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      Spring in Georgia was different from spring in Chicago. Back home, I’d wear shorts and a sweatshirt in late March. I froze my ass off, but spring had sprung, and Chicagoans celebrated with shorts, even if that meant frostbite.

      Come spring in Georgia, and residents still walked around in sweaters and jeans, complaining about the weather as they wiped their noses. Though it was a beautiful season with flowers and trees blooming in stunningly bright colors, that beauty created an evil villain called pollen, which turned everything in its path yellow.

      That wasn’t an exaggeration. Yesterday I’d walked outside the department and stood in shock. Every car in the lot wore a covering of yellow at least a half inch thick. I sneezed my way to my vehicle and quickly drove to CVS for a bottle of allergy medicine.

      The medicine helped, but I’d lost my voice anyway. I woke up for my late shift and sounded like Demi Moore when I greeted my fish. Okay, that was an exaggeration. My scratchy, twelve-year-old-boy-going-through-puberty voice resembled that of a sick cow, but saying Demi Moore gave me confidence.

      I’d stopped at Dunkin’ Donuts for a large coffee, thinking the warm liquid would ease the pain of my raw throat. I even picked up a cup for my partner, Rob Bishop. I walked into his cubby and placed the coffee in front of him on his desk.

      “Wow.” He smiled up at me. “Are we going steady now?”

      “When did you last date? The fifties? No one says ‘going steady’ anymore.” I cleared my throat. “But no, we’re not. You’re too old for me, Dad.”

      “That would hurt my ego if you didn’t sound like a dying animal. Why didn’t you call in?” He turned to the file cabinet behind him, opened a drawer, and removed something too small for me to see. He handed it to me. “This will help your throat.”

      “Thanks. I’ll give it a shot after I finish my coffee.”

      We’d begun working together several months back, when I’d moved from Chicago to an Atlanta suburb called Hamby. I’d moved thinking I’d have a lighter schedule, and I had, but the calls we took had been mundane ones involving entitled teenagers committing stupid crimes, until a big case came along and yours truly busted it wide open. I wasn’t trying to brag. I was just grateful to be busy. Busy was good, after all. It kept me from thinking about things I didn’t need or want to think about.

      An officer knocked on Bishop’s cubby partition. “We had a call. Shots fired. Chief wants you two on it.”

      I’d dressed in my usual gear before leaving the house, but I checked my gun anyway. Habit. “Was anyone injured?”

      “One. Caller said he’s dead. Ambulance is en route.” He handed Bishop a piece of paper. “It’s all over our channel, but here’s the address.” He placed his hands on his hips. “It’s the Hansard house.”

      Bishop raised an eyebrow. “Do they know who the victim is?”

      “Jeremiah Hansard.”

      Bishop exhaled. “Oh, hell.”

      “What’s the Hansard house, and who’s Jeremiah Hansard?”

      “I’ll explain in the car,” Bishop said. He pointed to the officer. “Thanks for the advanced notice.”

      “Sure thing, Detective.” The officer trotted away.

      Bishop drove. Usually, one partner handled the driving on the regular, and we’d fallen into the habit of it being him. He said I drove like someone from Chicago, weaving in and out of traffic, holding a fist pressed into my horn, flipping the other driver the finger with the other hand, and cussing like a sailor. I’d learned all of that in high school driver’s education, and I didn’t see a problem with any of it.

      “So, who’s the guy, and why does his house have a name?” I asked.

      “You know that house off Birmingham? The one with the big iron fence.”

      “The house you can’t see from the road?”

      He nodded. “It’s the Hansard house. They’ve owned it since forever. The original home, which is now a guest house, was built during the Civil War. Benjamin Hansard built it as a getaway from the city. History said he wanted to keep his family safe. It’s been passed down for years, but about thirty years ago, Jeremiah Hansard built the mansion, and he’s lived in it ever since.” He drove through the intersection. “Jeremiah is a bit of an eccentric, and he’s been a shut-in since his wife passed fifteen years ago.”

      “Sounds like a reason to be a shut-in.” I stared out the window, lost in thoughts I’d hoped to forget.

      “Ryder? You okay?”

      I nodded. “I’m fine.”

      He chuckled. “When my ex said she was fine, I knew she meant the opposite.”

      “Thankfully, I’m not your ex.”

      He smiled. “You have no idea.”

      The drive down Birmingham always gave me something new to admire. The street housed large lots, most five acres minimum, with mansion-sized homes, ornate gated entrances, and even a few with small horse stables. The Hansard house didn’t have horses, but the gate topped the list of most ornate gates in Hamby, Georgia.

      “What’s with the elaborate iron gates? Is it a wealth identifier or something?”

      “Not officially, but I’d say the more obnoxious the gate, the more money the family has.”

      “Then this Hansard guy has a lot.”

      “Last I heard, he was worth something like twenty-two billion, but it’s probably changed.”

      “Holy shit! Someone’s going to make bank on his will.” I regretted that the minute it slipped from my lips. “Oh, that was awful. My apologies.”

      Bishop laughed. Partners didn’t get offended by sarcasm, especially when it had to do with murder. Cops used sarcasm as a defense mechanism. We couldn’t do the job if we let the bad things reach and settle too far into our souls. Those that did ended up on the wrong side of a gun or a bottle of liquor on the daily.

      “He’s got a great-grandniece and great-grandson, but that’s about it. I think they might have had a falling out, though. I’m not sure.” He parked his vehicle at the front of the circular driveway behind the ambulance.

      The medical examiner had arrived just before us. “Detectives. Sorry to have to see you.”

      “Mike,” Bishop said. They shook. “Always a pleasure.”

      I shook his hand as well. “Not a pleasure for me, but you get that.” I smiled.

      “I sure do.”

      “You’re here early,” Bishop said. “What gives?”

      “My mother-in-law is in town. I paid the dispatch officer to call me if anything that might need me came in.”

      I laughed. “Wow. She must be some mother-in-law.”

      “I’ll teach you all the tricks if you ever get married.”

      Again. If I ever got married again.

      We snapped on latex gloves, and just inside the door, slipped our shoes into booties. Both matched what Barron wore during autopsies.

      Officer Michels, the patrol officer who’d answered the call, met us in the foyer. I gasped and was awed at the massive space. The marble floor alone cost more than my townhouse. Probably double for all I knew. The winding stairs on both sides of the room rounded up to an expansive second floor that opened in the center but also extended down hallways on both sides of the stairs. I’d thought the iron gate was ornate, but the railing and spindles of the staircase were one hundred times more. Painted portraits hung along the walls up the stairs. The kind with miserable-looking people who either needed a drink or needed to get laid to put a smile on their faces.

      Why didn’t people smile in those things? Were they just generally unhappy and wanted to portray that for posterity?

      “He’s in the office,” Michels said. He pointed to a hallway just past the foyer on the left. “Two doors down on the right.”

      “Find the weapon?” Bishop asked.

      He shook his head. “Not yet.”

      I didn’t know Michels well, but he seemed like a decent guy. He had a thick black mustache that reminded me of something a 70s porn star might sport. Not that I watched the stuff, but I knew the look. I’d teased him about it a few times. It was hard not to, but he took it in stride. I’d been putting in a concentrated effort to get to know some of the patrol, but many were still too good old boy enough to accept me. If they did, they did. If they didn’t, that was fine with me as well.

      Bishop’s eyes shifted to the room on our left and the five people sitting in
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