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      Greg Preston thought about dying.

      Under the circumstances, it was hard to think of anything else. He stood in a nearly-dark warehouse, a manmade cave of emptiness and shadow. He stared at the only source of light, an open loading door admitting the pallid glow of streetlamps.

      He felt the sweat on the palm of his right hand where it clutched the hard, alien shape of a .45 semi-automatic pistol. The gun was unnecessary, really, the police insisted. They hadn’t convinced him.

      A shifting in the shadows behind him reminded Greg he wasn’t the only person there. Five steps back, crouched a heavily armed police officer. On the floor above were fifteen others, and twenty more were hidden in the warehouse office or the vans outside. He wondered for the hundredth time if they would be enough.

      It was all a trap for something most people would never believe existed. Not in the twenty-first century, and certainly not in southern California. Greg Preston was the bait, and no matter how many cops backed him up, he still felt naked and vulnerable.

      An odd bit of old English poetry swirled into his head. Now, who wrote that? Allingham, maybe.

      
        
        
        Up the airy mountain,

        Down the rushy glen,

        We daren’t go a-hunting

        For fear of little men.

      

      

      

      And if they got him, he’d just be one more in a lengthening series of deaths. What would the coroner even call their fate? Death by legend?

      Greg held the gun even tighter.
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      “Walt is really dead.”

      Greg spoke in the barest whisper, audible only to himself. “Walt is really gone.”

      He turned the phrase over and over in his mind, trying to grasp the impact of it as he looked out the airliner’s window at nothing. His friend Walt Revis had died at the age of twenty-nine, four weeks short of his scheduled wedding to Julie Sperling.

      Julie had called him and tracked him down on vacation at Paradise Island in the Bahamas. Not just to tell him the tragic news but to mumble almost incoherently that there was something about the death⁠—

      The murder, Greg reminded himself. Someone had murdered Walt, and Julie’s choking voice had said there was something about the crime she thought he could help with.

      What the hell could she mean? He hadn’t seen them in almost a year. He hadn’t kept in regular contact with Julie beyond the usual social media stuff since they’d graduated together, although he and Walt had emailed or DM’d more often. Julie and Walt had stayed in L.A. while Greg moved to Sacramento, and the romance that never quite worked out between Greg and Julie had worked out very well with Julie and Walt.

      “Sorry.” The woman in the adjoining seat smiled as she dabbed at the spot of diet cola she’d dripped onto the sleeve of Greg’s denim shirt.

      “It’s okay.” Under other circumstances, Greg would have found her dazzling. As it was, she was at least a welcome distraction. The petite blonde in the cranberry suit had the kind of attractiveness Greg always noticed, a mixture of looks and energy not many women possessed. The suit was perfectly tailored to her slim figure, and a ruffled blouse of ivory silk showed beneath the jacket. Given all that, the almost stereotypical California beach smile verged on overkill.

      “I suppose I could blame turbulence, but it’s easier to tell the truth and admit I’m clumsy.” She extended a hand, belying her claim to klutziness by making even that small gesture look graceful. “I’m Karen Montrose.”

      “The reporter?”

      She nodded.

      “I remember watching you a few years ago in college. Still with KTSG?”

      “Still there. And you are?”

      “Greg Preston.” He got around to shaking the hand she’d offered. Her grip was strong.

      “That sounds familiar. What do you do?”

      “I’m a writer.”

      She snapped her fingers. “Science or Pseudoscience? And, no, I didn’t read it. I just remember the documentary based on it.”

      Greg chuckled. “That’s okay. They hired someone else to revise my book for the documentary, which ticked me off and still does, but I thought the show came out all right.”

      “So did I. It sure beats the crap that usually makes the air on subjects like that, not to mention the online cesspools. I’m going to reach through my phone and strangle the next person who calls me with proof the President is an alien lizardman or to tell me they saw sasquatch.”

      “I don’t know yet if we can close the file on sasquatch, but that’s for another time,” Greg said.

      “Interesting. Are you on a book tour now?”

      “No. I’m not in the tier of authors who get expense-paid book tours. I make a living, though. In the writing world, that makes me an overnight success.”

      “In the reporting world, I’m an old lady. If you hit thirty and you’re not at least a weekend anchor yet, they start talking about you in the past tense.”

      “I always thought you were darn sharp. What does one need to do to get an anchor slot?”

      “Thank you. Honest answer? You either break some earth-shaking stories, or you kiss the right butts. And you can guess what some managers think ‘kissing butts’ is still a euphemism for in our enlightened Me-Too century. They don’t think I’ve done enough of either.”

      “If you don’t mind my asking, does local TV really still have clout?”

      Karen nodded as if she appreciated the question. “It surprises some people, but yes, it still matters. Local contacts matter, and people talk more to me than bloggers. Professional visuals matter a lot. Plus, we sometimes hold back some juicy details from our internet feed if we’ve got something exclusive. Trying to stay relevant makes us more personality-driven, so we come full circle to wanting younger and prettier.”

      “And there’s still some double standard there. Women vs. men.”

      “You bet there is. We brought in an anchor from San Diego named John Delvecchio. He’s sixty-two, but he looks like George Clooney’s brother, and he’s the most popular anchor in the state. But he’s not old. He’s ‘distinguished.’”

      Greg was going to reply, but the P.A. system took priority. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are beginning our descent into Los Angeles International Airport. Please return your tray tables…”

      Karen handed her drink to the attendant, who materialized at the end of their two-seat row. “If you watched me in college, I must have just started. I graduated from LAU eleven years ago and got my start a year later.”

      “Same school, two years later. By my senior year, you were already famous. Been back to the campus lately?”

      “I gathered reactions there to the serial killer case in Inglewood last year. I wanted to see whether the students thought about their city outside their little island. The general response was, ‘It wasn’t here, so no big deal.’ “

      “I haven’t been back in six years, but it sounds like nothing’s changed.”

      “The living as a writer must be pretty good. Not on a book tour, but you’re still flying first class.”

      Greg tried not to be annoyed—she’s a reporter, prying is like breathing—as reality pushed back into his mind. “It was the only seat open. Emergency trip.” He let out a long breath. “Today started on the twelve-thirty AM flight from Miami through DFW. No nonstops available. Not surprising these days.”

      “Sorry. Anything I can do?”

      “No. You probably already covered it, anyway.”

      “That’s intriguing, but all of a sudden, you don’t look like a man to ask questions of, so I won’t.”

      “I appreciate that.” He felt the thump as the landing gear went down.

      Karen busied herself looking in her purse. “If there’s a story you still want to tell sometime, though, give me a call.” She turned to hand him her card and saw the anger beginning to knit his brows. “Sorry. I was going to add, feel free to give me a call in any case.” She flashed the smile again. “Maybe we can talk about sasquatch.”

      He nodded. “Apology accepted.” He fished a card from his wallet and swapped it for hers.

      “Thank you.”

      As the plane turned onto final approach, Greg turned back to the window and back to his thoughts. Walt. Why Walt? Who would kill him? And why does Julie think I’m going to be of any use whatsoever?
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      Ben Slick had worked his usual shift the night before Greg Preston’s flight. At least, that’s what he started out to do.

      Roosevelt Municipal Golf Course was dark and quiet when Ben, almost done with his last circuit of the course’s boundaries, stopped his John Deere buggy and clambered out with a flashlight. He’d written up that sagging bit of chain-link fence last night and damned if the stoned kids who passed for greenskeepers these days hadn’t ignored it. Hell, it looked worse.

      It was true what everyone said: you couldn’t get good help anymore. He’d been a greenskeeper on this course all the way through college, but that was forty-five years ago. Now he was getting charity from his son’s friend, a Board of Directors member who’d gotten Ben an easy part-time job as “evening greens inspector.” All he had to do was patrol the course at the end of the day, clean up a little, and make notes about brown spots on the greens or damaged bushes some frustrated golfer had beaten up with a nine-iron. Ben knew he was lucky and hadn’t had anything else to do since Grace died. He also knew the guys who came in at six in the morning to fix his write-ups resented the hell out of the old man who only worked after the heat of the day had long passed.

      Ben tried to do a thorough job because he figured he owed that much to everybody involved. He told himself that desire, not plain old loneliness, drove him to make more patrols than he needed to and be the last person to leave the complex every night.

      It really was a nice evening. Up here near Griffith Park, the city was muted, the breeze was enough to keep the insects from getting too bad, and—well, it would be good if the daytime help hadn’t ignored the damned fence.

      Ben inspected the base of the fence, which ran along the shallow cement-lined ditch that carried the runoff from the massive amounts of water and chemicals dumped on the course. It always smelled weird along the ditch, even to a man who’d been around golf courses forever. The head greenskeeper here made his own grass tonic, a crazy mixture that included household ammonia and Listerine and Coors beer, which you’d think would kill anything it touched but actually kept the greens impressively shiny.

      The fence was sagging, like someone had been pulling it up from the bottom to get in. That was exactly what Ben suspected, given that the big tree limb that had fallen across the ditch a week before was still there. Someone from the city was supposed to deal with that. Ben didn’t know who, and maybe kids had been using it for a bridge. If they’d been on the golf course, though, they hadn’t stolen or broken anything as far as he could tell.

      He headed back toward the buggy and stopped as he realized he’d seen something else, something that had barely registered at the edge of his vision. He turned to his left and looked along the fence.

      Somebody was crouching in the rough on his side of the fence. He could only see the outline, but it was someone, someone trying to be a statue but moving just a little.

      Ben opted not to yell or put the flashlight on the furtive shape. Kids in this city could be damned dangerous, and the smart thing to do was walk casually back to the buggy and zoom off before he grabbed the cell phone and called night security.

      His heart was thumping in a way he hadn’t felt since Vietnam, a way that reminded him bizarrely of a washing machine thrashing with an off-center load. He kept the patch of rough and shadow in the corner of one eye as he walked fifteen deliberate and very long steps to the buggy. He felt the pounding in his chest relax just a bit as he slid into the driver’s seat and reached for the key.

      The arm that exploded from under the buggy and yanked him out moved so fast he didn’t really see it, only felt it, felt the disorienting force and the terrifying grip and the hard slap as he hit the ground. The blow that followed was even faster, and he never saw it at all.
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      It was 10:30 on a hot Tuesday morning in August when the silver Boeing 777 pulled up to Gate 76 in the giant, yellowish concrete edifice that was the main terminal of LAX. Greg stepped off the plane, looking around even though he knew Julie couldn’t be waiting at the gate. With a quick nod and a choppy wave in Karen’s direction, he took a death grip on his laptop case and sports duffel and submerged himself in the streams of people.

      He’d never liked LAX. It was an impersonal place, with blank cream-colored walls and blank-faced workers to match. The attempts to freshen up the terminal with atriums and plants hadn’t helped. The plants always looked like they were just about to turn brown and die. And what always struck him on arriving in L.A. was the dirty, stifling, too-warm air. It could be smelled, even tasted, but could never be precisely described. He only knew he hated it.

      He paused a moment to fish out his cell phone and activate it. No new messages. He pocketed it and hurried on.

      Greg emerged into the utilitarian lobby housing his flight’s baggage claim and immediately began looking for Julie, but there was no need. The moment he stepped out of the people-flow, Julie wrapped him in an embrace that was almost a tackle. He dropped his bag and returned the hug, holding her close enough to feel her heartbeat, and neither spoke for a minute.

      “God, I’m glad you’re here,” she finally said.

      Greg’s first question slipped out of his mouth before his brain could grab hold and strangle it. “Do they know who killed Walt yet?”

      She shook her head, sending her long black hair dancing. Greg noticed that even looking drawn and tired, she still stopped the male traffic around her. It was her eyes, he mused, even more than her naturally athletic figure or overall pretty-girl-next-door looks. Those deep emerald eyes had caught his attention the moment he’d met her, and they weren’t any less arresting even now, despite the redness and puffiness lining them. Julie wasn’t wearing her trademark gold-leaf earrings. He’d hardly ever seen her without them. Her lightweight tan suit looked expensive but needed pressing. Still, she could have been forgiven for being a lot less organized than she was.

      “I’m so glad you came,” she said. “I need you.”

      “Well, here I am,” he said, trying for a reassuring tone.

      They embraced again, and he saw a tear escape one eye. She dabbed at it with her finger and pulled back a little. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. For God’s sake, you’re entitled. What do we do now?”

      “Come with me.”
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        * * *

      

      They stepped outside into the smog-diffused yet still oppressive sunshine. Greg’s shirt and khakis almost instantly wilted against his body. Crossing a broad street that looked like a racetrack for shuttle buses, they entered the parking structure, where Julie led him to an aggressive-looking black sports car.

      Greg nodded appreciatively at the nearly-new Ford Mustang fastback. “Heck of a nice car,” he said. “Is that an actual manual transmission?”

      She managed a little smile. “Driving them since I was fifteen. And they’re a big advantage these days. Not many people can steal it.”

      Julie couldn’t hide the forced edge of her humor, but he had to admire her effort.

      She opened the hatch, and he dumped his bags inside. “I’ll drive,” she said. “I’ll bet you still can’t find your way around L.A. any more than the day you got here from Pincushion, Arizona.”

      Greg smiled at their old joke. “Pinecotton wasn’t big enough to have pincushions. We just stuck pins in each other. Helped relieve the boredom.”

      “When’s the last time you were back there?” she asked.

      “Never.”

      “Seriously? Not since graduation?”

      Greg shrugged. “There didn’t seem to be a reason. I never liked the place—you know that. L.A. was like Mars when I got here, but this got to be more home than Arizona. Remember, my folks are in Scottsdale now. They didn’t want to move there, but they turned sixty, and it’s state law.”

      “Huh?”

      “Sorry. Arizona joke. But really, I don’t know if old Pincushion is even still there.”

      “You look good. Tennis must still agree with you.”

      “I saw your comments on the pic I posted from the Sacramento Amateur Open,” he said. “I was pretty happy with making the quarterfinals.”

      “I read all your posts. I’ve been promising for two years I’d take tennis up again, but—” the thought seemed to run out, and she pressed her lips tightly together. “Let’s get going.”

      Greg closed the hatch for her. He climbed in on the passenger’s side, folding his lean six-one frame into the comfortable fighter cockpit seat. Minutes later, after picking their way through the maze of airport traffic, they were on the San Diego Freeway.

      The silence in the car was oppressive, a heavy presence that impeded breathing. It was as if Julie had used up her capacity for small talk at the airport, and it wasn’t yet time for big talk. Julie didn’t turn on the CD player for her usual diet of jazz, and he wasn’t about to take the initiative. So he endured the silence as Julie stared holes in the roadway ahead.

      It wasn’t long before they were cruising north on the Harbor Freeway past their old stomping grounds at Los Angeles University. Julie followed the Harbor to the 8th Street exit, then worked her way north and west until she turned off Wilshire Boulevard into the drive of a twelve-story gray and white apartment building whose pretentiously modest sign labeled it The Westbrook.

      The neighborhood was a mix of office buildings and apartments, some new and some old. The Westbrook looked fairly new and very well landscaped and maintained. The parking garage was under the first floor, and Julie pulled the Mustang into a slot numbered 704.

      As they collected the baggage and walked inside, Greg scanned the building’s security. The elevator from the parking garage ran to only one destination. This was a small, well-lit lobby staffed by a blue-shirted armed guard—a young, fit man, not the retired-or-should-be types so often found in jobs like that. The guard gave Julie a nod of recognition and buzzed open the handsome oak doors behind the security desk. As they passed in, Greg noted the bank of video screens allowing the guard to monitor the garage, several interior areas, and what looked like a service entrance.

      Through the doors lay a more decorated inner lobby. Julie pressed a magnetic card into a slot to call the elevator.

      “This seems like a safe place,” Greg said.

      Julie grimaced. “That’s what they say. A security building, they call it. Walt thought so, too.”

      Neither said anything more as they rode to the seventh floor. Greg followed her to 704, which turned out to be a fairly spacious two-bedroom furnished in earth tones and an attractive mix of light and dark wood.

      “I like it,” he said as Julie closed and double-locked the door behind them.

      “So did Walt,” she said. Her voice was steady but inescapably tinged with emotion. “We were going to live here. The movers were coming next week.” She gestured reluctantly toward cardboard boxes piled against one wall. They were labeled Walt Stuff.

      “Is your mother still here?”

      She shook her head. “Mom and my stepdad went back to Chicago yesterday morning. You won’t believe how I had to argue with Mom about me staying here.”

      “I believe it. I’ve met your mother, remember?”

      “Right. I’m on leave of absence from the law firm, so I could have gone. But damn it, there is no way I am leaving this town until I know what happened to Walt and someone is in jail. Or dead, preferably.”

      “How about your sister?”

      “She couldn’t come. I talked to her, but her squadron’s on a carrier in the Indian Ocean, watching the Sri Lanka crisis.”

      “And Walt’s folks?”

      “They’re surviving. His mother was on meds. We had the funeral out in Cypress in the church Walt grew up in. The church we were going to be married in.” She bit her lip. “His sisters were both there, but it was weird. They kept glaring at me like it was my fault somehow.”

      He sighed. “You know it’s not. But I hate to think of you dealing with all this alone.”

      “I’m not exactly helpless.”

      “I never said that.”

      “I know. I go back and forth between wanting to kill someone and wanting to cry for a few more days. Can I get you a drink?”

      “No, thanks. I want to hear the story.”

      Julie nodded, and they sank onto a sofa.

      Her eyes closed for a moment. “He lived on the fifth floor,” she said. “Five-twelve. He moved in just a few months ago when we got engaged. Things were great, Greg.”

      “I remember when he got the job with L.A. Life magazine,” Greg said. “That was April last year.”

      “He loved that job. After those years with the paper, he was getting really big as a feature writer. You know how few people can make a decent living from work like that nowadays?”

      “Yes, I do. You have to become a brand, essentially, and then keep it going twenty-four-seven. When I went on this vacation, I paid a teenage genius to keep my social media going to make sure I wasn’t forgotten about.”

      “Walt loved all the work that went into that. That’s why he got his Local Explorations segment on the PBS show and the Web channel. He loved people and culture the way you did science. The magazine was going to make him assistant editor, did you know that?”

      “No, he never mentioned it.”

      “Probably going to surprise you with it when you came for the wedding.”

      “Well, we both were determined to be writers someday,” Greg said. “We both made it.”

      “I don’t know why I’m taking so long to get to the point,” she said. Her hands clutched her knees, viciously wrinkling the material of her pants. “It was only ten days ago. I was working late. I got home about ten and went to Walt’s apartment. It was locked, but I heard a noise like someone moving inside. He didn’t come when I knocked, and the security bolt was still on when I tried my key. Then I came up here and tried to call him. When he didn’t answer, I called the guard.” Tears were beginning to squeeze from her eyes. “When he couldn’t get an answer, he and the manager broke in—and Walt was already dead.”

      She buried her face in her hands, and he put an arm around her. Julie leaned back into the embrace.

      “The police wouldn’t even let me in at first,” she said. “God, I had to wait for hours. Then, they brought him out on a stretcher. I had to identify him.” She turned her face to his, and he couldn’t miss the pain in her eyes. “He was lying on the floor. Someone stabbed him in the back. Some bastard…”

      Her voice trailed off into sobs, and she shook her head as if apologizing for her inability to continue. Greg put his other arm around her, and she buried her face in his chest and cried.

      He said something useless that was immediately forgotten. When had they last been in this position? he wondered. Just after graduation, when her father died.

      Julie drew back a little, fumbling for a box of tissues on the end table. She found them, blew her nose, and wiped her eyes.

      “I can’t tell it very well,” she said. “I’ve got nothing useful to say anyway. Let me get something to show you instead.”

      She rose, using a hand on his shoulder to push herself up, and walked a little unsteadily into the room she used as an office. She returned with a manila folio held shut by an elastic cord.

      “Here,” she said. “This is everything that was in the papers and the local news sites. I put this together right after I called you, with some help from one of the legal secretaries. I’m sure you looked it up when I called, but there’s more.”

      “You’re not trying to play cop, are you?”

      “No, but if I can help just a little or even convince myself I’m helping…” She shook her head. “Excuse me a minute, okay? I need some tea.”

      Greg watched her walk into the kitchen. Julie’s reaction to any crisis had always involved tea. He supposed it was always good to have something familiar.

      He shook his head and opened the folio. So far, all he knew was that Walt had been stabbed. There had to be more if this was so mysterious.
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        * * *

      

      Julie returned twenty minutes later. She had washed her face, put a silver clasp in her hair to tie it back, and was sipping what Greg guessed was her second cup of tea. He sniffed. Cinnamon apple, just like always.

      She sat next to him and offered a cookie. “Remember Huckleberry chocolate chips?”

      “Oh, man. One of the two basic food groups along with Tommy burgers.” He took a big bite, wondering, as always, how it was possible to bake bliss into a cookie.

      Julie smiled at his reaction, but her expression tightened as her gaze was drawn involuntarily to the articles he’d spread on the coffee table.

      He turned back to the articles. Most were from the L.A. Times. There were also some original internet news pieces and some Web versions of stories from the TV stations. One was by Karen Montrose. It was, not surprisingly, brief and not very informative. As Karen had pointed out, televised stories relied on the visuals and the personalities.

      Greg looked at the longest one and picked it up. “If you’re sure it’s okay, then let me ask you something. This Times piece— ‘An Unsolved Murder on Wilshire.’ Have you read this one?”

      “Yes. It’s really pretty accurate.”

      “It’s hard to see how it could be.” Greg glanced at the clipping again. “Walt was face down, stabbed with his own steak knife. Okay so far.

      “An unnamed police source stated no fingerprints were found on the knife,” Greg quoted. “Again, not too strange. Anyone can wear gloves.”

      He glanced at Julie. She nodded, and he went on. “‘The same source claimed all the locks, including the security latch, were secure.’ Boy, if this were fiction, I’d toss it right now. A locked-room murder is a cliché that’s been so overdone even the streaming shows don’t use it anymore. You heard someone inside about ten, right?”

      “Yes. No doubt at all. Just like footsteps, kind of quick and quiet.”

      “‘A sound like someone trying not to make a sound.’”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “I stole that from John Irving,” he said. “Keep going.”

      “A police detective named Welles told me some things that aren’t in the article. The door lock, the deadbolt, and the latch were all closed. We have cards for the doorknob locks and physical keys for the deadbolts. Walt had his on a ring in the kitchen. I had a copy, and the guard and the super had extras. That’s it.”

      “I’m sure the cops are checking whether there are any others—whether a prior tenant might have kept a copy, for example. But that couldn’t explain the latch.”

      “That’s what the detective said, too. And the fire escape is at the end of the hall. No one could reach his apartment from it on the outside.”

      “Do the windows open?”

      “They do, but there’s no balcony.”

      Greg nodded. He went to the nearest window and raised it, leaning out the few inches he could against the plastic bug screen.

      He turned back to Julie. “Did this Welles tell you anything about the windows? Open? Closed?”

      “Closed. The screens, too.”

      “There must be another way. Is his apartment like this one?”

      “Exactly like it.”

      Greg looked around the room. There were air-conditioning vents, but they were barely larger than a familiar #10 envelope.

      He closed his eyes and visualized the apartment as a 3D line drawing, a common trick he used when thinking about a problem. He spent a minute filling in the important details and then thinking about what he saw and didn’t see.

      He opened his eyes and gestured to one of the vents. “Julie, is there an outflow vent bigger than these?”

      She nodded. “I don’t know if it goes in or out, but there is one big one. In the office.”

      They stepped out of the bedroom. The office, presumably intended as a second, smaller bedroom, adjoined it. Greg was surprised to see a deadbolt lock on the door.

      “Why have a lock on a door inside your apartment?” he asked.

      “I bring case files home. There’s a lot of confidential stuff on my computer, too. I know it’s a pretty flimsy door, but being able to lock it makes me feel better.”

      She unlocked the door and led him in. Maneuvering around the desk, two chairs, and two filing cabinets, she pointed at the louvered grating in the ceiling.

      Greg studied it. About two feet wide and eighteen inches tall, it would admit a person. “Did Welles say anything about this?”

      She nodded. “He said they checked the duct it goes into. It makes a turn right at the wall—his apartment’s on the corner. It’s way too small for anyone except a little kid. And the other way, there’s a fan.”

      “Let’s take a look anyway. You can see where there used to be two screws holding it, but I guess they fell out.” Greg pulled a chair under the grating and climbed up on it. He worked his fingers into the grating and pulled. It came out with a momentary metal-on-metal groan. He set the grating down and looked up at the opening.

      Julie stepped out of the room for a moment. She returned with a flashlight and handed it over.

      Greg peered into the duct. The conduit itself was large enough—maybe—for a skinny person to wriggle through, but there was indeed a currently stationary fan to his left and a bend to his right.

      He pulled his head back down and shoved the grating back into place. “I suppose a homicidal kid is possible,” Greg said. “Anything in L.A., right? But he’d have to find a place to get into the duct to begin with, and I don’t see how he’d get back up in here carrying the grating with him without leaving a chair or something underneath. This is an eight-foot ceiling.”

      “I don’t know, either.” She shuddered. “I can’t imagine a kid who’d go to all this trouble to kill someone who…” her voice trailed off.

      “Remember that scrawny neighborhood kid they arrested on campus once? He held a student up at knifepoint. He was eleven.” Greg paused. “Hope I’m not asking too many questions. I’m sure the cops went over this enough times to make you sick.”

      She gave another nod that he took to mean she was still okay. They pulled out of the office and closed the door, wandering back into Julie’s bedroom.

      “Julie, is this why you thought I could be useful? Because the cops can’t figure this out?”

      She sat on the bed, one hand twisting the ends of her hair. “You were the only person I could think of. Not just because I needed someone I could trust. But I thought I needed help from someone with—well, kind of a creative brain like yours. I never saw anyone take so many courses in so many different things. Your mind just works differently. And maybe I wanted someone who knew as much as you do about weird things that don’t make sense.”

      Greg sat next to her. “I don’t know what you mean by weird. You know, I’ve poked around into unexplained phenomena, but I don’t see any reason to think there’s anything like that here if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “I never said I thought that. But you have imagination, and when Walt was killed in an apartment locked from the inside, with no prints and no nothing—well, if you won’t help me, then screw you! I’m sorry I interrupted your fucking vacation!”

      Greg realized he had never heard her use that word.

      “Julie, I’m sorry. I didn’t say I wouldn’t help. I’m just not sure what to do.”

      “Walt was your friend! Don’t you even want to know how he died?”

      “Of course I do. And don’t think I don’t care about you, either. Just because I never proposed didn’t mean I didn’t care. I’ll always care, Julie. Hell, I don’t know how this sounds, but I probably stopped being in touch because I cared more than I should.”

      The words sounded clichéd and unconvincing to Greg, even though he meant them. Julie seemed to understand the sincerity.

      “You know, for a while there, if you’d proposed, I would have said yes.”

      “A psychiatrist might say that’s why I didn’t ask. I know, I’m all contradictions and no sense emotionally. I always was.” He shook his head. “I’m still trying to grasp that Walt’s gone. Hell, for our last three years of school, we practically breathed the same air.”

      “Including sometimes when we didn’t want him around. The Three Musketeers—God, that’s so corny. I wonder how many million people have called themselves that.”

      “Lots,” Greg said. “Did you ever tell Walt we were each other’s ‘firsts’?” He instantly wanted to bite the question back, but Julie answered.

      “It never came up. You know Walt. He’d never ask anything like that.”

      There was an awkwardly quiet moment as their eyes met.

      “I’m sorry. I had no reason to ask that either. This is about Walt and you.” When Julie didn’t answer, he went on. “Well, if I’m going to play amateur detective, I suppose I need to visit the crime scene.”

      “It’s sealed off, but I can call Alan.”

      “Alan?”

      “Detective Welles.” She made a defensive gesture with her hand. “I met him when I spent those years in the DA’s office before Washburn, Cooley, and Marquez made me an offer that would get me away from dealing with wackos in the middle of the night. Anyway, he’s in what they call the Homicide Special Section in Robbery-Homicide. They work normal day hours plus being on call, so he should be in. I’m sure he’ll help.”

      “Maybe. And maybe he’ll just tell me to butt the hell out. We’ll see.”
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      Detective Alan Welles met them an hour later in front of 512. They stopped at the white wooden door, which showed no sign of having been forced. It would have looked perfectly normal if not for the yellow “Police Line” tape stretched across it.

      Julie introduced the two men. Welles was a husky, prematurely graying man in his early forties. He had a slightly bent nose and brown eyes that constantly shifted their focus. Greg caught the slightest whiff of tobacco residue, and he guessed Welles was a smoker who had just quit or was still trying to. The cop wore a worn gray sports coat that contrasted with a crisp white shirt and a new, classy-looking blue silk tie.

      “You’re a writer too, she tells me,” Welles said. “Whatda you write?”

      “Nonfiction science books, plus a couple of novels so far. There was a TV documentary last year based on a book I wrote explaining what qualified as science and what didn’t. I wrote it after the pandemic. Maybe you saw it.”

      Welles shook his head. “Afraid not. I know Julie thinks you can help with this. I’m letting you in partly as a favor to her and partly because, if you were his best friend, maybe something here would look funny to you, and you might actually be useful. First, I need your promise you won’t talk—or write—about anything you see in here.”

      “I’m not here to write a book. And I do appreciate this.”

      Welles nodded briefly, almost curtly. “This case went to Homicide Special ‘cause no one in Rampart Division wanted to try figuring it out. We still haven’t done it, either.” He detached the tape and unlocked the door.

      Greg noticed the smell first. It was a hard-to-describe mixture of the metallic smell/taste of blood and something else that may have been psychological but was still nauseating. He gritted his teeth and followed the detective in. He heard Julie’s footsteps behind his own.

      The apartment was nothing unusual. It had the same off-white walls as Julie’s place, but the cabinets, appliances, and other accents were done in subdued greens and blues instead of earth tones. The door opened into the kitchen, and Welles had halted one step in.

      “That’s where he was,” Welles said, pointing at the green-on-white patterned vinyl of the kitchen floor. Dark traces still showed in the cracks between the simulated tiles. Greg’s gaze skipped around the room, noting the remnants of fingerprint powder in several places—charcoal-gray on some surfaces, silvery on others.

      “He didn’t move much,” Welles added. “He was stabbed in the back over here, near the fridge. That cabinet was open, so I guess he was bent down to get something.” Welles’ index finger flicked out as he talked, jabbing at each location. “He crawled there, just a few feet, trying to get away and maybe going for the landline phone on the wall. But
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