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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      No matter how much Vic Tran paced, he couldn’t shake the morning chill. His steps took him across the kitchen while he waited for his coffee machine to finish its current cycle. With eyes on the drizzling brown fluid splashing into the bottom of the pot, he bent to scratch the black pug puppy scrambling underfoot. Its tongue lolled after racing around the house for the last half hour in a game of hide-and-seek. What Vic needed right then even more than coffee was for the little guy to keep quiet.

      The familiar chiming tone of a FaceTime connection came from Vic’s laptop, open on the dining room table.

      His chin sank to his chest. “No.”

      But a quick check of his watch confirmed it really was time for the call. He tried to pull out the coffee pot and slip a mug under the flow but only managed to make a mess of it, sending the steaming liquid onto the countertop. At the exact same moment, a motor started outside, and Saint, the little puppy that had a moment before been ready to collapse, raced to the door, barking his head off.

      And the FaceTime chime rang again.

      Vic snatched a dishtowel from the oven handle and mopped up the spreading coffee. “Saint! Settle down!”

      The puppy continued yipping wildly, almost drowning out the roaring motor.

      Not the insistent FaceTime chime, though. It rang again.

      With a defeated sigh, Vic hurried over to the table, dropped into the chair, and searched for the green “Accept” button to commence the call. The name Erin Stein showed in the small application window. When he made the connection, a narrow-faced woman with henna-red hair cut in tight waves stared at him, sunken cheeks dusted with rouge. An office of deep-brown wood paneling and furniture provided an impressive backdrop, and a waking blue sky showed through a window in the corner of the image. Vic’s own backdrop was the glass door into his backyard.

      She squinted dark eyes and leaned closer to her camera. “Vic? Is it snowing there?”

      “A little. It’s not so bad. I think my neighbor’s running her snowblower.”

      “Is that your dog barking?”

      “The noise drives him crazy.” Vic braced his elbows on the tabletop and rested his chin on his hands then smelled the coffee on them, the stain invisible against the dark gold of his skin, and laid them flat on the table. “Thanks for making time for this call. I know you’re busy, but this is kind of important.”

      Erin waved away his thanks and leaned back, pulling a bagel half slathered with cream cheese up for a bite. She covered her mouth as she spoke. “I’ve got fifteen minutes before the next meeting.” Her voice was still forceful as usual but muffled as she munched on the bread.

      “It’s this conference in Kansas City—the Cybersecurity Summit in April?” He waited for her nod before continuing. “I’m supposed to give the keynote and sit on five panels.”

      The attorney replaced the bagel with a napkin and wiped cream cheese from her cheek. “I got you the rate you wanted, right?”

      “I’m not worried about the rate. It’s Covid⁠—”

      “Right, right. You can’t fly out there. Does that change the schedule?”

      “Have you been following the latest developments? The immunization deniers? There are people claiming there’s some sort of conspiracy. It’s bad enough⁠—”

      “Did you get your immunization? Immunocompromised should be at the front of the line, right?”

      “I did. That’s not the point. For optimal effectiveness, everyone needs to be immunized. Erin, they’re expecting more than two thousand attendees over the weekend. Most of them won’t be immunized, and they’ll have just flown in.”

      For several seconds, the attorney chewed on another bite of bagel, eyes squinted. “You want me to get you out of the contract?”

      “I called them to ask about it. Charles O’Connell, the organizer? He said they expect this conference to go forward. He won’t budge on letting me back out. He said if I try to, they’ll take legal action.”

      Erin shook her head. “They have no legal standing for that.”

      “He says they do. Was there something in the contract about⁠—?”

      “If your life is going to be at significant risk by attending, they have no footing. Everyone should understand your situation by now. We’re all at risk with this pandemic. Did I tell you my aunt died?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “She had type I diabetes and a host of complications, but she insisted on going out with her friends. Game night, she called it. They played this card game I’d never heard of and some board games. Well, she won’t be playing anymore, rest her soul.”

      Vic’s stomach turned at the cool detachment in his lawyer’s voice. He owed her his life, but she could sometimes be cold.

      When Saint quit yipping, Vic realized the motor had gone quiet outside and relaxed a little. “I—I think the conference might be canceled. Everyone keeps talking about turning the corner on this, but…”

      “Plenty of conferences have been canceled.” The tiny woman took another bite of the bagel, looking down at something, then he guessed she must be wiping her desk with the towel. “This—who did you say it was again?”

      “Charles O’Connell. He’s the event organizer.”

      “Mr. O’Connell sounds like he’s in denial, like a lot of other people.”

      Everyone seemed to be in denial as far as Vic could see. When he was out on business, he was just as likely to see people without masks as with. He’d even had a woman yell at him for wearing a mask himself, and when he’d explained that he was immunocompromised and always masked, she’d called him a communist and said it was his people who’d started the virus.

      Except he was American, and his mother had been Vietnamese, not Chinese. People couldn’t be bothered to get their misguided racism right. Nothing about him said Chinese, not his darker skin, not his six-foot muscular frame, and not his broader features.

      Then again, his physique didn’t say Vietnamese either.

      Saint padded up to Vic’s chair and rose onto hind legs, begging to be held. When Vic did that, Erin gasped then giggled. “He’s growing so fast!”

      “He is.” Vic frowned. “We’re still negotiating on housebreaking.”

      “No negotiations!” But the lawyer’s glower quickly dissolved into a smile.

      Before her mood could sour, Vic dove in. “You think you could talk to him?”

      “This O’Connell?” Erin drew in a deep breath. “You don’t think this is bluster? You know that’s what most of these people do: bluster, bully, and stomp their feet until they get what they want.”

      “He sounded adamant.”

      The attorney finished off her bagel slice then shook her head. Once again, she wiped her face down, leaving a small smear of white across her chin. She pulled out a mirror, spotted the problem, and cleaned it away. When she again looked into the camera, she had the same sort of annoyed look she’d hide when going into the courtroom to fight his appeal. “People keep drifting away from facts and evidence.”

      “I know.”

      “I hope it never happens in the courtroom.” The narrow-faced woman exhaled. “I’ll call Mr. O’Connell tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, Erin.” It felt to Vic like a weight had been lifted from his chest.

      “Gotta go. You take care of that little puppy.”

      “I will. We’re going up to Wyoming tomorrow.”

      “Wyoming? In the winter?”

      “It’s just a quick trip. There’s a place I want to take him to in the spring. It’s really pretty. I went there with a friend a while back, when I was stationed out here.”

      “You be careful driving.”

      With that, Erin disconnected.

      Vic set the puppy down and returned to the coffee disaster, wiping it up with the dishtowel, wringing the fluid into the sink, then repeating the process until the towel looked a shade darker than its normal tan.

      He ran water over it in the sink and washed his hands. “How about a walk, buddy? I need to start the coffee over from scratch.”

      The puppy barked his agreement and spun in a circle.

      After resetting the machine and starting it up again, Vic swung by the table to put the laptop to sleep…

      …but stopped.

      An email had come in while he’d been cleaning, and the name looked familiar.

      “Jackie Hubbard. Ring any bells, buddy?” Vic sat at the table, eyes focused on the app.

      Then he realized it wasn’t the sender name that he recognized but the subject: Leslie Hubbard. Teeth gritted, he opened the email and read…

      …and sagged in his seat.
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      Sunlight cut through the February gloom, making it nearly impossible for Vic to read the sign on the left side of the road. It was a pale-brown brick structure, the raised lettering gold and almost unreadable. He could make out Alpine Vis, which was enough given the way his phone told him to exit at the next left. In the passenger seat, Saint tugged against the harness assembly holding him in place atop piles of towels and doggie urine pads. As Vic turned, the puppy barked, feeling the Land Rover’s deceleration and change of direction. When the tires slid on the thin sheet of ice and the vehicle’s all-wheel drive kicked in, the puppy barked again.

      At the first sight of signs, Vic decelerated to the posted 10 mph speed limit. He let out a surprised grunt at the realization that the units here weren’t houses but mobile homes. The yards were modest in size but looked well maintained, unlike some of the trailer parks he knew from his childhood in Houston and his years in the Phoenix police department.

      He turned down the heater fan to listen for the phone’s voice, braking when the app told him he’d arrived.

      Unlike the pine trees that had lined the road outside the community, the vegetation here was deciduous and leafless. Mounds of gray snow had been piled up around a small parking area with just enough room for Vic to squeeze his SUV in between an ancient gray block of a car and the trunk of one of the trees. He eased out and came around to get the puppy, who was tugging hard against his harness and yipping excitedly. Only while unclipping the little guy did Vic realize the sweater top he’d pulled over the dog’s big chest was the same deep blue as his own jacket. Hopefully, no one would notice the unintentional outfitting coincidence. The last thing he wanted was for someone to think he was one of those people who twinned with their dogs.

      Vic set the puppy down and let out his leash so that Saint could sniff at the snow and leave a mark of his own on it. His investigations were enthusiastic, the pull on the leash constant.

      A door creaked open, and Vic turned to see a tall, broad-shouldered, white-haired woman in an ugly red Christmas sweater with green trees stretched over her big breasts. She stood beneath a pergola, one hand holding open a glass door, the other clenched into a scar-glistening fist. She glared out at him and the puppy. Despite her height, the woman seemed shrunken, the perception amplified by her short hair, tiny eyes, and half-lens glasses.

      She scowled at him over those reduced lenses. “You have business here?”

      Although a street number sign hung from the front wall of the home, it was a fanciful wrought iron thing he couldn’t decipher. “I was hoping to talk to Jackie Hubbard. Do you know which place is hers?”

      In answer, the woman compressed her tiny lips and shook her head before stepping back inside. The only indication he’d found the right house was that she held that glass door open.

      After putting on his mask, he picked the puppy up and strode to the door. As he wiped his feet on the new welcome mat, he caught the old woman glaring at Saint.

      Vic laughed. “He’s a pug.”

      “I know what he is. That’s no dog for sure.”

      “Oh.”

      He followed the woman in, already regretting accepting the request to visit. Heat drew him around, where to his surprise, beyond a reclining chair and loveseat and beside a TV showing some bright and happy game show, a fireplace burned in the corner. When he’d seen smoke rising from the pipe poking out of the front of the building, he hadn’t even thought of the possible implications.

      The old woman shuffled through a doorway without a word, and he caught the idea that he should follow. While the front room had been carpeted in the same gray as the house exterior, the room beyond had a laminate, wood-patterned flooring that gave it more visual warmth even though it was cooler.

      At a sliding glass door, the woman hesitated, then she opened the door and indicated with a nod the tiny yard beyond. “It’s fenced.”

      “Saint’s an inside dog. I’m not sure he’ll handle the cold⁠—”

      “You won’t be long.”

      Vic stepped out, scanned to be sure that the fencing was in good order, then knelt down to undo the leash from Saint’s harness. “You heard her. I won’t be long.”

      Without hesitation, the puppy sprinted around the yard, stopping to sniff at plants slumbering against the winter cold. Where snow had piled up, he bounded off of it, barking and occasionally digging.

      Leaving the little guy alone for any extended period was something Vic hadn’t quite gotten used to yet, but this seemed safe enough.

      He again brushed his shoes off, noting that the welcome mat on this side of the house was old and worn down.

      Once he was inside again, the woman closed the door, staring at the puppy for a moment. “I’ll get Jackie. She’s never been strong, and losing Leslie only made her worse.”

      Jackie had warned him that her mother could be challenging. There wasn’t much in common between Leslie and her grandmother, but the brusque personality of the older woman probably made any similarities harder to notice.

      Vic stayed by the door, one hand shoved into his pocket, the other tightly clutching the disconnected leash. He already felt the little pup’s absence.

      At the sound of whispered voices, he twisted around to see a younger version of the grumpy old woman, not quite so busty and nowhere near as large but also older than he’d expected, pale-brown hair well into graying. Still, he could see some of Leslie in this woman’s face—the slightly too-wide nose and too-close eyes to be truly pretty but enough combined features to have once rendered her attractive.

      Vic turned and held out a hand. “Mrs. Hubbard? I’m Vic Tran.”

      Jackie Hubbard stared, confused. Then she waved to indicate an imaginary mask covering her face. “Oh.” Her eyes widened, and it was like a light coming on. “She said you had a problem with your immune system. We’re vaccinated, and Mother and I don’t get out much.”

      That was a typical invitation to unmask, and it seemed safe enough here. Vic pulled his protection down and caught the way the younger of the two women’s eyes went wide again. “She said you were a handsome man, but I didn’t know what to expect with her. Well, she was right.” She took his hand in her cold grip then shambled to the kitchen area. “Can I interest you in some tea?”

      “Thanks.”

      While she set the kettle on, he took a seat, feeling more than seeing the older woman’s continuing glare. He shifted just enough to keep the grandmother in his peripheral vision. When Jackie offered him a discolored mug with a bag of Lipton steeping in bubbling water, he accepted.

      He let the tea cool, taking in the dining room with a quick glance. “I’m sorry to hear about Leslie’s passing.”

      Jackie flinched just enough for him to notice. “She didn’t pass. She was murdered.”

      “And you said the police aren’t doing anything?”

      “The sheriff’s office, more accurately. Sheriff Cooper won’t do a damned thing. You saw the article. It’s a cold case now.”

      “That seems quick.”

      “It does, doesn’t it?” Jackie sniffled, blew steam from her mug, and sipped. “Leslie admired you. She went on and on about you—smart, handsome, knowledgeable. That case you solved down in Pueblo, it was as if you were some sort of genius to hear her say it. I swear, I thought she was fooling around with you the way she acted.”

      “I don’t have relationships with students, Mrs. Hubbard. Ever.”

      “Well…” There was a frazzled, disconnected look to Leslie’s mother, another connection the two shared. “You know how some parents don’t know their children? I knew Leslie well enough.”

      The older of the two women softly huffed and rolled her eyes, but Jackie either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

      Unsure what to say, Vic sipped the too-hot drink. “We only had a professional relationship, Mrs. Hubbard. I can assure you.”

      “I believe you.”

      “It’s hard being a parent, I suppose.”

      Jackie wrapped her small fingers around the mug, which was painted as a cartoonish pink cat. “It is.” A thought, maybe a painful memory settled, and it seemed the younger of the two women might cry, but she sniffled, and the moment passed. “Leslie up and
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