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			About the Setting

			 

			The places are real: Howard County, Maryland; Lockport, New York; Southglenn, Colorado. Some details of these locales were changed to suit the story, while other setting elements were made up from whole cloth. I assure you, shoddy research didn’t enter into it. At least not on that score. I won’t guarantee perfection in all other areas…

		

	
		
			O SON OF JUSTICE!

			 

			Whither can a lover go but to the land of his beloved? and what seeker findeth rest away from his heart’s desire? To the true lover reunion is life, and separation is death. His breast is void of patience and his heart hath no peace. A myriad lives he would forsake to hasten to the abode of his beloved.

			—Bahá’u’lláh, The Hidden Words, Persian 4

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			 

			The run cut into the base of the mountain, twisting and turning with the land, bubbling past old farms, past pine and spruce and deciduous trees waking from winter slumber, gurgling beneath small bridges on gravel roads, down past a mansion built by some retired executive looking to get away from it all, down through the gap between the mountain and its neighbor, down to join with the river just south of Centerville. A paved road kept the water company, winding through the mountains alongside it. Where the run entered the gap, splashing over a series of rock steps, an unpaved track slipped southward into the trees, climbed the slope, and ended at a small, run-down shack.

			On the porch, a man in a scarred old bentwood rocker creaked back and forth, back and forth, his blue eyes directed at the treetops yet not focused on them. Few ever saw those eyes, but those who did frequently remarked how old they seemed compared to the body that hosted them. Vietnam veterans said he must have seen serious action in Afghanistan or Iraq; his eyes were that kind. Others speculated he had lost a wife or a child, or both. Not that anyone knew. He rarely came to Centerville, and then only to buy food. He arrived like a shadow, conducted his business, spoke to no one, and left like a faint breeze falling still. Whatever tragedy had befallen him, it seemed to have drained most of the life from him.

			Had he talked to anyone, had anyone uttered such speculation, he would have shaken his head. He was, in fact, already dead.
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			Its official name was a mouthful: Baltimore-Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport. The Supreme Court Justice’s name had been appended in 2005, but most people referred to it simply as BWI or, if feeling formal, BWI Marshall. Typically ranking somewhere in the mid-twenties on the list of busiest U.S. airports, the terminals never felt all that busy to Phil Walters. His travels had taken him through more frenetic airports as well as quieter ones, but on the whole he liked BWI best. It felt roomy without sprawling, and ticked along efficiently.

			This morning, Saturday, April second, the concourse seemed a bit subdued. Walters would have expected more travelers on a weekend, but their absence made it easier to spot the man he had come to find. Just over there at the kiosk, printing out the ticket for his flight to Denver, Detective Lieutenant Rick Peller had a tired look about him. His right shoulder sagged under the weight of his black carry-on, and when he turned Walters could see that his eyelids were drooping. The lieutenant stood just under six feet tall and looked fit for a man his age—about fifty, Walters guessed. His dark hair, thinning a bit and showing a touch of gray at the temples, was neatly combed with a part on the left. Peller studied his ticket as he began the walk to the gate, but he hadn’t gone five paces before he stopped and cast a glance at Walters. He then pocketed the ticket, shoved the strap of his carry-on farther up his shoulder, and stood gazing out the huge windows to the parking garage beyond.

			Walters bit his lip. It appeared Peller was waiting for him. How the detective had known escaped him, but there was no sense in playing games.

			“Good morning, Lieutenant,” Walters said as he approached. “Might I have a word?”

			“I suppose,” Peller said without enthusiasm.

			Walters extended his hand. “Phil Walters.”

			Peller hesitated then accepted the handshake. “You already seem to know me.” His eyes played over Walters for a moment, then he indicated a row of plastic chairs nearby. The two sat. “Let me guess. You’re a reporter.”

			“A writer,” Walters replied.

			“Ah. You’re writing a book on the Fibonacci murders.”

			Walters couldn’t help but laugh. He supposed the whole thing was too obvious. Why else would a total stranger be approaching Peller just now?

			“I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. I’m leaving on vacation. My flight will be boarding in about half an hour, and unless you have a ticket, security won’t let you follow.”

			“Actually, I wanted to propose a collaboration.” Seeing Peller start to shake his head, Walters added quickly, “You don’t have to answer now, but here’s the thing. When incidents like this happen, all the major publishers scramble to contract books with insider bylines. They were on it well before you caught Freiberg. And let me tell you, there is a great deal of money to be made here. This is a story millions of people want to read.”

			Peller unshouldered his carry-on and set it on the seat next to him. He gazed down at his black sneakers and seemed to be pondering the offer. Walters held his breath in anticipation.

			“I’m afraid,” Peller said at last, “that I’m the wrong person for this. You should talk to Captain Morris.”

			The writer slumped and exhaled. “I already did. She said I should talk to you.”

			Peller cracked a smile. “Don’t feel bad. You’re in the same boat as ever other writer on this one.”

			“You’ve been approached by someone else?”

			“Twice. I gave them the same answer. I can’t do this. For several reasons.” He stood and picked up his bag, adding, “None of which you’d understand. Good bye, Mr. Walters. I’m sorry.”

			Walters watched Peller as he made slowly for security and passed through on his way to his flight. The writer still had two more contacts to make, but it didn’t look promising. The whole team, he suspected, was working from the same playbook. Yet something else was up with Peller. Walters would have bet on it.

			That detective, he was hiding something.
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			“Eric! Hey, Eric, wait up!”

			Detective Sergeant Eric Dumas stopped in mid-stride and planted both feet on the carpet. He’d made it halfway from the door of his second-floor apartment to the stairwell before his neighbor Ozzie White realized he was passing by. White’s hearing was uncanny. He seemed to be able to distinguish Dumas’ footsteps from everyone else’s, even through a closed door. At least, that was the only explanation Dumas could think of for the sheer number of times White had stopped him in the hall.

			Dumas turned and smiled politely. “What’s up, Ozzie?”

			“I really got something for you this time. Man, you gotta see this one.” He rushed over and held out a sheet of printer paper. “She’s got an incredible pair of…”

			“Ozzie, stop. I told you, I’m not interested in blind dates, especially not when they’re arranged over the internet by you posing as me. I mean, come on.”

			White shook the paper at him. “Just have a look. You won’t regret it.”

			With a sigh, Dumas took the proffered printout and looked at the photo. The light in the hall was so dim he could barely see the young lady’s face or make out what she was wearing, although Ozzie hadn’t been lying about her curvaceousness.

			“Interested?”

			Dumas gazed at his neighbor, who at the moment reminded him of nothing so much as a dog panting hopefully for its master’s approval. “She’s very beautiful,” he said. “But I’d rather you let me find my own woman.” He handed the paper back. Crestfallen, White accepted it. Dumas could feel those pleading eyes following him all the way to the stairwell.

			Just as he stepped down the first step, White called after him: “But you never find one!”

			Dumas descended the stairs at a modest clip, stopped to retrieve his mail, and left the building. He found White alternately amusing and irritating. The two of them were about the same age, but Ozzie’s interests were far more worldly than Dumas’. He worked as an assistant manager at a cell phone store and always had the latest gadgets to play with. Over the four and a half years Dumas had known him, White had had a succession of nine girlfriends—some live-in, some not—and had pursued several times as many get-rich-quick schemes, none of which panned out. He seemed concerned, if not actually scandalized, by Dumas’ lack of female companionship. Once when Corina Montufar had stopped by, White had come bounding down the hall to meet her, and was sorely disappointed when the much-anticipated girlfriend turned out to be just a colleague.

			Dumas smiled at the memory as he got into his light grey Subaru and started the engine. Montufar, he thought, wouldn’t be a bad match for him, although he was pretty sure she wouldn’t appreciate the suggestion. And that right there, nudged a voice in the back of his brain, is why you don’t have a girlfriend. You’d always be comparing her to Corina.

			He told the voice in the back of his brain to shut up. He shuffled quickly through the mail, mostly credit card offers and coupons for stores he wouldn’t shop again until Christmas, and tossed it on the seat. As the envelopes fanned across the upholstery he realized that one item wasn’t junk. He fished it out and stared at the return address.

			Ethan Dumas. Plano, Texas.

			Uncle Ethan.

			He turned off the engine and stared at the envelope as though it had been overnighted from Pluto. A knot growing in his stomach, he gingerly opened the envelope and pulled out the sheet of stationery within. He held it for several minutes, still folded, while half-formed thoughts swirled through his mind.

			Twelve years ago, Uncle Ethan had told him in no uncertain terms that the family didn’t want him around anymore. Since then, Dumas hadn’t been in contact with any of them: not a letter, not a phone call, not an email.

			Dumas’ hands shook as he unfolded the paper and read:

			 

			Dear Eric,

			I heard about the murders out there and got to thinking. It’s probably well past time we buried the hatchet. Philip is dead, killed three years ago in Juarez. Your aunt’s been seriously depressed since then. Other things I can’t bear to think about have happened along the way.

			You may not believe it, but I probably did you a favor. Now it’s time to come home. Give me a call.

			Sincerely,

			Uncle Ethan

			 

			Dumas read it a second time. Just like that? he thought. You shove me out the door and then twelve years later order me back?

			He crunched the letter into a ball and threw it onto the floor of the car.
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			Eduardo Montufar didn’t look too bad for a man who’d had skull and pelvis fractured in a car wreck three and a half weeks ago. Fortunately his injuries hadn’t been as bad as they might have been, and he was able to leave the hospital just five days after the accident. He was now able to move around using a walker so long as he avoided putting weight on his left leg, and as usual his optimism sustained not only himself but his entire family.

			His sister Corina, though, didn’t like what was coming out of his mouth today. She struggled to keep the smile on her face as he said, “Summer is coming. I’m looking forward to playing some…some…” He made a swinging motion with his right arm. “Baseball.”

			The words themselves sounded fine, but they seemed to come out a bit too slowly—or was that just her imagination? At any rate, he shouldn’t have had to fish for the name of his favorite sport.

			Eduardo was lying on the sofa in the living room of his modest ranch-style house. A subdued clatter came from the kitchen where his wife Sylvia was busy making dinner; from the backyard came the laughter of their children, Jimmie and Susannah. Montufar tried to relax and soak up the comfortable sounds of the children playing and of onions being expertly chopped on a wooden cutting board. She could almost slip back to her own childhood, almost forget her worries.

			Almost.

			“In another month,” Eduardo mused, his gaze slipping from her face to the world outside the window. The sun shone brightly on houses and cars and trees. “I should be ready to…” He waved again, this time toward the window. “You know.”

			“Just promise me you’ll listen to the doctors,” she said, again forcing a smile.

			“Like I have a choice. Ella pleads, the doctor commands, and you give me that cop glare.” He mimicked his sister’s sternest face.

			Montufar laughed, but stopped short as a movement outside the window snagged her attention. A short, sandy-haired fellow had just sprung from a red sports car and shoved the door shut. Now he stood motionless, staring at the house as though checking for booby traps.

			Eduardo scratched his cheek. “Friend of yours?”

			“Never saw him before.”

			Finally making his decision, the man approached the door at a determined pace and knocked. Eduardo nodded at his sister, who rose and answered.

			“I’m sorry to disturb you,” the man told her. “I’m looking for Detective Sergeant Montufar.”

			“And you would be?”

			The man held out a business card he’d been concealing in his palm. “Phil Walters. I’m a writer.”

			Montufar took the card and studied it. It was simple and elegant, with the writer’s photo occupying the upper left corner and his name, phone, and email address opposite.

			“Looks like you found me,” she said.

			“I don’t mean to impose, but could I have a word?”

			“Being a writer,” Montufar replied, deadpan, “I hope you have more than one.” As Walters laughed, she stepped aside and motioned him in. “I suppose you know this is my brother’s house.”

			“Yes, and I’m sorry if I’m intruding, but I’m in a bit of a jam and I was hoping you might help me.”

			Montufar led him in and introduced Eduardo, who smiled broadly and shook the writer’s hand. She resumed her place and motioned Walters to a recliner. Sitting on the edge of the seat, he pitched his project: a first-person account of the investigation into the Fibonacci murders with her byline given pride of place and earning her a handsome cut of the royalties.

			“I’m flattered that you would think of me, but I really don’t feel qualified,” she said when he had finished. “Captain Morris would be a better choice, or Lieutenant Peller. Although, he’s just left on vacation.”

			“Yes, I know,” Walters said, his voice wavering between irritation and exhaustion. “Why is it none of you people will go for this?”

			Montufar leaned back and stared at the ceiling. She knew she was hedging, but she didn’t think she could explain, and indeed there were things she couldn’t in good conscience tell him. Inevitably, the military angle had been played up in the press, prompting certain elements to remind the department about a billion times about the “negative impact on national security” if the full story got out. They had agreed among themselves to pretend they had no clue what had plunged Lucas Freiberg into murderous insanity. It wasn’t entirely obfuscation; in all honesty, they only knew part of the story anyway.

			“It’s complicated,” was all she said.

			Eduardo had watched silently, his eyes moving from one to the other as they conversed. When neither seemed to know what to add, he offered his own observation. “It’s too soon.”

			Walters turned a surprised look on him. “I’m sorry?”

			“You don’t know what Corina and the others went through. They have a lot of emotion and stress to work through. It’s only been…” He held up three fingers and studied them. “Three weeks, I think.”

			Walters just stared.

			Eduardo shrugged apologetically. “I was in an accident. I may have lost count.”

			“My publisher wants this story three weeks ago,” Walters said. “It’s not too soon. It’s nearly too late!”

			Montufar rose. “I’m sorry, Mr. Walters. I’ve given you my answer. Now my brother needs his rest.”

			Walters looked at his feet, then nodded and stood. “All right. But you’re throwing away a pile of cash. You know that, don’t you?”

			“There’s more to life than money,” Eduardo said before Montufar could reply. “‘No servant can serve two masters. He will either hate one and love the other, or be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.’”

			Walters paused at the door. “I don’t think your sister’s soul is at stake here. I just want to help her tell an important story.”

			Montufar didn’t say anything further but simply held the door until Walters had passed through and was well on his way. Then she quietly closed it and returned to her brother’s side. Taking his hand, she stroked his fingers. “You’re a lot brighter than you look,” she chided.

			He lay back and closed his eyes. With a childlike smile, he said, “I know.”
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			Chapter 2

			 

			 

			The scream of the jet’s engines and the voices of the other passengers smothered Peller. Seated by the window, an elderly couple quietly conversing next to him, he felt out of sorts, as though the world had been tilted sideways and everything familiar had slid out of reach. In part, he was sure, this was the psychological aftermath of the Fibonacci case, but in part it was trepidation over what lay ahead. He and his son Jason hadn’t fully worked through his wife Sandra’s death. In her absence, a silence had fallen between them, stifling Peller. There were things his son should know, that he should have told him, but he himself found them difficult to understand or accept, so they remained unspoken. He closed his eyes, wishing he could sleep.

			“Twenty years, isn’t it?” the man next to him asked.

			“No,” the man’s wife said. “Nineteen. You’re thinking of Chuck and Cassie.”

			“Why would I be thinking of them? They’re Bob’s family.”

			“Cassie’s your niece.”

			“You know what I mean.”

			“Nineteen, anyway. But you don’t even remember how long we’ve been married or how old I am.”

			“I got that part down,” the man said with a laugh. “You’re twenty-nine and we’ve been married forever.”

			Peller opened his eyes and looked out the window at the Midwestern farmland drifting by: a muted quilt of greens and browns, half-finished on the frame, seamed by the thin lines of roads, dotted now and again with a white square of town; top and batting and tick seemingly pinned together to the north by a massive collection of giant wind turbines.

			Looks like home, Sandra whispered in the recesses of his mind.

			Home, he silently replied. It does indeed.

			Although for them home had been Lockport, New York, not the Midwest, and wind turbines had only been futurist dreams. Peller had grown up in town, Sandra on a farm seven miles southeast, just south of Dysinger. While he took a job with the Lockport police department and was attending the academy in Buffalo, Sandra went to Cornell and studied agronomy. She moved to an apartment in Lockport and got a job with the Greenway Cooperative, which specialized in organic farm products and, eventually, heirloom seed. The two might never have met except for a strange accident.

			Peller had been patrolling the north end of town one morning, driving north on Mill Street just before it made its northwest bend. Traffic was typically light; there was only one car behind him at the time and nobody in the oncoming lane. Suddenly, he sensed a blur of white coming fast out of the woods to the left. Turning his head, he was surprised to see a large Dalmatian running flat-out. It came right up alongside his car, very nearly pacing him. Unnerved, Peller eased up on the accelerator. The dog, never breaking stride, raced on and, without warning, cut in front of him.

			Peller hit the brakes. The car behind plowed into him and pushed him forward into the dog.

			Cursing himself, he jumped out of the car and took a step forward before his mind caught up with events: his first priority was the other driver. He turned to see a young woman getting out of a gray Mazda. The hood of her car had buckled. Green fluid seeped out from under the vehicle and spread across the dark pavement.

			“Are you okay, ma’am?” he called to her.

			“Yes, I’m fine,” she snapped. “Where’s the dog?”

			Peller went to find out. The Dalmatian, a male, was lying on its left side, panting rapidly. A bit of blood was seeping from its lower ribcage. On the whole it looked in better shape than he would have expected, although he knew it might have suffered internal injuries.

			The woman rushed to kneel beside the dog. Stroking his head, she murmured, “Good boy. You’ll be all right. We’ll take care of you.” She looked up at Peller, eyes pleading.

			He was momentarily distracted by her face, a soft heart-shaped face framed by wavy dark brown hair. He could have gazed at her forever, but he forced himself to focus on the job at hand. “I don’t know. I’m not sure we should move him ourselves. There’s a veterinary clinic about three miles up route 78. I’ll put a call in to them.”

			The woman nodded, and Peller returned to the squad car to report. Five minutes later, a blue Dodge pickup arrived. A woman wearing a white coat jumped out almost before the vehicle stopped. She was followed hastily by a young man wearing navy blue scrubs. The doctor—Mary Evans, according to the stitching on the left breast pocket of her scrubs— peered into the Dalmatian’s eyes and checked his heartbeat while the man retrieved a stretcher from the bed of the truck. Peller helped him move the dog onto the stretcher, and once the animal was secure they placed him in the truck bed.

			“I’ll be there shortly,” he told the veterinarian. As they left with their patient, Peller turned his attention to the woman. “There’s the small matter of you running into my squad car,” he said, and winked.

			“Entirely your fault,” she replied, not amused.

			“Guilty. But you’re not going anywhere in that.” He nodded at her smashed car. “There’s more coolant on the road than in your engine. I’ll call a tow truck for you.”

			She waited while he arranged it.

			“I’ll need to see your license.”

			“Why?”

			He shrugged. “Have to do the paperwork.”

			He watched her return to her car for her purse. She was, he thought, quite pretty in her jeans and red plaid shirt, her hair shifting about her neck and shoulders in the light breeze. It was too bad they had to meet under these circumstances.

			She returned with her license and handed it to him but didn’t release it. “You’ll be honest about what happened, I hope?”

			He took hold of the edge of her license and looked at it. “Sandra Fielding,” he read aloud. “I will, Ms. Fielding. My dad would turn me over his knee if I didn’t.”

			Sandra looked him over head to toe and smirked. “I doubt he could,” she said and finally let go.

			Peller gave her a smile, then took down her information and recorded the accident details. The tow truck arrived as he was finishing up. Once Sandra’s car was hooked up, the driver asked if she wanted a ride to the garage.

			“Actually,” she said, turning to Peller, “I’d like to check on the dog. Would you mind?”

			“Not at all.”

			The drive to the veterinary hospital was mercifully short. He couldn’t think of a thing to say to her, and she didn’t seem interested in talking anyway. She stared out the side window, either not noticing or ignoring his occasional glances at her.

			The animal hospital didn’t look like much on the outside, just a brick and glass storefront that could have been any small shop, but the waiting room was a bright place with orange and yellow seating, cheerful dog and cat photos on the walls, and a smiling receptionist who had been told to expect the police. She led them into the leftmost of the four exam rooms, told them the doctor would be in shortly, and quietly shut the door.

			Peller took in the exam room with a quick glance: the stainless steel table, the cabinet with various medical supplies arranged on top, the informational brochures on fleas, worms, and other common pet maladies in a holder on the wall. A second door, no doubt leading to the surgery, was at the back of the room. Sandra sat in one of the two plastic chairs along the wall. Peller elected to remain standing.

			“I hope he’s all right,” she said quietly.

			“He’s in good hands.” Peller hoped he was right. He hadn’t owned a pet since childhood and had never visited this clinic.

			Dr. Evans came through the back door carrying a couple of x-rays. “He’s one lucky dog,” she said, clipping the films to the lightbox. “Nothing’s broken, although you can see here one of his ribs is cracked.” She pointed.

			Peller nodded, although he wasn’t sure he was seeing what the doctor saw. He found most medical images cryptic. Sandra rose and stood beside him studying the pictures as though she were a doctor herself. Peller found the seriousness of her face endearing, and perhaps a touch amusing.

			“He got one heckuva road rash,” Dr. Evans continued, “but other than that, nothing too serious. He doesn’t have any tags. Do you know who he belongs to?”

			“Afraid not,” Peller said. “He ran out of the woods. Nobody came looking for him while we were there.”

			The doctor shook her head sadly. “We’ll put the word out, but if nobody claims him we’ll have to find him a home or send him to a shelter.” She raised her eyebrows at Peller, then at Sandra.

			“I’m afraid I can’t take on a dog right now,” Peller said. “Not one of that size, anyway.”

			Sandra shook her head. “I live in an apartment that doesn’t allow pets. Poor guy. Can I see him?”

			Peller thought she wanted to claim the dog in spite of the rules. Her sadness was almost painful. “I’ll ask around if no owner comes forward. Maybe one of the guys on the force would have room for him.”

			“That would be wonderful,” Dr. Evans replied. “I don’t want to move him too much right now, but you two can come back for a few minutes.”

			She led them into the back, a large area lined with cages, some occupied, some empty. An orange tabby stretched out an inquisitive paw as they passed. The Dalmatian, his wound dressed, was resting in the largest of the cages. It perked up when it saw Sandra. Dr. Evans opened the cage so Sandra could pet the animal.

			“Good boy,” she said. “You’re looking better already!”

			The dog wagged its tail and nuzzled Sandra’s arm.

			“You get lots of rest. We’ll find your family for you.”

			Peller and Dr. Evans both smiled at her.

			Once Sandra managed to tear herself away from the patient, she and Peller thanked the doctor and returned to the squad car. Peller looked up at the sky, mostly clear with a scattering of small cumulus clouds. “You’ll need a lift somewhere, I suppose.”

			“Is that a professional offer or a personal one?”

			Peller felt a flush of embarrassment.

			She gave him a coy smile. “Actually, I was on my way to work.”

			“Where is work?” he asked, glad she had given him an out.

			“Greenway. Up Mill Street.”

			“I know it. Let’s go.”

			Once in the car, they lapsed into the same uncomfortable silence as before until they arrived at Greenway, a bland warehouse fronted by a store. He parked at the main entrance. Sandra got out but before closing the door leaned in and said, “I might need a ride home. I get off at five.”

			“So do I,” Peller replied, surprised at how quickly he’d effectively offered to pick her up.

			“Dinner?”

			“Well…”

			“My treat. My place, in fact. It won’t be fancy, but…” She shrugged.

			“I’d love to.”

			She smiled, closed the car door, hurried to the store entrance, and vanished inside. Peller watched her the whole way.

			“Wow,” he told himself. 
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			Eric Dumas returned to his apartment laden with shopping bags filled with groceries and new clothing. It was going to take him three trips from the car to get it all upstairs, one of several things he didn’t particularly like about apartment life, but he couldn’t see spending money on a house just for himself. For now, he could put up with the inconveniences.

			His hands full and his head still rattled by thoughts of Uncle Ethan, he mounted the stairs and moved quietly down the hall, hoping to avoid any more of Ozzie White’s harebrained schemes. As it happened, Ozzie wasn’t lying in wait for him this time, but there was a fellow knocking at his door, a shortish man with light hair. The man turned as Dumas approached. “Detective Sergeant Dumas?”

			“In person.”

			“My name’s Phil Walters. I’m a writer.”

			“In search of a book, presumably.”

			“Indeed. Could I have a few moments of your time?”

			Dumas shifted bags from his right hand to his left and fished his keys out of his pocket. “I could use a distraction,” he said, unlocking the door. “Come on in.”

			The apartment had two bedrooms, one of which Dumas had transformed into a library. The front door opened directly onto the living room. At the back, a dining area huddled by a sliding glass door, flanked by the kitchen. Dumas had furnished the living room simply: a couple of comfortable but inexpensive forest-green chairs, a sofa of similar style, and a modest flat-screen television. He motioned Walters to a seat, deposited his bags on the dining table, and joined his guest.

			“I won’t waste your time,” Walters said. “I’ve been approached by my publisher to do a book on the Fibonacci murders. They want an insider’s story. If you’ll work with me, you’ll get the primary byline and a big chunk of the royalties. Books like these have enormous potential. People are eager to get the full scoop.”

			“And you think I’m the right person to tell the story?” Dumas asked. He thought he already knew the answer, so wasn’t surprised by the response.

			“Frankly, you’re one of four people who could tell it. The other three all refused.”

			“So I’m your last hope?”

			“If necessary, I can research and write the book without your help, but it wouldn’t be the same.”

			Dumas leaned back and regarded Walters with some curiosity. “How could you research it if the key players won’t talk about it?”

			“Someone will talk. Someone always does. But you’re right, details would be missed.”

			“How much money are we talking?”

			“We’re talking bestseller. At minimum, I’d guess a couple hundred thousand, split between us. Likely more. And that’s not counting subsidiary rights. It would be a great subject for a film.”

			“Enough to keep me in police work, anyway,” Dumas said with a laugh.

			Walters smiled. “Exactly.”

			“Assuming I were interested in money.”

			“Who isn’t?”

			“Food isn’t free, but to be honest, wealth doesn’t motivate me.”

			“What does?”

			Dumas didn’t answer right away. He wasn’t sure he could explain it to someone like Walters—or much of anyone, really—but the question deserved an answer. So he said, “The journey.”

			Walters waited patiently for more.

			“Life is a sort of quest, you see.”

			“I do,” Walters said. “I once spent a year in a Zen monastery up in New York.”

			Dumas hadn’t expected that. Intrigued, he leaned forward and rested his chin on his folded hands. “Really! With what result?”

			“Chiefly a book. But if the journey is the thing, the result doesn’t matter. Or does it?”

			“Of course it does. Each result sets the stage for the next phase of the journey.”

			Walters studied Dumas, his expression serious, like a committed student absorbing a lesson from a master. The thought made Dumas uncomfortable; he was certainly no master.

			Finally the writer ventured, “The ultimate goal is truth.”

			Dumas nodded. “One never quite gets there, but one can always draw closer to it.”

			“Which brings me back to my proposal. Why not tell the truth about these murders?”

			Leaning back, Dumas exhaled heavily. He should have known better. But he was willing to play along. “You think someone isn’t telling the truth?”

			For a moment, Walters seemed unsure of himself. He shifted uncomfortably and looked out the back door. Not that there was much to see, Dumas knew, aside from another apartment building.

			“I think someone regards something about this case as too sensitive for public airing. I’m not saying anyone is lying, but someone is definitely hiding something.”

			Intrigued, Dumas asked, “Who would that be?”

			Walters shrugged. “Maybe all of you, but especially Lieutenant Peller. I got the feeling that he really didn’t want to talk about something.”

			“Several things,” Dumas said, and Walters looked up, surprised. “But most of them have nothing to do with the case. He lost his wife a few years ago, and his family is still trying to come to terms with her death. If you got a feeling from him, it was likely because of that, not because of anything connected to the murders.”

			“He was certainly evasive about the murders.”

			“I’ll be happy to tell you one thing about that case,” Dumas said, “but only one. For the rest, you’re on your own.”

			Walters leaned forward. Dumas figured this was the most the writer had gotten out of anyone so far, and as the old saying went, beggars couldn’t be choosers. “Tell me,” Walters said.

			“It was hell on all of us.”

			The writer waited, but Dumas said nothing further, so finally he asked, “That’s it?”

			“If you’d been where we were, you wouldn’t say that. Can you imagine what it’s like for a cop in a place like Howard County, a place where murder is mercifully rare, to suddenly find bodies piling up on his doorstep? And not knowing how to stop it?”

			“But you did stop it.”

			“We got lucky.” He shook his head and ran his hand through is hair. “Twenty people died, and that was lucky. Think about that.”

			Walters appeared to be giving it consideration, but then he changed course. “About Peller’s wife. How did she die?”

			“A traffic accident,” Dumas said absently. “A hit-and-run. We never found the other driver. You want to talk about hell, that was the worst. For all of us, really, but especially for Rick.”

			“You knew her, didn’t you?”

			“Yes, I knew her. She was one amazing woman.”

			“A loss like that with no closure. Yes, I see now.”

			Dumas nodded, but he found the look on Walters’ face disconcerting. It wasn’t sympathy. It was calculation.

			“Someone should help him find that closure,” the writer said. Then he stood and offered his hand to Dumas. “I’ve taken up enough of your time.”

			Dumas rose and shook the writer’s hand. “No problem,” he said, and saw Walters out. But that look of calculation haunted him for hours.
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			Chapter 3

			 

			 

			The blue-eyed man rose from his bentwood rocker, stretched without enthusiasm, and padded into the shack. Although the day was bright enough, inside it was dark. The few windows, opaque with years of grime, admitted little light, and although the cabin had electricity, the man didn’t use it for lighting, only to keep food cold and run the oil heating system in winter.

			The cabin only had two rooms: a larger one in front which served as both living area and kitchen, and a smaller bedroom in the back with a bathroom off to the side. He went to the kitchen now, made a peanut butter sandwich, and drew a glass of water. He sat at the small wood table and ate.

			He thought of her.

			He always thought of her.

			He wished he could stop, but he couldn’t, no more than he could forgive himself for what he had done to her. And for what he had done to himself.

			The battery-powered clock on the wall chimed noon.

			He wished he could turn back the clock.

			The clock ticked on.
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			Two weeks before, Denver had shaken off an abnormally hard winter. Now the airport registered a temperature of sixty-eight under a clear blue sky, conditions Peller found just right for the start of a vacation. The whole family met him in a massive group hug as he exited the concourse: Jason and Belinda, eight-year-old Susie, and six-year-old Andrew. Then Peller swept up his grandkids, one in each arm, and they peppered his cheeks with kisses. People flowed around them, some smiling at them, others marching past without a glance, minds set on their destinations.

			Jason looked a lot like his father: a touch taller at exactly six feet, dark brown hair parted on the right, hazel eyes that seemed to take in everything but revealed very little. His smile, though, was his mother’s. Dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt, he made Peller think again of Sandra, and for once the memory of her carried with it no sadness. She lived on here, now, in their son, and to his surprise he found the thought comforting.

			Belinda stepped forward and lifted Andrew from Peller’s arms. “Let’s let Grandpa breathe,” she said gently. A good four inches shorter than her husband, she had dressed more elegantly in an ankle-length floral skirt and a lightweight blue sweater. Her hair was a pale brown with gold streaks here and there. She wore it pulled back in a ponytail.

			Peller set Susie down on her feet and took her hand. “I deduce you’re all happy to see me,” he said with a wink at the kids.

			“You’re all they’ve talked about for the past week,” Jason said. “Let’s get your luggage.”

			Small talk dominated until, bags in hand, they stepped outside the terminal. Peller had never visited Denver before and was momentarily awed by the dark blue wall of the Rocky Mountains, topped with gleaming white, in the near distance.

			“I wouldn’t mind having that view from my back yard,” he said.

			“It’s definitely one of our selling points,” Jason agreed. “We’ll take you up there tomorrow.”

			The children bombarded him with stories from school while they walked to the car and drove to their three-bedroom ranch home in Southglenn. The street looked quiet to Peller, a gently curving row of similar homes, the yards landscaped with small trees and beds of annuals and perennials exploding with color in the spring warmth. Jason and Belinda’s place was pale blue with a two-car garage on the left and a stone chimney on the right. Even before setting foot inside, Peller somehow knew he would feel at home here, a thought in the face of which his earlier unease seemed to evaporate.

			The sensation was familiar; he’d known it once before, decades before.
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			“It’s not much,” Sandra told him as she unlocked the door. “And a bit of a mess, I’m afraid.”

			“So that’s your plan,” Peller replied. “You’re going to put me to work cleaning.”

			“Curses, foiled again.” She pushed the door open, stepped into the dim foyer, flipped a light switch, and led the way.

			Before entering, Peller somehow knew he was going to feel at home here, and he wasn’t disappointed. Although the living space wasn’t large, Sandra had managed to arrange a simple collection of inexpensive furniture in a way
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