bronze. Other buildings, though, showed the inspiration of budget restrictions and committee groupthink: long, low buildings that had been thrown up when land was cheap and available, and when the driving aesthetic imperative had been brown.

	“Brown’s making a comeback,” Shaw decided to tell North.

	“No, it’s not.”

	Sheriff’s department cruisers crowded the parking lot, many with their lights still flashing, and North parked a hundred yards off. Men and women milled around with the purposeless activity of people who didn’t know what to do but didn’t know how to leave, either. Many of them wore deputy uniforms—or, like one guy with sleep-tousled hair and boxer shorts to complement his uniform shirt, parts of their uniform—but others were clearly paramedics, and others had the look of administrative personnel. It was a small town, and tragedy meant people you knew.

	North and Shaw made it through most of the restless crowd without more than a few side-eye glances, but as they drew closer to the sheriff’s station, a square-jawed guy darted into their path and held up a hand. He wore a rumpled deputy’s uniform, and he smelled—to borrow a phrase Shaw had heard from North and would never have used himself, on account of being sex positive—like a two-bit whorehouse.

	“Hold on,” the guy said, in case putting his hand up wasn’t clear. “You can’t go in there.”

	“We can,” North said, detouring around him, “and we are.”

	“Hey!” the man barked, prancing backward, hand going to the gun at his side. “I’m ordering you to stop right now!”

	North stopped. He gave the man a slow up-and-down look. It was similar, Shaw thought, to the time North had caught Shaw and the puppy arguing over who was going to get to sleep with North that night. That sounded silly, Shaw decided. Nobody argued with a puppy. They had been negotiating.

	“Buzz off,” North said.

	The deputy’s eyes flicked to him and back to North. “I don’t know who you are, but—”

	“Jackass, the chief of police sent us over here, so you can call Chief Somerset and clear it with him. While you do, my partner and I are going to get to work.”

	For a moment, the deputy looked like he might back down. Then his face hardened, and he opened his mouth.

	“Let them through, Moore.” The voice belonged to a woman who stood in the station’s doorway, backlit by the yellow wash of interior light. “McKinney? Aldrich?”

	“That’s us,” North said as they started forward.

	She wore the brown uniform of a deputy, and her nametag said Weiss. She was past forty, on the stocky side, her brown hair cut short. She gave Shaw a familiar negotiating-with-the-puppy look, and when she turned to face North, Shaw caught a hint of a limp in the way she carried herself. Now, up close, Shaw could make out the film of shock covering her features, and beneath it, the deeper layer of grief. After checking their IDs, she jerked her head for them to follow, and they went inside.

	They didn’t go far. She stopped in the lobby and said, “Chief Somerset said to give you whatever you need. What do you need?”

	“We’d like to see Dalton Weber’s cell,” North said, “as well as the route the sheriff would have taken. Then anything you can give us that might help with finding Welch: security footage from before the cameras went down, visitor logs, phone records.”

	Weiss nodded. “The cell’s locked down until Highway Patrol can get here and process it—Chief Somerset’s orders. But I can walk you past it, and you can take a look.”

	“That works.”

	She took them down a hallway that led toward the back of the building. The station looked like a lot of government facilities Shaw had been in: the high-traffic carpet squares with a microdot pattern meant to disguise dirt and wear; painted cinderblock walls that never quite looked like they were meant for human occupation; sterile pieces of non-art mixed with informational posters about how to run a neighborhood watch or what to do if someone left their briefcase at a bus station (SAY SOMETHING!). One of the posters had to be from the Depression—it showed a woman in a nightgown and curlers peering out her door at the suspicious outlines of two tramps, bindles over their shoulders. The words were simple: NOT IN OUR TOWN.

	“Jesus,” North muttered.

	“I have those curlers,” Shaw said.

	North tried twice to slap him upside the head, but both times Shaw was faster.

	It was silly, yes. It was stupid. It was, Shaw knew—because he could hear his mother and father saying it in their own distinct ways—wildly inappropriate. But it was the lifeline he and North threw each other when the darkness was too deep to swim in. Plus, it was fun, and it made North smile, and that went a long way toward pushing the nightmares back.

	 Instead of taking them through the visitors’ entrance to the jail, Weiss unlocked a steel security door and led them through a suite of offices. She stopped where another security door was propped open. Inside, a bank of monitors showed empty screens. Large windows looked out into the jail’s chow hall. “As you can see, the cameras are still out of order. The tech is supposed to come out tomorrow and tell us what happened.”

	“Is this where the sheriff would have been?”

	Weiss shook her head. “Normally, the sheriff would have been in his office, but Ezell was gone—you know about that?”

	“We heard something.”

	“The sheriff came back here to hold down the fort with Glover. This part is called the control center.” 

	“Add that to the list,” North said. “We want to talk to Glover.”

	“Get in line. He’s already got his union rep, and he’s not talking to anyone until Highway Patrol gets here.”

	North grunted. “So, how would the sheriff have gone to check on Weber?”

	Weiss led them across the control center to a door. The door had a security window that looked into a small enclosure, with another door at the other end. The design was familiar—it was called a sally port, or a mantrap, and each door had to be unlocked in turn. In theory, this meant an offender couldn’t jump a guard while he was entering or exiting the secure portion of the facility. Or rather, an offender could jump a guard, but they still wouldn’t be able to escape. 

	Steps made Shaw turn. A thin-faced deputy with penciled-on eyebrows stood in the doorway. Her nametag said Lang.

	“Deputy Lang was on tonight as well,” Weiss said.

	“Here?” North asked.

	“The women’s unit.” Lang’s voice was deeper than he’d expected. “We didn’t know anything had happened until the alarm.”

	“We’re going to want to talk to you,” North said. “About Ambyr Hobbs.”

	“Chief Somerset sent them,” Weiss said.

	Lang’s face remained skeptical. Or maybe that was just the eyebrows. All she said, though, was, “I can’t help you. They found her in the laundry, not the women’s unit.”

	Weiss produced a keycard and let them through first one door, then the other. North was frowning.

	“It’s called a sally port,” Shaw said.

	“I know what it’s called,” North snapped.

	“Oh. Because it looked like you didn’t.”

	North scowled at him as he strode off after Weiss.

	The secure portion of the jail smelled like what Shaw thought of as hospital cleaner, with an underlying flush of warm bodies and warmed-over cafeteria food—tinned meats and overcooked grains. It looked well maintained, with panels of fluorescents providing unflinching light. There were no Alcatraz-style corridors of cells. Instead, Weiss led them past a door with a sign above it that said DORM 1, and men looked out at them from the inset security window. No one said anything. No catcalls or hoots or shouts. But the sound of restless movement came even through the closed door, and the animal part of Shaw’s brain was aware of too many eyes focused on him. Ahead, North’s shoulders were tight, and his head moved slowly from side to side.

	Weiss had to stop at another sally port, where she used her keycard again to get them through.

	“How big is this place?” North asked. “I thought we were talking about a county jail.”

	“You’ve seen most of it,” Weiss said. “There’s a second men’s dorm, the rec room, the yard, the canteen. The women’s facility is even smaller, and the isolation unit—that’s what this is—doesn’t get used unless we need it.”

	“Why was Dalton Weber in isolation?” Shaw asked.

	“We usually have people in isolation for a few reasons. One, they’re a danger to themselves. Two, they’re a danger to the other offenders. Three, they’re in danger, and we’re trying to keep them safe. Sometimes a lawyer asks the judge for special housing. That happens if we’ve got someone with a gang affiliation, for example. LGBTQ offenders are another one.”

	“Is that why Dalton was in here? Because he was gay?”

	“I don’t know why the sheriff put Mr. Weber in isolation, but that seems like a good guess.”

	North waited for her to start walking again before he whispered, “Or the sheriff knew Dalton was an important witness because John-Henry told him.”

	“Or that,” Shaw whispered back.

	The isolation unit was much smaller, and instead of dorms, Shaw found the cells he had expected to see earlier. They were all empty. Two doors stood open, and a deputy stood watch—clearly responsible for making sure nobody tampered with the scene before the Highway Patrol forensic unit was able to process it. He looked like a farm boy about to pop out of his uniform—in a good way. His nametag said Andersen.

	“Why don’t you ask him to take his shirt off?” North said. “It’ll make it easier to climb up on his tits.”

	“I didn’t—”

	“And try not to swallow your tongue if it’s not too much trouble.”

	“I wasn’t—North, I would never—I mean, yes, I looked—” Shaw managed to stop himself. “Don’t say tits!”

	“I’m sorry—” Andersen began automatically, holding up a hand.

	“They’re not going in there,” Weiss said. “They’re with Wahredua PD, and Chief Somerset sent them over to take a look.”

	Andersen seemed ok with that; he settled back into position. The uniform was exceptionally close fitting, and Shaw wasn’t sure if it was a trick of the light or if—

	“That’s his dong,” North whispered furiously.

	“I know that! I mean, I thought I knew that. I mean, sometimes the way the fabric lies, the optics of the bulge, you know—”

	“You know what? I changed my mind. I don’t want to marry you.”

	“North!”

	“I’m good with this weird thing we have. I’m a faithful and loyal partner, and you’re this pervy little skeeve I drag around so you can stare at farm boys’ dingalings.”

	“Oh my God, he does look like a farm boy, doesn’t he?”

	For whatever reason, that made North’s face flash red, and he stomped a few paces closer to the cell, ignoring Andersen’s warning look.

	Shaw caught Deputy Weiss’s side-eye and was suddenly aware of how he and North must seem—the poor taste of it all, the crassness, what must have looked like levity instead of what it really was: fear. The humor was a cheap veneer neither he nor North could risk letting fall. But Shaw didn’t know where to start explaining it, or if this was one of those things people didn’t say out loud. 

	So, instead, Shaw walked past Weiss and North and Andersen to inspect the other cell that was open. The room inside held only a metal bunk bolted to the wall, a thin mattress, and a stainless-steel toilet and sink. 

	“Who was in this room? Uh, cell. Who was in this cell?”

	“Philip Welch,” Weiss said.

	“The inmate who escaped?”

	Weiss nodded.

	“Why was he in here?”

	“Gang affiliations. It would have been too risky to house him with the general population.”

	“Because it’s full of neo-Nazi white trash,” North said.

	Andersen stiffened.

	“Because it would have been too risky,” Weiss said again.

	Shaw glanced around, but the other cells looked unoccupied. “Was anyone else in the isolation unit?”

	“No,” Weiss said.

	“So, Welch was the only one who could have gotten to Dalton?”

	Weiss grimaced. “Nobody should have been able to attack Mr. Weber in his cell. Everyone should have been locked down for the night. In the isolation unit, they’re locked down twenty-three hours a day.”

	“But that’s clearly not what happened,” North said, and he directed a meaningful look at Shaw before turning his attention back to the cell. Shaw moved over to join him as North continued, “So, what did happen?”

	“Ideally,” Weiss said in a tone that Shaw couldn’t pin down, “the explanation is that some sort of failure in the locking mechanism of the cell doors left both Welch and Weber unsecured.”

	“Yeah,” North said, “that’d be great. What really happened?”

	“We can’t be sure until the doors are inspected—”

	“You didn’t have some sort of tragic coincidence when both doors magically unlocked themselves. Somebody made sure these two cell doors were open. The question is, who?”

	Weiss’s mouth twisted, but she didn’t answer. Andersen’s face was ruddled with what must have been anger.

	“Do you need to see anything else?” Weiss asked. “Or are we finished here?”

	For the first time, Shaw let himself look into Dalton Weber’s cell. Both Weber’s body and the sheriff’s had been removed, but blood puddled on the floor, slowly drying on the concrete. More blood spattered the bunk, the walls, the sink. John-Henry had told them that the sheriff had been stabbed multiple times, but that didn’t come close to describing what must have happened. Shaw could picture it: the rapid thrusts, the resistance of muscle as the shiv penetrated, the frantic, manic energy driving Welch to stab over and over again, the blood spraying out, black under the fluorescents, the sound of the dying men’s breaths under the flurry of blows—

	North squeezed Shaw’s nape. Shaw drew in a ragged breath. He blinked his eyes clear and nodded.

	“We’re done here,” North said.

	Weiss led them back the way they’d come, and North kept his hand on Shaw’s neck. Eyes followed them from the darkness. Shaw thought he could feel air moving against his skin, the collective breath of men caged like animals. Sweat slicked his neck where North’s hand lay heavy on it. When they stepped back into the control center, safely behind the sally port and under the watchful gaze of Deputy Lang and her eyebrows, North let his hand slide down Shaw’s back, Shaw felt cold, and he shivered in spite of himself.

	“Question number one,” North said. “How the fuck did Philip Welch walk out of here?”

	Lang’s mouth tightened at the swear, but Weiss just shrugged. “If you’re talking about the sally ports, well, they all have a mechanical bypass.”

	“Let me guess: the sheriff is the only one with the keys.”

	“It’s a security protocol.” Weiss shrugged again. “He’s not the only one, but he does have a set. In theory. If you want my guess, Welch did what he did and then waited. He stayed out of sight until Glover went to investigate why the sheriff had been gone so long. Then, while Glover was headed down to the isolation unit, he walked right out
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