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    “Hey, hey, little bro!” Steve chirped as he swaggered through the door. His butt found the chair quickly and he sat smiling across the desk at Jason.


    “Well, would you look at what the cat dragged in!” Jason laughed.


    “How’s the P.I. biz?” Steve asked, propping one ankle on the opposite knee and wiggling his foot.


    Jason threw a suspicious sneer Steve’s way. “It’s all good. So, what do you want, Steve?”


    “Want? Can’t a guy drop in on his little brother just to say hi?” The smile that had won the hearts of juries and charmed a dozen beautiful women flashed past so quickly that Jason almost missed it.


    “Sure. But he never does. So, I ask again…what do you want?”


    “Could you run a check on this guy?” Steve flipped a card across the desk at him.


    Jason picked up the card, glared at it through squinted eyes. His computer was already on, so he logged onto the website and typed in the guy’s name and social. Within moments, the printer spat out six neat pages. Jason grabbed the papers and held them out to Steve. “There you go.”


    Steve smiled and grabbed the papers, scanning them quickly as his smile widened. “I knew it!”


    “Care to tell me what this is all about?” Jason rocked in his chair and tried to avoid Steve’s gaze.


    “Sorry. Can’t.”


    Jason nodded. “I understand.”


    “But thank you, little brother. I appreciate it.” Steve stood, rolling the pages into a tube as he did so. He turned for the door, then snapped his fingers and turned back. “I almost forgot. I saw your lady friend this morning in that frou-frou coffee shop. You know, the…” he whistled the theme from ‘Twilight Zone’ “…psychic lady.”


    “Trina?” Jason perked up, though he tried to keep it out of his voice and expression. “I haven’t seen her in ages. How’s she doing?” His bid for nonchalance failed and he resorted to rocking in the chair again.


    “She’s still hot, if that’s what you mean.” Steve bore a crooked grin.


    “It’s not.” The statement was flat but unconvincing.


    “She said she was going to call you. I don’t know about what.” Steve watched Jason’s face for hints of pleasure but found nothing. It’s why they never played poker. “Well, thanks for the favor, little brother. See ya!”


    Steve swept out the door and before Jason could stop himself, he glanced at the phone. Trina Dane. A blast from his recent past. He wondered briefly if he should just call her and get it over with. In the end, he decided that Steve was probably just yanking his chain and that a call to Trina would risk him being embroiled in another weird case…or worse.


    
      
    


    The phone rang three times and still Barnes made no effort to answer it. On the fourth ring, his large hand slapped in its general direction, missing and striking the edge of the nightstand instead. On the fifth ring, his hand landed soundly on the receiver, long fingers wrapping around it, dragging it from its cradle and to his bed. It lay there, a useless tool, until someone’s voice began repeating “Hello? Hello?” into the still air.


    “What?” Barnes snorted in its general direction, only then making any effort to bring the phone to his ear. He rolled to his back as the phone made its arduous journey across the pillow.


    “Sheriff? This is Ainsley. We’ve got us a murder-suicide down by Daniels Road. Or maybe a double homicide. We’re not sure yet.” Ainsley waited, silently, for his master’s voice.


    “So why the hell you calling me?” Barnes coughed, made the first abortive attempt at opening his eyes.


    “Sir, it’s because of one of the victims. Sheriff, it’s Chloe Marsh.”


    Barnes was fully awake now, his eyes flapping open like broken roller shades and his elbow wedging him into a sitting position against the headboard. “What? Did you say it was Chloe?”


    “I’m sorry, sir. But yea.”


    “On my way. Daniels, you say?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    He hung up then, making damn sure the receiver found its cradle and that the little red charging light came on. Then it was a mad scramble for his clothes and police gear. He didn’t often carry weapons or cuffs anymore; didn’t have much use for them since the promotion to Sheriff had turned him into a desk jockey. But he unlocked the gun cabinet and took out his Glock anyway, making sure to grab his cell phone, cuffs, and ID on his way out the door. If there was any press there, he wanted to look damn good and professional on the television.


    The department car was parked in the driveway but he waited until he was clear of his neighborhood before he switched on the lights and sirens. No need to give his neighbors a midnight scare if he didn’t have to. And he didn’t.


    Fifteen minutes of driving found him at the cluster of crime-scene vans and cruisers on Daniels Road. There were two cars, one man, two bodies. He picked that much up on his way to where Ainsley stood, hands on his hips, frowning as he watched the gentleman leaning on the car. And there was an ambulance.


    “Bring me up to speed, Ainsley.” He yawned voraciously.


    “Well, we have Brenda Walsh right here. She dropped dead on the side of the road without a mark on her. They’re still processing. Now, right here is Mr. Frank Porter…”


    “Hello, Mr. Porter.” Barnes offered a smile and a handshake, both of which were refused. Clearly, Mr. Porter had had better nights. He looked like he might throw up.


    “Mr. Porter was on his way home from the airport when Chloe ran straight in front of his car. It was too sudden for him to slam on his brakes. She died on impact.” Porter began to cry and Ainsley gave him a minute before he continued. “Chloe’s at the hospital now. Mr. Porter called an ambulance right away.”


    Barnes screwed up his face and grabbed a handful of Ainsley’s shirt. He dragged him a good distance away, then leaned in close to growl in the shorter man’s ear. “If Chloe is dead, why the hell did she go to the hospital?” He waited for an answer, but Ainsley’s mouth worked open and shut; that and nothing more. “Well, Ainsley? What the hell ain’t you telling me?”


    “It’s hard to explain, sir. But the long and short of it is that Chloe’s death is…somewhat in question.”


    
      
    


    Jason saw the outer door to his office open but couldn’t see who was doing the opening. Joy was still at her desk. He could tell that from the delicate tapping of her nails on the keyboard. So, if she wasn’t leaving, then someone must be coming in. It was a brilliant deductive leap.


    “Go right on in, hon,” Joy chirped and Jason felt his gut tighten. He could think of only one person with whom Joy might be friendly enough to call “hon.”


    “Knock, knock.” And there stood Trina Dane, bane of his existence and owner of the most beautiful green eyes he had ever seen. She was decked out in flowing skirts and a standard issue peasant blouse, her arms dripping in bracelets and her fingers laden with rings. Her blonde hair was curlier than he remembered it. Her legs – or what he could see of them – were longer.


    “Hi, Trina.” Had his face lit up when he said that? He hoped not. “Long time no see.”


    She dropped into the chair, setting her huge carpet bag on the floor next to her and crossing those oh-so-long legs. “Not that long. It’s been since…let me see…since that Jell-o attacked you at the casino.”


    “Yea. Since that.” He smiled for sure then and he couldn’t be certain, but he thought he might have blushed. “So, what brings you to my humble office? Possessed pudding? Demons that look like poodles?”


    “Nothing like that,” she laughed, waving away his silliness with one jangling hand. “It’s a homicide, straight up. Double. Maybe.”


    “Okay, Trina. It took you what? Five minutes? It took you five minutes to totally confuse me. Why don’t you start at the beginning.”


    “It’s like this. A story came over the wire. I know this because I pull all the notices out of the trash at work and go through them, just in case there’s something weird.”


    “And there was something weird?”


    “Yea. See, there were these two women down in Florida…”


    “Florida? Good God, Trina! What am I going to do about that?”


    “Will you let me finish? And bear in mind, I am a psychic. I know when there’s something wrong.”


    “So you keep telling me. Go on. Finish your story so I can get on with my life.”


    “Anyway, these two women are on their way home from the store, along a back road. They stop the car. There was a scuffle of some sort. One woman drops dead and the other runs out in front of a car and gets herself killed.”


    “That sucks for them. But the police are on it, right?”


    “Yea, they are. But that’s not the weird part.”


    “Okay, now we come to it. Out with it. What’s the weird part?” He was half-amused, half-irritated. Right now, he couldn’t decide which to be.


    She sighed, drew in a long breath, held it for a moment, then released her words in a gust of wind. “The girl who was hit by the car was dead. Dead. And they took her to the hospital. Not the morgue or a funeral home. A hospital. Why would they do that?”


    “I dunno.” Jason leaned forward, lit a cigarette, watched her face turn sour. Victory.


    “That’s just it. They would never take a dead person to the hospital. Unless…”


    “Wait for it…”


    “Unless she wasn’t dead. Or she was undead.”


    “Dear God!” His head hit the desk a little too hard.


    “You know I’m right.” Her eyes were squinted now, determined. She was leaning forward in the chair, hands tightly gripping the arms.


    “Zombies? Really Trina?”


    “Okay, you don’t believe me? Here’s another little tidbit. She never checked out. There’s a record of her admission in the ER…but none of her being released.”


    “And you know this because…” Oh, surely there was something illegal going on here. Trina was a good person, but she just couldn’t stop herself once that big old crazy train got rolling.


    “Because I hacked the hospital computer system. Okay? You gonna call the cops and have me arrested now?”


    “You know I’m not.” He smiled then, in spite of himself.


    “So, we have a dead girl in the hospital, not released. I held a little ceremony. There’s something definitely wrong there. It’s not in the news wires. It’s not in the report. Oh, and there’s been no obit. So, where’s the girl?”


    “With Elvis? How should I know? Look, Trina, I can’t go running off across the country chasing every paranormal freakazoid news story you find.”


    “Two days in sunny Florida. Three tops. We’ll have all the answers we need.”


    “No.”


    “But…”


    “No. We don’t have a client. I can’t just go running off to Florida on my own dime. I’m running a business here, not a charity.”


    “Fine. I’ll pay half.”


    “No. And if you were all that psychic, then you’d have known before you came here what my answer would be.”


    “But I did know.” She smiled and winked at him and just like that, Jason was sunk.


    “I said no,” he tried.


    “Jason!” She checked his face, frowned. That frown cut him to the core. Then she grabbed her bag and stood. “Well, I had to give it a try. I’ll send you a postcard from Florida.”


    She was halfway to the door when Jason called to her. “Trina. Make sure when you talk to the cops that you don’t bring up any of the weird stuff.”


    “Okay, Jason.” She moved closer to Joy’s desk.


    Jason picked up his lighter, began turning it over in his fingers. “Trina.”


    “Yes, Jason?” She turned, her face showing hope.


    “Make sure you ask them for a copy of the report.”


    “Sure.”


    “And get the autopsy, too. Both of them.”


    “Where do I get that at?” She blinked. Or was she batting her lashes at him? If only he knew.


    “You can get that down at the coroner’s office. Not the death certificate. The autopsy report, okay?”


    “Sure, Jason, sure.” She turned then, and made for the door, showing no signs of slowing.


    Jason watched her grow smaller as she strode toward the door, fighting his inner demons like they were going to be beaten. “Aw, damn it!” he spat, tossing the lighter onto the desk and standing. “Trina! Wait up.”


    
      
    


    "We only found the body at eleven last night," Sheriff Barnes said as he chewed at the ear-piece of his sunglasses. He looked out of place in the white and gray, antiseptic surroundings of the morgue. "We haven't even gotten around to the autopsy yet."


    "I'd like to be present for the autopsy, if that's okay with your M.E.," Trina requested.


    Jason checked her face, scowling at her as if he’d just eaten something particularly awful. She waved him away with one hand, held low at her side and flicking in his general direction.


    "I can't think of anything I'd like better than bending over a body with a lovely lady such as yourself." A rotund, balding man was ambling through the back door just then. He wore a white lab coat and munched voraciously on a sandwich.


    "This is Dr. Tate, the county M.E. Bob, this is Private Investigator Jason Callahan and this is Trina Dane, his partner."


    "Pleased to make your acquaintance." The man wiped his soggy hand on the leg of his trousers and offered it only to Trina. She smiled wanly and took it, wincing at the greasy feel of left-behind chicken and smears of mayonnaise.


    "You said that you found no signs of foul play. Why then, were the police called in?" Jason eyed the pudgy man, wondering to himself how many of his corpses had been sewn back up with bits of ham and cheese clinging to their colons.


    "Oh, we didn't call them in because of the victim, Mr. Callahan. We called them in because of the perpetrator." Dr. Tate swallowed hard and swiped at his greasy mouth once more. "Strangest damn thing..."


    "Shut up, Bob."


    "Well, the whole damn place is buzzing about it. They're gonna find out anyway."


    "Dr. Tate here isn't known for his tact." Sheriff Barnes looked embarrassed, stricken.


    "Well, that old axiom about fat people being jolly isn't always true." Jason shot a derisive look Tate's way. "Trina, why don't you and the good doctor get started on your autopsy. Sheriff Barnes, I'd like to see the crime scene, if that's at all possible."


    "Sure thing. We had the car towed but the whole scene's been cordoned off. Hasn't rained yet, so everything should still be pretty fresh."


    Jason leaned close to Trina for a moment, his mouth crooking into a grin. "Keep your eye on that one, Trina. If he shoves something in your hand, more than likely it won't be a scalpel."


    Jason turned with a flourish and strode cockily to the door, Trina sneering at him playfully as he went.


    Sheriff Barnes led Jason to his patrol car. The lot behind the combination Sheriff's Department, Morgue and jail was paved in dirt and so it was apt to shift a bit to the east or west, depending on which way the wind was blowing on any given day. Luckily, Florida's renowned afternoon showers had been strangely absent the past few days, so the dirt wasn't nearly as compacted or as dimpled with puddles.


    Barnes wove the car through the maze of other cruisers, then made his way onto the downtown Ft. Myers streets. This part of town hadn't changed much in the past thirty years or so and Barnes could make his way through the area blindfolded. A few of the streets had been made one-way in the last two years, adding to the confusion and detracting from the amount of shoppers who ventured out of the mainstream malls and down to the quaint shops, but it was still very much the smallish town he had been born into.


    "Who was it that found the body?" Jason asked, startling Barnes from his nostalgic reverie.


    "That would be Frank Porter. He owns a house down that way and nearly ran over the body on his way home from the airport."


    "Do you see many murders out in this area?" Jason hadn't meant that as an insult; he was merely curious.


    "We're not exactly the shit-splat town everyone thinks we are. I mean, we're not nearly so big as New York, but we hold our own."


    "I wasn't implying..."


    "We see plenty of murders. Lots of drug traffic and...yes...even a few hard boiled cases, like the DEA bombing couple of years back. I've been with the Sheriff's Department for over thirty years, and I ain't never seen nothing like this."


    Barnes wheeled the car onto a six-lane road, passing a sizable shopping mall/movie theater complex. Everything here was low and sprawling, laced with palm trees. And it was oh, so flat!


    "This is Daniel's Road. Right up ahead is where the perp was hit. Soon as we get down this dirt road, you'll see where we found the other body."


    Barnes eased the cruiser onto the right shoulder of the road and then cut the engine. He threw open the door and stepped out onto the hard dirt, finger-pressing the crease in his pants. Hands on his hips, he squinted against the blinding sunlight.


    "Right there is where the car stopped. We're still not sure why. And then they both got out of the car."


    Jason turned toward the man, his demeanor suddenly becoming more menacing, more impatient. "Why don't you just talk me through the whole event, as far as you know it, that is."


    Barnes ripped the Ray Bans from his face and glared angrily at Jason. "Now, lookit here, Mr. Callahan. I may not be a hot shot big city detective, but I know how to conduct an investigation. I'm what folks around here call a 'cracker', which means I'm Florida born and bred. Third generation, as a matter of fact. And I'm second generation Sheriff's Department. My own daddy served under the great Snag Thompson when he was Sheriff. So, you may not think I've got the brains to pour piss out of a boot with the instructions on the heel, but I know how to conduct my investigations. I'll walk you through this whole damn thing step by step and then you tell me what's what."


    Jason paled in the face of this man, who had a good four inches and a muscular hundred pounds on him. He wasn't about to start discussing the finer points of DNA tests or ground compaction tests with the man. "I'm sorry. No offense intended."


    "Offense taken." He replaced his Ray Bans and stalked off in the direction of the first crime area. "According to witnesses at the local Evermart, Chloe Marsh locked her keys in her car. Brenda Walsh, who happens to be a cashier at that self-same Evermart was leaving for work and offered Chloe a ride home to get her spare keys. Witnesses have them leaving together in Brenda's car at roughly six-thirty that night."


    "How did Chloe expect to get into her apartment to get her spare keys if her other keys were locked in the car?"


    Barnes turned on him with eyes that told Jason he was the dumbest toad ever set on the Earth. "Because, Mr. Callahan, her landlady...who just happens to live on the premises...has a set of keys."


    "Just asking." Jason threw up his hands defensively and squelched a smile.


    "Anyway, they left the Evermart and headed for Chloe's apartment building. It's just a mile or so west of here on Daniels. They would have come down Six Mile Cypress...the back way. Why the hell they stopped here has got me stumped. There wasn't any problem with Brenda's car. It turned right over when the tow truck came to haul it off.


    "We can place Chloe in the car, not only because of eye witness accounts, but also because of the cigarette butts. The ashtray was full of Doral Lights, which Brenda smokes. There was one Winston butt at the front of the ashtray. It had the same lipstick on it that Chloe always wears.


    "When they got here, both of the girls evidently got out of the car. You can see Brenda's footprints...they're the ones with the flat soles and the heart imprints. She always wears those same nurse's shoes. Chloe's are the L.A. Gear Walkers. Both sets of prints lead over to here..." He walked several feet south and crossed the road. "...where there appears to have been a scuffle of some sort."


    Jason stooped down and examined the scrambled foot prints. There was clearly quite a scuffle, then both sets of prints led off toward Daniel's Road. Jason followed the myriad of prints toward the paved road.


    "They took off running sometime after the scuffle. We can tell that because of the soil compaction and distortion of the prints." With that, he shot a sneer at Jason. "And right here, Brenda collapsed. She fell face down on the dirt for no apparent reason and that's just where Frank Porter found the body."


    Jason crouched down again and studied the outlines of a woman's body. It was sprawled out considerably, as though she had made no attempt at breaking her fall. There was a long, deep scorch mark in the dirt, beginning at about where the woman's mouth would have been and ending approximately five feet from there.


    "What's this?" Jason inquired, turning his sun-beaten eyes up to Barnes.


    "Ah, you noticed that, did you? Well, that one's quite a puzzler to me, too. I had some soil samples taken to the lab, but all they could tell me was that the sand had been melted. Said it could only be melted like that at temperatures of over a thousand degrees."


    Jason poked at the deposit with one tentative finger and overturned a shard of glass. He produced a plastic bag from his pocket and held it up for Barnes' inspection. "Mind?"


    "Be my guest."


    Jason placed the shard of glass in the bag, sealed it, and pushed it back into his pocket. "So, Brenda fell right here, but Chloe's footprints lead off toward the road."


    "Yup. She ran on, I guess not knowing that Brenda wasn't after her no more. According to the guy driving the car...Frank Porter...and two eye witnesses driving the opposite direction, she just ran right in front of his car. Didn't even notice that it was there. Porter was just coming from the airport. He's a computer salesman in town for a convention. He was headed for the Holiday Inn in his rented car when the whole thing happened. You ain't never seen anybody so crushed in all your life."


    "So, Porter didn't know either of the women. Did the two women know each other?"


    "Only so much as a routine customer and a cashier can know each other. Anyway, the car struck her doing fifty, which is the legal limit ri’cheer."


    "And she died on impact?"


    "Well...sort of. Porter got out of the car right off and checked for a pulse. He said she didn't have one then and the paramedics didn't find one when they came onto the scene. But Porter swears that just before they loaded her onto the gurney, Chloe's eyes shot open and she looked right at him. Gave him a mighty big case of the heeby jeebies, that did."


    "But they pronounced her dead once they got her to the hospital? She never regained consciousness?" Jason felt something mysterious tickling at the base of his brain. Barnes knew something that he wasn't letting on and Jason had to know what it was.


    Barnes looked uncomfortable, his face red, whether from heat or embarrassment, Jason couldn’t be sure. The man swiped at the back of his neck and studied the ground. "Well, now, I'll just let the doctor tell you about that part. I can give you all the where-fors and hows-comes, but I'm no physician. She was taken to Gulf Coast. It's right over there."


    "Then let's go. We're burning daylight here."


    The two men walked back to the cruiser. Jason knew for sure he wouldn't get any more out of Barnes just then. The whole incident had clearly upset the sheriff enormously, so he didn't push.


    They pulled into the parking
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