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            SHAWN

          

        

      

    

    
      “I knew it!”

      April Messner’s voice was reaching into the shrill registers of hysteria and it was uncomfortable to look at her. She had a wild look in her eyes – a look her husband was noticing more and more often lately. It was feral, almost, and certainly unhinged. It gave Shawn Messner an unsettling feeling whenever he turned his back on his wife, especially when he thought about her being alone with their kids.

      People who looked like that sometimes drowned their kids in the bathtub, didn’t they?

      It was a situation Shawn thought repeatedly that he ought to do something about – maybe take the kids to visit his parents for a weekend while he tried to convince April to go back to her psychiatrist. She’d stopped seeing the guy after a pathetic attempt at seeking treatment, and steadfastly refused to go back even though everyone in the neighborhood could see she needed help.

      Maybe after tonight… if they got through this night in one piece.

      “How could you?” She was seething.

      Shawn tried to shush her, saying, “April, please – the kids are sleeping.”

      It would be a blessing if they slept through the whole fight, but April rounded on him. There was something cold and vicious in her eyes and it chilled him, snapping his mouth shut of its own accord.

      “You’re going to make this my fault?” she hissed. “How long have you been screwing her, Shawn?”

      “I should go.” Shawn’s mistress was standing between them in the living room and it had taken her a hell of a lot longer to excuse herself than it would have taken Shawn if he’d been in her shoes.

      He would have been out the door at the first mean look from his wife, never looking back. But that was the problem with things that started out fun and turned into Chinese finger traps, squeezing and pulling you in too many directions. This woman was in love with him, his wife wasn’t, and he couldn’t even blame them – he was the one who’d stuck his damn fingers in the trap.

      “Oh that’s right, just run away,” April yelled.

      Shawn winced, picturing their kids waking up in the other room. They were five and seven and they didn’t deserve to grow up in a house where their parents got in screaming fights in the middle of the night about daddy screwing the babysitter.

      “April,” he tried again to calm her. “Honey-”

      “Don’t call me that!” She had mascara streaking down her cheeks and she looked like death warmed over. She hadn’t looked good since before her mom’s funeral, but she’d at least cleaned up nice for their date tonight. Didn’t take long for that facade to crack, and the wildness returned to her eyes.

      When did she get so insane-looking?

      Shawn backed away from her unconsciously, winding up in the opposite corner of the living room while his wife closed in on his mistress. He had a vague thought that he should step between them, but a stronger voice told him if he put his hand out to separate them, he’d be pulling back a bloody stump.

      Still, he had to try something – if only for the kids’ sake.

      “April, it’s not her fault,” he said softly.

      “Not her fault?!” April screeched, a fresh torrent of tears streaming down her cheeks. “Of course it is! And before you let yourself off the hook, it’s every bit your fault!”

      Shawn clenched his teeth. It was true – this was his fault. But how many nights could a man sleep in the same cold bed with a wife who erected walls between them? She didn’t love him anymore, she didn’t want him to touch her, and thanks to the depression that she’d allowed to overtake her ever since her mother’s death, it seemed like she barely wanted to live.

      Could she really blame him for reaching for a lifeline, grabbing someone warm and comforting when she turned into an ice queen?

      Yes, she could, and she had every right to. Shawn put his hands down and took another step backward while his mistress rolled her eyes and put her hands on her bare hips. She was wearing nothing above the waist except a lacy pink bra – one that just so happened to exactly match the panties April had found crammed between the seats of his car a few months ago.

      He’d had no idea she’d found them, or even that they were in there. He found all this out about ten seconds after they got home from their nice anniversary dinner date to find the babysitter standing shirtless at the sink, cleaning their youngest’s vomit from the front of her shirt.

      If she’d been wearing any other bra tonight… damn the coincidences.

      “You’re right,” Shawn said. “It is my fault. But please, April, I don’t want the kids to hear all of this. Can we talk about this outside, or-”

      “I could take them to my house,” his topless lover suggested, and this time April’s jaw was not the only one to drop.

      “Hell no,” April spat at her. “Are you joking? You’re not coming anywhere near my kids ever again!”

      There went a perfectly good babysitter – cheap, lived across the street, never minded if they needed her to take the kids overnight. Which was incredibly convenient given the deterioration of April’s mental state and the long hours he’d been putting in at work lately.

      “What about my parents?” Shawn suggested. “It’s after midnight and I hate to call them-” Hated to tell them he was a cheating bastard, more like. “-but I’m sure they’ll come and take the kids for the night.”

      “Daddy?” The voice was tiny and sweet, too innocent for all the ugliness going on in that room. All three of them turned to the hallway, where April and Shawn’s youngest, Lola, stood rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “What’s going on?”

      “Oh, my baby,” April said, holding her arms out to Lola. “Nothing.”

      The little girl skirted around her and went to Shawn.

      “You’re fighting,” Lola said.

      “We’re just talking about some grown-up stuff,” Shawn said, pulling himself together and picking her up. “Nothing you need to worry about, pumpkin.”

      He cradled her and over Lola’s shoulder, April mouthed at Shawn, “Call your parents.”

      Whatever else she was – a cold fish, unstable, hurting – she did care about the kids above all else. Shawn got out his phone and carried their daughter back to bed. At least that part of the situation was diffused.

      When Shawn came back down the hall, April was scowling at the half-dressed woman still standing in her living room. “Are you still here?”

      “Umm, can I borrow a shirt?”

      April rolled her eyes, disappeared down the hall, and returned with the rattiest, baggiest t-shirt in her closet. She threw it at the babysitter, aiming for her head.

      “Thanks,” she said, purposely grinning. “I’ll wash it before I return it.”

      “Keep it,” April snarled. “I don’t ever want to see you again.”
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            KELSEY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Today is the day,” Kelsey Granger told herself as she put her hand on the door of the Fox County Medical Examiner’s Office.

      She was alone in front of the building, her light brown hair pulled back in a professional ponytail and the top of her head growing warm in the late afternoon sun the longer she stood still.

      It had only been a minute or two and she was pretty sure no one had seen her lingering there – inside the glass door there was a small lobby where the day shift receptionist, Reese, sat. She was always gone by the time Kelsey arrived for the night shift, but today she had come in early.

      Today was a special day.

      Reese’s desk was off to the side of the lobby and she’d have to lean over the counter to see Kelsey standing there like a dork with her hand on the door, doing her little ritual.

      Better safe than sorry, though.

      Kelsey put her hand back down at her side and took a deep breath, filling her lungs with hot summer air. It was a big day for her and she wanted everything to be perfect. She put her hand on the door one more time and said, “Tonight is the night. You can do this.”

      There – that time felt right.

      She tilted her chin up and pulled the door open, then went inside. The air conditioning hit her immediately, chilly against her bare arms in a short-sleeved button-up blouse. She smiled toward the desk. “Hi, Reese. Were we busy today?”

      “Not particularly,” the girl said with a shrug.

      She was in her early twenties like Kelsey, but unlike Kelsey, Reese didn’t seem fazed by anything other than office gossip. There could have been a mass casualty today and she would probably still have answered Kelsey’s small talk question with that nonchalant Not particularly.

      Today, though, she gave Kelsey a second glance on her way through the lobby. “Slow days usually mean busy nights. You ready?”

      Kelsey clenched her teeth to keep her smile from fading as a ripple of nerves rolled through her midsection, but she kept her chin up. “Sure am – I can’t wait for my first solo case.”

      “Give ‘em hell, Kel,” Reese said, smiling back at her even though she was probably more amused by her own rhyme than at Kelsey’s unconvincing answer.

      Kelsey headed to the forensic investigators’ cubicles.

      Beyond them, there was a door with a keypad on the handle to keep members of the public – or the media – from wandering into the rest of the building where the labs were, and the morgue.

      She’d been working the night shift at the medical examiner’s office for about six months, shadowing and learning from the veteran investigators. During her job interview, the lead investigator, Maya, told her that most rookies needed about six months of training before they were ready to fly solo on death scenes.

      “You’re right where you ought to be,” Maya had reassured her last month when Kelsey asked her about her progress. She’d given the same answer the month before, and the month before that.

      Those words were meant to be encouraging, but Kelsey had always been at the top of her class. Sometimes it felt like the word overachiever was a flashing neon sign above her head, and she liked it that way. She didn’t take much comfort in being ‘right where she ought to be’ because her life already hadn’t turned out like it was supposed to.

      A year ago, she was on track to go to medical school. She should have been dissecting cadavers in anatomy labs with her roommates right now, not investigating deaths for the Fox County Medical Examiner. But here she was, and whether it was med school or death investigation, Kelsey was determined to be the best. She just needed one last reassurance from Maya before she went out on her first death scene, and that was what brought her to the office several hours early for her shift. She had to catch Maya before she clocked out.

      “Granger,” one of the other day shift investigators, Tyler, called when he saw her. “Are you pumped or what?”

      Kelsey smiled. “I am.”

      Tyler came over and clapped her on the back. He was a few years older than her and he’d been the rookie investigator before Kelsey was hired on. He’d only begun solo casework himself a few months ago and he used to work the night shift with Kelsey. They’d quickly become work friends and Tyler was always nice to Kelsey, unlike some of the more senior investigators.

      They tended to be matter-of-fact or even blunt when she asked too many questions she already knew the answer to, or asked them to double or triple-check her work.

      Tyler had transferred to the day shift last month and Kelsey missed him, but he had a wife and a kid at home so the move made sense. Kelsey had nothing waiting for her but a couple of messy roommates and a never-ending sink full of dirty dishes.

      Kelsey set down her work bag at her cubicle. “I re-read my copy of the Death Investigator’s Handbook over the weekend, then I made myself a checklist just in case I forget anything,” she said.

      Tyler laughed as she pulled the laminated list out of her bag to show him. “Isn’t that book, like, 500 pages?”

      Kelsey shrugged. “I had nothing better to do, unless you count the investigation I conducted in my own kitchen on Sunday night to figure out which one of my roommates keeps leaving empty jars of peanut butter in the pantry.”

      Tyler snorted and handed the laminated sheet back to her. “You’re more than ready. Relax – you’ll do fine.”

      “I know,” Kelsey said, setting down the checklist and trying to be inconspicuous about lining it up with the edge of the desk.

      “So?” Tyler asked. “Don’t leave me hanging. Who was the peanut butter culprit?”

      Kelsey laughed. “Who else? Danica – she said it was not empty. According to her, there was at least a tablespoon of peanut butter clinging to the sides of the jar.”

      She rolled her eyes – her roommates were both busy and stressed because of school and Kelsey wasn’t even supposed to be living with them in university housing after she dropped out. They were doing her a favor by keeping their mouths shut and letting her squat there while she saved up the money for a security deposit on a place of her own. So she let a lot of their bad roommate behavior slide and took on maid duties because she was the only one who actually cared how much peanut butter was in the jars in the pantry. In the grand scheme of things, she was lucky that was the worst she had to deal with.

      She sat down to check her email and Tyler headed back to his cubicle, ready to end his shift. The room held about thirty investigators who, on three different shifts, served Fox County – population two million.

      “Are you ready for this, Granger?”

      Kelsey looked up from her emails and found Maya walking over to her cubicle. She balanced one arm on top of Kelsey’s cubicle wall, giving her a stern look.

      Maya’s long, dark brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail just like Kelsey’s – pretty much the only appropriate hairstyle for a job that involved regularly coming into contact with dead bodies. But that was where Kelsey’s resemblance to Maya ended.

      She was about ten years older than Kelsey, without so much as a wrinkle to prove it, and at least forty pounds lighter with prominent muscles beneath her crisp white shirt and black slacks. If she wasn’t investigating a death scene or grudgingly giving Kelsey her monthly pep talk, Maya was lifting weights or running on the treadmill in the gym she and a few of the other investigators set up in the building’s basement.

      She was beautiful, strong, intimidating, and if she wasn’t so mean, Kelsey might have had a crush on her. But it would simply be masochism to be attracted to someone who consistently tore her confidence to shreds.

      “Do you think I am?” Kelsey asked. “I re-read my handbook–”

      “You gotta stop trying to be so damn perfect all the time,” Maya said. “Just relax. You’ve been trained well, lord knows you’ve studied that handbook enough, and if you get in any trouble, you can call one of the other investigators. Aaron’s working tonight – he’ll help you out.” She let out an audible sigh and added, “And if push comes to shove, you’ve got my cell. You can call me if you get in trouble – but try not to get in trouble.”

      “Okay,” Kelsey said. She stood up and adjusted her posture, looking Maya in the eyes. “I’m ready to go solo.”

      “Attagirl,” Maya said, adjusting the gym bag that Kelsey noticed was slung over her shoulder. She looked impatient to clock out. “Unless you need anything else, I’m heading out for the night.”

      “No,” Kelsey said, her hand going reflexively to the laminated checklist on her desk. “I’ll be okay.”

      Maya nodded, rapped her knuckles on the top of Kelsey’s cubicle wall, then headed for the time clock near the door. It was a few minutes after five and the day shift was about to clear out – the afternoon shift was already hard at work, and Kelsey planned to spend the next couple of hours mentally preparing herself for when a call came in for her.

      It was usually quieter at night, but not always.

      Just as Maya reached the time clock, one of the autopsy assistants ran into the room in a blind panic. She nearly knocked Maya off her feet.

      “Who’s on shift?” the girl, Jordan, asked loudly, a wild look in her eyes.

      Kelsey’s heart skipped a beat and she looked around the room. The two afternoon investigators weren’t at their desks. Kelsey looked to Maya, who was watching quietly – waiting to see if she’d step up.

      Tonight’s the night – you can do this. Kelsey repeated her mantra, then stepped into the aisle. “I am. Did a call come in?”

      “Yes,” Jordan said. “There’s been a boating accident on the lake – at least a dozen bodies. Should I tell them you’re on your way? You better take the big truck.”

      “What?” Kelsey asked, all the courage draining out of her. “A mass casualty? Maya–”

      “You told me you were ready,” Maya said. “Are you?”

      “Yes,” Kelsey squeaked. “Okay…” She glanced at her checklist, trying to collect her thoughts. “Where’s my handbook?”

      She was just reaching for a thick black paperback, praying she could quickly and efficiently refresh her memory on mass disaster protocols, when Jordan sputtered behind her and started to laugh.

      Then she heard Maya cracking up, too.

      Kelsey turned around, hoping she didn’t look as pale and drained as she felt. “Was that a joke?”

      Jordan wore a broad smile, her pearly whites on full display as she cackled, amused at her own sparkling sense of humor. “You should have seen your face! I thought we were going to have to call a hearse for you.”

      Kelsey scowled, then looked at Maya. She could see from the smirk on her lips that they’d planned this together – a little practical joke to kick off the most important night of Kelsey’s budding career. And she’d fallen for it completely, just like she’d fallen into every other trap that Jordan the jokester had set for her over the last few months.

      She was so hilarious.

      Kelsey sighed and leaned against her cubicle wall, trying to catch her breath.

      “Relax,” Maya said. It sounded like an order, and somehow that did calm Kelsey down a little bit. “We wouldn’t send a rookie to lead a mass casualty investigation – you know that. Now do whatever you gotta do to chill out before you get called out to a scene – nervous investigators make mistakes.”

      Kelsey nodded, doing her best to keep her composure while Maya and the other day shift investigators clocked out and left one by one. On her way out the door, Jordan let out another guffaw and said, “That was too easy, Kelsey. Thanks for the laugh.”

      Tyler mouthed the word breathe as he passed Kelsey on his way out. She nodded, wondering if he’d known about the prank and didn’t have the decency to warn her.

      When she was finally alone in the office, Kelsey sank back down in her chair. She tried to take Tyler’s advice, putting one hand on her stomach and drawing in three long, deep breaths. She closed her eyes and felt the air inflating her belly. It was a strategy Kelsey’s therapist taught her – inhale to a count of four, hold for seven, exhale for eight. Repeat.

      It worked little by little, bringing Kelsey’s heart rate down to a reasonable level, but it wasn’t quite enough. She needed to feel in control tonight so she went to the cabinet that held all the investigation kits – large, black plastic briefcases that weighed about twenty pounds each and held all the forensic evidence collection tools an investigator needed at a death scene.

      Kelsey grabbed the kit that had her name printed on masking tape across the handle and carried it to a long conference table that doubled as the break room. She grabbed a paper towel from the sink nearby and wiped the table down, then carefully lay out every item in her kit.

      There were plastic evidence collection bags, swabs and vials, a gunshot residue kit, luminol for blood detection, a digital camera, latex gloves, and dozens of other specialized items. Spreading everything out neatly in front of her, taking inventory and putting it all back exactly as she liked it to be organized always made Kelsey feel better.

      She carried out this unpacking and repacking ritual at the beginning of her shift almost every afternoon and sometimes when she had a rough one, she’d do it again before she clocked out. No one in the office knew she had Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder and she wanted to keep it that way, so it was lucky that they all just considered this ritual to be further evidence of her fastidious personality.

      She needed all the pieces to be exactly where they should be, packed precisely to make sure that once she got out on the scene, she’d have total control of her investigation. Tonight was more important than all the investigations she’d shadowed before, so Kelsey counted everything in the kit twice.

      She retrieved her laminated checklist and added it to the kit, then counted it all one more time just to be safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            ZARA

          

        

      

    

    
      Zara Hayes slid into the passenger seat of the squad car, passing a large, sugary coffee across the center console to her partner, Mel.

      They were parked outside their favorite all-night coffee shop – the one with graveyard shift employees who actually cared enough to brew a fresh pot every couple of hours instead of letting the old stuff burn and turn bitter. It was close to midnight and so far, their patrol had been quiet.

      “Did I miss anything?” Zara asked, nodding at the radio before taking a long, welcome sip of hot coffee. It was spring but the nights still had a chill to them.

      “Nope,” Mel said. “Unless you count a couple of teenagers making out in that car back there.”

      Her green eyes flicked to the rear-view mirror and Zara turned around in her seat. There was an old Mercury parked at one of the gas pumps and in the dark, she could just make out two silhouetted heads moving together in the back seat.

      “Should we go break them up?” she asked.

      “Nah,” Mel said. “I think one of their dads is driving them. He went inside to pay for his gas a couple minutes ago. He’ll be back soon.”

      “Okay,” Zara said. “Where to, then? Should we take a cruise up Market Street, see what’s happening?”

      Market Street was in the worst part of the city and it was Zara’s go-to patrol spot because it was all but guaranteed they would find drug activity going on there. She’d been a patrol officer for five years, riding with Mel on the night shift for three, and she never tired of busting drug dealers. The satisfaction of knowing she’d taken drugs off the streets, even if only for the night, was the reason Zara did this job.

      “Sure,” Mel said, reaching for the ignition. Before she turned on the car, she glanced in the rear-view again and Zara noticed a man coming out of the gas station, making a beeline for the Mercury. Mel smirked as the two kids bolted to opposite sides of the back seat as if they’d just caught on fire. “See?” she said, then as she took a sip of her coffee, her smirk turned into a grimace. “Is there soy milk in this?”

      “You can taste that under all the whipped cream?” Zara asked.

      “How many patrols have we been on together?” Mel teased her. “And you messed up my coffee order?”

      “They were out of almond milk,” Zara said, unbothered as she sipped her own black coffee. “Guess it’s gonna be one of those nights.”

      Mel pursed her lips and set her coffee in the cup holder between them as she pulled out of the parking lot. “Right. I think you’re trying to pull one of those mind games on me, like when people have to get rid of their dog so they tell it, Go on, girl, I don’t want you anymore.”

      Zara laughed. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re going to make detective soon and leave me alone on patrol,” Mel said.

      “They wouldn’t let you patrol alone on the night shift,” Zara pointed out. “And your theory is that I’m trying to make you hate me by messing up your coffee order?”

      “Subconsciously, yes,” Mel said. “You think it’ll make it easier to say goodbye.”

      “I’m not dying,” Zara pointed out, looking out the window while they drove up the quiet street. There was not much going on tonight. “Anyway, the chief doesn’t think I’m ready for detective training so you’re stuck with me and that soy monstrosity a while longer.”

      The radio crackled to life just as Mel turned onto Market Street. “All units, 10-32 at 236 Weston Street, residential disturbance with a possible fatality.”

      “That’s about five blocks west of here, right?” Zara asked. Mel nodded and Zara picked up the radio. “Car 34 responding – we can be there in ten minutes.”

      “You going to be okay?” Mel asked.

      “We’re the closest car,” Zara said. “So we respond.”

      Black and white, simple as that – possible fatality notwithstanding.

      Mel made a U-turn at the end of the block, leaving the drug dealers on Market Street and heading to a neighborhood a few blocks away. It was the type that used to be a really nice place to live, about fifty years ago before that part of the city started going downhill and the drugs started pouring in. Weston Street was packed with turn-of-the-century homes, short driveways and cars parked on the curb. It was quiet when Mel pulled up in front of the brick ranch house that was their destination.

      Zara called their location in to dispatch, then Mel cut the engine. “Ready?”

      “Yep,” Zara said, taking one more swig of coffee before leaving her cup in the holder. They got out of the car and before Mel even came around to the sidewalk on Zara’s side, the front door of the brick house flew open. A man came speed-walking across the lawn toward them.

      “Thank God you’re here,” he called, visibly shaking.

      “What happened, sir?” Zara asked.

      “My wife,” he said. His words came out in a jumble of high-pitched emotion. “April… she killed herself.”

      Zara shot Mel an oh shit glance, a jolt of panic racing through her and adrenaline galloping through her veins now that there was no more question that this would be a death scene. Five years on the force and she still hadn’t gotten used to seeing dead bodies.

      Please let it be pills or something equally bloodless, she begged the universe.

      “Are you sure she’s dead?” Mel asked, leading the man back toward the house.

      “She’s got a bullet hole in her head,” he said, shaking so hard Zara thought she might have to catch him before he collapsed. “My wife is dead.”

      Mel shot Zara a questioning look and Zara mouthed, I’m okay. It was easier to form the words than to actually believe them, but if Zara had any hope of becoming a detective, she needed to convince the chief she could handle death scenes. Here was her opportunity.

      Then Mel asked, “What’s your name, sir?”

      “Shawn Messner,” he said. He looked across the street and Zara followed his gaze just in time to see a curtain falling shut.

      Could be a nosy neighbor – there was plenty of that whenever a squad car pulled into a quiet neighborhood in the middle of the night. Could be more to it, though. Zara made a mental note to circle back to that later, then turned her attention back to Shawn Messner.

      His eyes were starting to glaze over and Zara knew the look – she’d seen it before. Once the initial adrenaline wore off, people exposed to traumatic events often slipped into a state of shock. By the look of him, this guy had about ten more minutes of being communicative, then he’d be useless to the police while his brain struggled to process his wife’s death.

      “Shawn, where is your wife?” Mel asked, her tone soothing but insistent – she’d no doubt also noticed the look in his eyes.

      “In the bedroom,” he said weakly.

      He led them up a couple concrete steps to a covered porch, then held the door open for Zara and Mel on reflex. The porch led into a modestly sized living room with a single table lamp lighting it. There were toys scattered across an area rug in the center of the room. Zara put her hand on Shawn’s arm, grimacing as she noticed – too late – the blood on his flannel shirt, and asked, “Are there kids in the house?”

      “They’re at my parents’ house,” Shawn said. “Thank God they left before it happened.”

      “Was there an argument?” Mel asked.

      Shawn nodded, then abruptly crumpled onto a nearby couch. He pointed limply to a hallway and said, “The bedroom’s down there. Last room at the end.”

      Yeah, he’d be damn near catatonic in a matter of minutes.

      “You go,” Zara told Mel, jumping at the chance to babysit this guy rather than view the body.

      Mel headed down the hall and Zara stood watch over Shawn. He put his head in his hands, his shoulders still shaking as he started to cry. Zara could smell the metallic notes of blood from all the way down the hall, faint but present, along with the distinct smell of gunpowder. She tried not to let her mind start filling in the blanks, guessing what Mel was seeing back there.

      Instead, Zara started asking questions.

      “You’ve got blood on your shirt,” she said. “Were you in the room when your wife-”

      “No,” Shawn said, frowning and looking down at his shirt. There was a big smear of blood across the front of his shirt, wet and dark against the light flannel. “I was outside having a cigarette after my parents took the kids. I heard the gunshot and came running, but it was too late.” I frowned again at the blood and said, “I hugged her. I must have gotten the blood on me then.”

      Mel reappeared at the end of the hall and waved Zara over. Her stomach did a little flip as she stepped into the hallway, wondering what she’d see. She kept her eyes on the matted carpet as Mel said quietly, “She’s definitely dead – gunshot wound to the head, no vital signs. Call it in to dispatch – we’ll need the medical examiner’s office and a detective out here. We need to set up a perimeter and do a GSR on the husband. Which one do you want?”

      “I’ll do the GSR,” Zara said.

      She could do that far away from the body, and once the detective and the forensic investigator arrived, there wouldn’t be much reason for Zara or Mel to go into the bedroom. With any luck, she could get through the whole thing without seeing anything, and it’d still look good to the chief.

      Win-win… well, for everyone except the crying, brokenhearted man on the couch.

      Mel went outside to string police tape around the edges of the property and Zara reached for the radio strapped to her shoulder. “Operator, this is Officer Hayes responding to the call at 236 Weston. Notify the medical examiner’s office – one body, gunshot wound to the head.”

      While she waited for confirmation, her head turned of its own accord. She couldn’t stop herself from looking toward the bedroom door.

      The hallway was dark and windowless, a little bit of light coming from the open door at the end of the hall. Zara could see a bedside lamp on top of a nightstand. Beside it, the edge of the bed was visible and Zara saw the dead woman’s legs draped over the mattress.

      She looked like she’d come home from a long day and thrown herself dramatically across the bed. Zara had done it a few times herself, and she’d seen her little sister do it approximately a million times when they were kids and shared a bedroom. Sadie always did have a dramatic flair.

      But this was the last time April Messner would ever collapse into bed.

      Her husband let out a solitary sob from the couch and snapped Zara’s attention away from the bedroom. April’s husband was crying, her kids were with their grandparents, blissfully ignorant, and she’d never see any of them again. Just like Zara would never see Sadie again.

      Her stomach did an unhappy flip and she swallowed a few times, bracing herself because as much as she was hoping for an easy scene, she knew the truth.

      There was no such thing as an easy death.

      Zara felt like vomiting and she couldn’t stop thinking about how Shawn Messner must be feeling. Worse than her – that was for sure. She owed it to him to keep it the fuck together. She swallowed again, trying to settle her stomach by sheer force of will, then went back into the living room with what she hoped was a sympathetic smile on her lips.

      It was always hard trying to find the right expression for situations like this – solemn but professional, friendly enough to open up to but authoritative at the same time.

      She went to the couch, where the tears streaked down Shawn’s cheeks were starting to dry. He’d made the emotional turn from open grief to a zombie-like silence and the shock of his wife’s death was settling in.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Messner, but I’m going to need to swab your hands for gunshot residue,” she said. She was trying to be reassuring even though she had no clue what to say to a grieving man. “Do you have anyone you want to call?”

      Shawn’s expression broke for just a second, like he might start crying again, but he just shook his head. “There’s no one.”
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      When Kelsey arrived at her first death scene, there was a squad car parked on the street outside a small brick ranch house and a yellow line of police tape strung up between a couple of trees at the front of the property. There were no ambulances and only one squad car, which generally indicated a straightforward scene.

      A woman – a neighbor, probably – was standing on the sidewalk, trying not to look too nosy despite the fact that she was outside in her pajamas at midnight. A female police officer stood on the lawn, working hard to keep the woman on the other side of the caution tape.

      Kelsey parked the forensics van on the street and grabbed her carefully packed investigation kit. She allowed herself just one second to take a deep breath and repeat her mantra. You can handle this. Then she shut the van door, put on a serious, professional expression, and ducked under the police tape.

      The neighbor woman, in a baggy old t-shirt and shorts, wore an expression that was equal parts morbid curiosity and concern. As Kelsey approached, the officer said to the woman, “We’re unable to release that information to the public at this time. If you’re not family, I have to ask you to go home – or at least stay behind the tape, ma’am.”

      “Ma’am?” the woman practically screeched. She was young – in her early thirties, Kelsey guessed – and she obviously didn’t take kindly to that form of address. The woman had to visibly compose herself, then she put her hands on her hips. “Fine. But those are my neighbors and I just wanted to know if they’re okay.”

      Her eyes kept darting between the officer and the front door, like she didn’t really want to see what was happening, but she couldn’t look away, either.

      “We’ll let you know as soon as we’re able to,” the officer said, then she noticed Kelsey. She looked grateful for the excuse to turn away from the woman.

      “I’m Kelsey Granger,” Kelsey said, extending her hand. “I’m from the Medical Examiner’s Office.”

      “Medical examiner?” the woman in the ratty t-shirt asked, eyes going wide.

      The officer led Kelsey away from the caution tape. “Mel Pine,” she said, keeping her voice low. “My partner’s inside with the husband. The dead woman’s in the master bedroom – suicide.”

      Kelsey shook her head. “Every scene should be treated as a homicide until proven otherwise.”

      That was a direct quote from the Death Investigator’s Handbook, but Officer Pine didn’t seem particularly moved by it. She just nodded and Kelsey ran her thumb over the rough tape of her name marker on the investigation kit handle. You can handle this.

      “Well, I guess I should get in there.”

      “And I should get back to Nosy Nelly,” Mel whispered.

      She went back to the caution tape, hands on her hips in an authoritative stance, and Kelsey walked up a short set of concrete steps to the porch. She paused, taking a pair of paper booties and latex gloves out of her kit and putting them on. Then she went into the house.

      The first thing she found was a stunningly pretty police officer – tall and lean, with short, natural hair and dark skin… who looked like she was about to be sick. She stood in the middle of a dimly lit living room, a slack expression on her plump lips and nausea etched into her features.

      Was it a really gruesome scene? Please let it be something simple, Kelsey prayed. She didn’t want to have to call Aaron for backup or, God forbid, Maya. She’d never let Kelsey live it down.

      Nervous investigators make mistakes. She took a steadying breath, then extended her hand. “Hi. Kelsey Granger – forensic investigator.”

      “Zara Hayes,” the officer responded, her voice a bit husky. She seemed distracted as she shook Kelsey’s hand, and her stormy brown eyes were troubled when she looked at her. It made Kelsey feel momentarily transparent.

      Her breath caught in her throat.

      Then a toilet flushed and snapped Kelsey back to attention. A man with wet, puffy eyes and and blood smeared across his shirt appeared at the end of a hallway and Kelsey had to tamp down her abject horror.

      “Is this the husband?” she asked Zara.

      “Yes, that’s Shawn Messner-”

      “You let him flush the toilet?” Kelsey demanded, her heart suddenly pounding. She rounded on the husband next. “Did you wash your hands?”

      All that evidence down the drain before she even arrived… she was definitely going to have to call someone now. The man just gaped at her, his mouth hanging open and his eyes vacant. He nodded, but Kelsey wasn’t looking at his eyes. What drew her attention was the large blood stain smeared across the front of his shirt.

      “Oh my God,” she said.

      His eyes followed hers and he sounded zombified when he said, “Oh, that. I already told the officer I hugged my wife when I found her.”

      Kelsey bent to inspect his shirt in the low light while he explained. “You found your wife after she was dead?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I took her in my arms but it was too late.”

      The blood told a different story.

      The large stain across his chest could well be from cradling his wife’s body post-mortem, but there were speckles of blood stippled across his shirt as well. In the Death Investigator’s Handbook, that was called blowback and it was only found on people and objects that were present when the gun went off.

      “Sir, I’m going to need to take a few photographs and collect your shirt,” Kelsey said. “Did you wash your hands when you used the restroom just now?”

      “It’s okay – I already did a GSR swab,” Zara said, pointing to a cluster of plastic evidence collection bags on a nearby table. “I’m sorry, but he had to go.”

      If she’d been here to intervene, Kelsey would not have allowed Shawn Messner to use the bathroom at a crime scene, but what was done was done. At least any gunshot residue that may have been present on his hands when the patrol officers arrived didn’t get washed down the drain.

      Kelsey would still need to call Aaron and ask him how to proceed regarding the use of the toilet, but this wasn’t a complete disaster. It wasn’t a call Maya type of disaster.

      “Good,” she said, her heart rate slowing to a more normal level. “Thank you.”

      Kelsey set down her investigation kit, retrieving the camera and a few sheets of butcher paper to wrap Shawn’s clothing. He submitted to the photographs, but when Kelsey asked him to take off his shirt and jeans, he set his jaw and said, “I’m not getting naked in front of you. You’re a woman.”

      He had a point – she sure as hell wouldn’t want to strip in front of two male officers if the tables were turned, but she couldn’t let him go back into the bathroom unattended. Lord knew what he’d gotten up to the first time he was in there, and she had no idea why he was lying about being in the room when his wife died.

      Kelsey glanced at Zara, who jumped in. “There’s a detective on the way – I called dispatch about fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Good,” Kelsey said. “Can you call them back and make sure they send a male detective?” Zara nodded, reaching for the radio on her shoulder, while Kelsey said, “Mr. Messner, we’re not trying to make you uncomfortable – we just need to do our jobs.”

      He looked indignant, his lower lip quivering, but when he realized she wasn’t going to push the clothing issue anymore right now, he relaxed a little.

      When she was done with the radio, Kelsey asked Zara, “Can you walk me to the bedroom?”

      “Walk you?” the gorgeous officer with the stormy eyes asked, swallowing hard.  That was a funny reaction for a cop, but she nodded and led Kelsey to the hallway. “It’s this way.”

      They left Shawn Messner in the living room and as soon as they were alone in the dark hallway, Kelsey reached out and took Zara’s arm, whispering, “Hey.”

      Zara turned. The hall was narrow and Kelsey was again struck by the beauty of this woman’s eyes when they connected with her in the low light. “What’s up?”

      “His story doesn’t line up with the blood patterns on his shirt,” Kelsey whispered. “I need you to keep a close eye on him until the detective gets here, and have him collect the shirt right away, okay?”

      Zara looked relieved. “You mean you don’t need me to walk you to the bedroom?”

      Kelsey furrowed her brows. She didn’t want to leave the husband by himself for long, but she couldn’t help asking, “Pardon me for asking, but are you okay?”

      The cops she’d met during her training were hardened veterans who were unfazed by death scenes. Hell, most of them wouldn’t think twice about responding to a death scene and then chowing down on their favorite late-night snack right after. Zara Hayes was different. Her discomfort was written all over her face.

      “I’m fine,” she said, her jaw clenched like she was trying to maintain control. Kelsey knew that feeling well – it almost made her forgive Zara for letting that guy go to the bathroom.

      “Well, if you have to vomit, try to do it outside, okay?” Kelsey said. “Can’t have you contaminating the scene any further.”

      Zara gave her a sarcastic thumbs up and Kelsey had to suppress a laugh. That was the same warning Maya had given her just before they got out of the van on her very first death scene. It felt pretty good to no longer be the puke risk at an investigation.

      “Let me know as soon as the detective gets here, okay?”

      “Will do,” Zara said. Her gaze flitted momentarily toward the bedroom, where Kelsey noticed the dead woman’s legs were visible in the doorway. Zara’s dark brown eyes hardened to polished stone, then she looked away.

      “Has anyone been in the room?” Kelsey asked.

      “My partner checked the body for vital signs,” Zara said.

      “Anyone else?”

      “Just the husband before we got here,” Zara said.

      “And the kids?” Kelsey asked. “I noticed toys in the living room.”

      “At their grandparents’ house,” Zara said. “They weren’t here when it happened.”

      “Okay,” Kelsey said. “Thanks.”

      They did an awkward little dance to pass each other in the narrow hallway. Kelsey’s bulky investigation kit became an obstacle for them to maneuver around and her body brushed against Zara’s tall, lean frame. She was firm, muscular, and the police uniform certainly didn’t take away from her looks at all.

      Kelsey caught herself staring at Zara’s plump lips, her eyes flicking momentarily down to the shiny badge over her chest. Then she got control of herself and turned to the matter at hand.

      She couldn’t afford to be distracted tonight. This investigation had to be perfect, especially since it had already started off with a mistake. Zara disappeared down the hallway and Kelsey set her investigation kit down outside the bedroom door.

      While she took her laminated checklist out and mentally prepared to investigate the scene, she dialed Aaron and tucked her cell into the crook of her neck. He talked her anxiety down to a manageable level, told her to do a very thorough job of searching the bathroom, but otherwise continue as usual.

      No need to call Maya. No need to freak out.

      She hung up, took a long, deep breath, then took out her digital camera and stepped into the bedroom. There was a single bedside lamp to see by and the dead woman was splayed on top of the covers on a king-sized bed in the center of the room. Her legs were draped over the side of the bed, her head turned to the side so Kelsey could see a small-caliber entrance wound beneath her chin. There was a large spray of blood and brain matter on the wall behind her.

      “Okay, Granger, you got this,” Kelsey mumbled to herself. She stood a little taller, giving herself a little self-confidence boost by way of her posture.

      At least it was quiet back here so she could work in peace. Depending on the complexity of the case, sometimes there were police officers and detectives crawling all over the scene. It could be intimidating with so many people around, watching and judging, and Kelsey had been afraid her first solo scene would be like that.

      But it was just Kelsey and the deceased woman right now. Officer Pine was holding the perimeter outside, a detective was on the way, and the fact that Zara looked like she was about to blow chunks somehow made Kelsey feel better.

      She was in control. She could take charge of this scene.

      She photographed the room, carefully capturing everything she saw. It really did look like a suicide, as Officer Pine had said. The bullet’s angle of entry was consistent with a self-inflicted wound and a handgun lay on the floor beneath the woman’s right hand. If the husband had done this, he’d been diligent in setting up the scene.

      One thing Kelsey didn’t see was a note – most people left one, a final word to loved ones or an explanation of their actions. Maybe she’d find one somewhere else in the house, or on the woman’s phone. Maybe the decision was made in the heat of the moment and there hadn’t been time for a note, or maybe April Messner hadn’t killed herself after all.

      The beginning of every investigation was a series of questions in want of answers. It was Kelsey’s job to find them.

      “Okay,” she muttered to herself as she finished with the camera. She came back to the hall and talked herself through the next step on her checklist. “Time to take some measurements – body temperature, ambient air temperature…”

      She always talked out loud as she worked – it was one more way to work down that checklist and make sure she didn’t miss anything. After she finished taking notes on the condition of the room and the body, Kelsey chose a radial pattern for working her way through the scene.

      Starting at the body, she moved methodically outward in ever-widening circles. It was the best way to make sure she found out everything she needed to know in a limited scene like this one.

      She was just sliding protective paper bags over the decedent’s hands when Zara appeared in the doorway, looking just as green as before. She averted her eyes to the bedside table as she said, “The detective is here.”

      Kelsey looked up from her work as a man with a five o’clock shadow looked over Zara’s shoulder and snorted. “Wow, you haven’t even bagged the gun yet.”

      “I find it’s best to work in a radial pattern to avoid missing small details,” Kelsey said, trying not to let him throw her off her game. Veteran detectives could be pushy – they’d been around the block a time or two and they thought they knew the most efficient ways to work through a scene. But they weren’t always right and Kelsey wasn’t going to let this one rush her through the investigation.

      “I’ll get it on the next pass.”

      “I don’t think I’ve seen you before,” the detective said. “Are you new?”

      “I’m Kelsey Granger,” she told him, not looking up from her task. “I’ve been working for the medical examiner for six months, but yes, this is my first solo scene.”

      “Well, welcome aboard, I guess,” he said. “I’m Detective Tom Logan. If you need anything-”

      “I need the husband’s shirt,” Kelsey said. She explained the blood spatter that didn’t match Shawn Messner’s story, and Detective Logan crossed his arms over his chest.

      “This case just got a little more interesting,” he said. “I’ll handle it.”

      “Thanks,” Kelsey said. Logan disappeared and Kelsey turned back to her investigation, then noticed Zara still standing in the doorway.

      “You need any help?” she asked.

      Kelsey raised an eyebrow at her, then said, “No, I’m doing okay. Thanks.”

      She carefully lifted the gun off the floor and put it in an evidence bag, sealing it and putting it in the hallway along with a growing collection of other bags. Zara looked uncomfortable, lingering in the doorway. When Kelsey gave her another questioning look, she said, “Messner doesn’t want me out there while Logan collects his clothing.”

      “Oh, right,” Kelsey said. “Well, do you want a job?”

      “That depends,” she said. “How much blood is involved?”

      “None,” Kelsey said, handing Zara a roll of labels and a pen. “It’ll save me some time if you prefill labels for the evidence bags. Put my name at the top of the chain of custody – I’ll bring everything back to the medical examiner’s office, then sign it over to the police forensic team tomorrow after the autopsy.”

      “Okay,” Zara said. She hazarded a glance at the bed, her eyes going wide as she noticed the blood that had spread across the covers. She quickly averted her eyes back to the evidence labels. “Are you going to need help moving the body?”

      “That won’t be for a few more hours,” Kelsey said.

      “But when you do,” Zara said. “Am I supposed to help?”

      If Maya was here, she would tell Zara to suck it up, buttercup, then she’d probably launch into a discussion on the various ways a body can emit gasses and fluids when it’s moved. There was nothing Maya loved more than pushing people forcefully through their discomfort, but lucky for Zara, Maya wasn’t there.

      Lucky for Kelsey, too.

      “I’m sure Detective Logan and I can handle it,” Kelsey said. Zara looked relieved and Kelsey scrutinized her for a moment longer. “If you hate death scenes this much, why don’t you work in some other department?”

      “Trust me, I’m trying,” Zara said while Kelsey went back to her radial pattern. “Patrol officers don’t get a choice about which scenes they show up to. If you’re the closest, you respond.”
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      Shawn Messner did not want to take that shirt off.

      When Detective Logan asked him for it, he became indignant and loud, his voice carrying all the way down the hall. Zara didn’t have much experience with death scenes, but she’d become somewhat of a student of human behavior over five years on patrol and she’d seen that reaction plenty of times.

      Whether he was hiding something or simply trying to process his grief, she wasn’t surprised that it manifested as anger. Many men spent their whole lives being told they weren’t allowed to cry or show any emotion except anger, so when something horrible happened to them, they had no choice but to rely on the only safe emotion to get them through it.

      Shawn Messner needed something to get mad about, and that thing turned out to be his shirt.

      Unfortunately for him, Detective Logan turned out to be a patient and even-tempered man. He waited for Shawn to voice all his protests – I already told you I hugged my wife, I’m not stripping naked in front of you, are you trying to humiliate me on top of my grief? Then he came down the hall, asked Kelsey to grab a sweater and jeans from the couple’s closet, and went back to give it to Shawn.

      Zara listened from the hallway.

      “Mr. Messner, I understand your frustration, but it’s standard procedure to collect all evidence that might be part of a crime.”

      “Crime?” Shawn asked. “What crime? She killed herself. She was depressed all day, then we got in a fight because she thought I was cheating on her. I could see the mania in her eyes – she just gets like that sometimes. I never thought she’d kill herself though.”

      “I need to collect your clothing,” Logan said sternly. “And I’m also going to need to bring you down to the station to talk about that fight. It’s your choice whether we do all that voluntarily, or if it’s going to be difficult.”

      Shawn didn’t say anything for a long minute. Zara started to wonder if she should poke her head around the corner and check on Logan. Then she heard him say, “Fine. Give me the stupid sweater.”

      Zara waited around the corner while Shawn changed out of his flannel shirt and blood-speckled jeans. When she left Kelsey to her investigation and retreated to the safety of the living room, she found Detective Logan carefully folding the wet pieces of clothing in butcher paper so they didn’t mold. Shawn was sitting on the couch in his new outfit, looking angry and miserable.

      “I’m going to take him down to the station now,” Logan told her. “If the forensic investigator needs any more help, have her call for another detective, okay?”

      Zara nodded and she watched Logan walk Shawn Messner out to a plain black sedan parked on the curb. Mel caught sight of her and jogged over to the porch. “How’s it going in there?”

      “Aside from the fact that the guy who was supposed to help Kelsey move the body just drove away?” Zara asked. “Not terrible, I guess.”

      “I can help with that,” Mel offered. “Nosy Nelly finally got bored and went home a couple minutes ago.”

      “Neighbor?” Zara asked.

      “Yeah,” Mel said, nodding to a very similar brick ranch across the street. The only difference between the houses was the color of the shutters.

      “I saw someone peeping out the window of that house when we first arrived,” Zara said.

      “She’s just a busybody as far as I can tell,” Mel said. “Although maybe there’s a flirtation going on with the husband – she seemed pretty interested in him.”

      “He told the detective his wife accused him of cheating on her,” Zara said.

      “Scandal,” Mel said.

      They went back inside and found Kelsey coming down the hall. “Hey. Where’s Detective Logan?”

      “He took the husband downtown to ask him a few questions,” Zara said.

      “Oh.” Kelsey frowned. “I wish he would have waited a few more minutes – I still need help getting the body into the van.”

      Zara swallowed hard, trying to force the lump in her throat to go away. Apparently Kelsey could see the discomfort written all over her face, though, because she turned to Mel and asked her to help instead.

      “Detective Hayes, you can hold the door for us,” she said as she led Mel back outside to get the stretcher from the back of her van.

      Zara let out a shaky sigh, irritated with herself for being so obviously a total wimp, then she held up her end of the bargain. She held the screen door open while Kelsey and Mel carried the stretcher up the porch steps and into the house.

      “I’m done with the bedroom portion of the investigation,” Kelsey was saying. “We should get her out of there, and then I’ll move on to the bathroom and other areas of the house.”

      “What can I do?” Zara asked, making a move to follow them down the hall.

      “Just stay there,” Kelsey said. “I’m sorry, but we might need help on the porch steps.”

      Zara nodded. She crossed her arms over her chest while Kelsey and Mel went into the bedroom, feeling useless and childish. What kind of cop couldn’t stand the sight of a dead body? And she thought she had what it took to be a detective…

      There was some shuffling in the bedroom, the distinct sound of a zipper being drawn, and a bit of a struggle in the narrow hallway. Then Kelsey appeared again, pulling the stretcher behind her. Zara steeled herself, determined not to look away.

      She’d never known April Messner when she was alive, but it was still strange and unsettling to see her reduced to a vaguely human shape beneath the folds of a bulky body bag. People always looked smaller when they were zipped up inside one of those things – her sister, Sadie, certainly had, like she was nothing at all by the time they finally removed her from the apartment she and Zara had shared.

      Her lower lip curled and she balled her hands into fists, then held the screen door open. As Mel passed, pushing the back end of the stretcher, she mouthed the same question she had when they arrived on Weston Street. You okay?

      Zara rolled her eyes.

      Then Kelsey paused at the top of the steps. “I’m not willing to risk trying to do this with just the two of us – Officer Hayes, can you give us a hand?”

      “Yes,” Zara said through clenched teeth. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Come here and take half the front end,” Kelsey said. “We’ll walk it down together. Officer Pine, you okay by yourself back there?”

      “Yup,” Mel said. Nothing fazed her – she was lucky.

      Zara lifted the front of the stretcher with Kelsey, their shoulders pressed together on stairs that were just wide enough to go down side by side. The stretcher wasn’t all that heavy – April couldn’t have weighed more than 120 pounds soaking wet – but the weight of what they were doing was what really got to Zara.

      She tried to imagine she was carrying something, anything other than a thirty-six-year-old depressed woman who’d left two children and a husband behind when she died. But Zara’s creative tanks were empty – she couldn’t think of a damn thing except how she could faintly smell the metallic odor of blood.

      It mixed with a faint vanilla smell that must have been April’s perfume, and that was enough to immediately put Zara into sensory overload. This wasn’t just a body, or just a heavy object they were carrying. It was a woman who went to the store one day and bought herself some vanilla-scented perfume, or maybe it was a gift from her husband, who had her blood spattered all over his shirt and was lying about why.

      The lump in the back of Zara’s throat turned hot and sour, begging to be brought up.

      No, she thought. I will not vomit.

      Mel would never let her live it down, and she hated the idea of Kelsey seeing her weak like that, too.

      She managed to maintain control and they set the stretcher down on the driveway. Zara took a step back, drawing a deep breath of fresh air while Mel and Kelsey headed for the forensics van.

      The worst of the night was over. It hadn’t been the most professional performance in Zara’s five years on the force, but she’d gotten through it – in no small part thanks to Kelsey seeing her discomfort and deciding not to push her.

      She stood in the driveway with her hands on her hips, breathing deep and letting the nausea dissipate the same way the vanilla-and-blood potpourri was slowly leaving her nostrils. And she watched Kelsey.

      Her light brown hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, but she’d taken the time to curl the ends. She was wearing light makeup that brought out the color in her eyes – blue like a clear lake. Zara had noticed them in the hallway earlier, and she’d also noticed how they sparkled even in a grim situation like this one.

      Now that all the dirty work was done, Zara was starting to relax, starting to feel more like herself. And that meant letting her eyes dip a little lower in her appraisal of this fearless girl with the bright eyes and the confidence Zara could never hope to possess at a death scene.

      She was curvy, her full figure drawing Zara’s attention the moment they’d met, even through the nausea. Now, she could really appreciate her – Kelsey opened the van door and while she and Mel loaded the stretcher, Zara let her eyes trace the curves of her hips, her round ass, her plump thighs.

      The buttons of Kelsey’s crisp collared shirt gapped ever so slightly across her chest, revealing the white undershirt she wore beneath it, and Zara tried not to let her eyes linger too long. Even if she did need a distraction from the sick feeling she’d had in that house, it wasn’t polite to stand on the lawn and stare at a fellow Fox County employee like that.

      That was how you ended up talking to Human Resources.

      Just as Zara was telling herself to look away from the pleasing, tender pink of Kelsey’s lips, she realized Kelsey was staring back at her.

      Busted.

      Zara’s eyes widened and they both looked away.

      It was six a.m. by the time Zara slumped back into the passenger seat of the squad car. The coffee she’d left in the cup holder had long gone stone cold, but she finished it off in one long gulp anyway.

      Mel grimaced. “How can you stand cold coffee?”

      “It’s just a delivery vehicle for caffeine,” Zara said with a shrug, putting the empty cup back in the holder. This night felt longer than most.

      “You shouldn’t drink that now,” Mel scolded. “Aren’t you going to go home and sleep?”

      “Probably,” Zara said. “I want to talk to the chief first, so this cold coffee has to last me at least another hour.”

      Police Chief Wilson was always at the station by seven a.m. sharp, and an idea had begun to percolate in Zara’s mind while she waited for Kelsey to finish up her investigation at the Messner house.

      “What are you up to?” Mel asked.

      “I want to follow the case,” Zara said. “If Wilson’ll let me.”

      Mel arched on eyebrow at her. “Really?”

      “Why not?”

      “You hate death investigations,” Mel said. She gave Zara a look that bordered on concerned and motherly despite being a year younger than Zara. “You okay?”

      “Oh my God, will you quit asking me that?” Zara snapped. “I’m fine!”

      They rode in silence for a few minutes and Zara saw Mel opening and closing her mouth a few times, trying to say something and then reconsidering. Finally, she said softly, “Sadie’s anniversary is coming up. If you want to talk-”

      “I don’t,” Zara said.

      “Well, if you do, asshole,” Mel said, in what was definitely not a motherly tone, “I’m just saying I’m here for you.”

      Zara rolled her eyes. “Thank you.”

      The fifth anniversary of her big sister’s death was just a few weeks away and Zara had been doing a pretty good job of ignoring that fact until now. Her parents weren’t even planning to be in town – they told her they couldn’t take one more year of spending the day wallowing and mourning, so they were taking a vacation to freaking Italy, where Sadie always wanted to go.

      They’d invited Zara and she’d been kind of mean about turning down the offer. Zara was just beginning to brood over that when Mel reached across the console and punched her arm. “Hey, at least you didn’t puke.”

      “Nope,” Zara said, cracking a smile. “One small step for me, one giant leap toward narcotics.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes after seven, Zara knocked on Chief Wilson’s door. He was mid-way through a rather overzealous bite
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