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      Laos, September, 1970

      The rain was relentless, golf-ball size drops of water striking the red mud like bullets fired from heaven. It had been this way since what seemed like forever, and based on those thick, gray clouds blanketing the morning sky, the deluge showed no sign of easing up anytime soon. This was a monsoon in all its soggy glory.

      Terry Jackson lifted one hand from beneath his poncho and swatted at the mosquito buzzing near his right ear. The cagey insect dodged the strike, flew a few feet away, and then launched a bold counter-offensive that located the new landing zone squarely on Jackson’s cheek. Jackson slapped his face hard, drew back his hand, and looked at the decimated attacker’s blood, wings, and crushed body in his palm.

      “Damn mosquitoes here are so big you could pick ’em up on radar,” Jackson said, wiping bloody remains from his hand. “Damn little bastards.”

      “Damn rain,” Damon Russell said. “Never seen this much water in my entire life. This is the kinda shit Noah had to deal with.”

      “Noah was lucky,” Kenton Mullins pointed out. “He only had forty days of rain. We’ve had it for almost three months now. Ain’t that right, Scholar?”

      “As always, you are right on the money, Mr. Mullins,” Jackson said. “The heroic dove Noah sent out from the ark on the world’s first recon mission would still be searching for dry land if he were here today.”

      Jackson, a corporal, was wedged between Mullins and Russell, both PFCs. The trio was huddled beneath a makeshift tent—four blankets loosely tied to bamboo stakes—in an effort to avoid being drenched by the incessant deluge. They were barely succeeding. The blankets sagged at the center, thus allowing water to cascade in from all sides. Mud splashed from the ground onto the men with increasing intensity, changing what had once been olive-drab ponchos into a shiny rust-red color. They had been here for three hours, since a few minutes past daybreak, sitting quietly, getting soaked to the bone.

      Their being together, anywhere, was one of those twists of fate rarely experienced outside the military. Three men, two white, one black, from different parts of the country, complete strangers until only a few months ago, thrown together by blind chance. Under no other conceivable set of circumstances would these three men meet each other, much less become friends. It simply would never have happened. Yet, here they were, ten-thousand miles from home in a god-forsaken country, bound together by fear, uncertainty, and an overwhelming desire to stay alive. The only thing each of them wanted was to get back home in once piece. Back to family, friends, girls . . . the safety of familiarity and routine. To achieve that end, they would protect themselves and each other, no matter how dangerous or deadly the situation. Not long ago they were strangers; now they were brothers. Survival was the bond that held them together.

      Jackson, from Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, was known as “Scholar” in honor of his two semesters at a junior college. It was a moniker he neither sought nor rejected, although he was pleased to have it. Being viewed as intelligent was important to him. His big dream was to return to school, earn a degree in journalism, and become a sportswriter.

      Mullins, a big, raw-bone blond-haired kid with shoulders as wide as goal posts, grew up on a farm outside of Lincoln, Nebraska, the youngest of six children. Quiet, shy, and not given to introspection, he was one of those rare individuals who accepted whatever came his way, good or bad, with the belief that this was simply how things were supposed to be. He also possessed that awe-shucks, good-old-country-boy charm that tended to cause people to underestimate him and his abilities. That was their mistake. Mullins was strong as a bull, tough, and the finest marksmen of the trio.

      At nineteen, Russell was the youngest of the three, and the one with the most intriguing background. Born and raised in Los Angeles, Russell was a superb baseball player and a solid student in the classroom. Baseball scouts saw him as a can’t-miss Major League prospect, and top-name universities courted him from seventh grade on for his academic prowess. A golden future lay in front of him. That all changed three months before his sixteenth birthday, when, according to his mother, “Damon was hijacked by one of the worst gangs in South Central L.A.” Baseball and academics gave way to street crimes and brushes with the law. Several arrests followed, mostly for petty offenses that resulted in a minor slap on the wrist, and yet another warning to walk the straight and narrow or be ready to suffer the consequences. He skated so often he began to see himself as invincible. Then, on a blistering July night, he was arrested and charged with robbery and aggravated assault against a police officer, two felonies that had him facing serious jail time. But the judge and the district attorney, impressed by his innate intelligence, saw him as being a cut above the usual street thug. In an effort to salvage him and his future, they agreed to give Russell a choice: prison or the military. Two days later, his mother signed the papers allowing her underage son to join the Army. This was more than two years ago. Fully aware of the opportunity he had been given, Russell proved to be an exemplary soldier.

      Jackson swatted at another mosquito, cursing as he watched it fly away and disappear in the rain.

      “Why you tryin’ to kill mosquitoes?” Russell asked, seriously. “Me, I’m prayin’ the one that bit Sarge bites my black ass. Get me out of this place.”

      Sarge was Staff Sergeant Kaleb Daniels. Two weeks ago, after contracting malaria, he had been shipped to a hospital in Honolulu.

      “Malaria’s a tough ticket home,” Jackson said. “I damn sure don’t want any part of it.”

      “What exactly is malaria, anyway?” Mullins said.

      “What am I, a doctor?” Jackson answered. “It can kill you—that’s all I know. And that’s all you need to know.”

      “I don’t think we have malaria in Nebraska,” Mullins said. “Different kind of mosquitoes, I suppose.”

      Russell leaned forward, picked up his canteen, and took a long drink. Screwing the cap back on, he said, “Where the hell is the captain? Thought he was only going to be gone for a couple of hours. He should’ve been back by now.”

      “He said wait until eleven-hundred hours,” Jackson replied. “If he’s not back by then, we go looking for him.”

      “Hell, we’re supposed to be his security detail, yet he wanders off alone.” Russell shook his head, sending water flying off his helmet. “Either he’s nuts or this mission ain’t all that dangerous.”

      “The captain isn’t nuts,” Jackson said, taking a drink from his canteen. “Sarge said the captain is the smartest guy he’s ever been around.”

      “I’m just sayin’, him wandering off to meet someone without us to protect him isn’t all that wise.”

      Mullins’ thoughts were still on the mosquitoes. “Man, I would hate to get malaria and die. Killed by a mosquito is not how I want to be remembered. I mean, if I’m going to die here in Vietnam, I want it to be in combat.”

      “We’re not in Vietnam,” Jackson pointed out.

      “Where the hell are we?” Russell said.

      “Laos.”

      “Laos? Why the hell are we in Laos?”

      “I don’t know. The captain never said why.”

      “I signed up to fight in Vietnam, not Laos,” Russell protested. “We have no reason to be in Laos.”

      “We’re soldiers—we follow orders. Our orders are to guard the captain, to make sure he’s okay. That’s what we’ll do.”

      “And in the meantime, the man we’re supposed to be guarding strolls off into the jungle all by his lonesome.” Russell snickered. “How much sense does that make?”

      “The captain knows what he’s doing.”

      “What is he doing?” Russell said. “What is our mission? Explain that to me, will you?”

      “Man, you’re asking questions I can’t answer. All I know is he had to meet a guy. Who or why . . . I don’t know. It must be pretty serious, though, or we wouldn’t be here. After all, the war is not in Laos.”

      “Yeah. And we shouldn’t be here, either,” Russell snapped.

      Jackson shrugged. “Well, we are here. And we’ll suck it up and do our job, like we always do.”

      Mullins said, “How much longer do we wait, Scholar? The captain has been gone a long time.”

      Jackson stretched his left arm out from beneath his poncho and checked his watch. “Okay, it’s eleven-hundred-twenty hours. We’ve waited long enough. Let’s gear up and move out.”

      “Where are we going?” Mullins said.

      “Follow the same trail the captain took,” Jackson said.

      Russell stood, stretched his legs, picked up his M16, and slung it over his shoulder. “Laos? I left one shithole country only to end up in another shithole country. Fuckin’ hilarious.”

      “Let’s go find the captain,” Jackson said, heading toward the jungle.

      “Yeah,” Russell said, flipping his poncho hood over his helmet. “So we can protect him.”
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      Lexington, Kentucky, Present Day

      Detective Jack Dantzler dropped into a catcher’s squat, and with his right hand swept dead leaves and grass from two grave markers. When the debris had been brushed away, he carefully placed a single rose on each marker, whispered a soft “I love you and miss you” and stood.

      John David DantzlerSarah Elizabeth Dantzler

      1942—1970            1941—1978

      

      Dantzler was six when his father died in Vietnam. Even now, he could remember with perfect clarity that cool, Saturday afternoon in September when the two uniformed officers came to the house to deliver the grim news that Staff Sergeant John Dantzler had been killed when his squad was ambushed by Viet Cong snipers. The rest of what the officers said came out as one long run-on sentence: bullet to the chest . . . died instantly . . . died a hero in the service of his country . . . burial with full military honors . . . you have our condolences.

      The men spoke in whispers, as if by keeping a six-year-old boy from hearing the bad news, then the dreadful event somehow had not actually occurred. But he had heard. And it had happened. His father was gone. Forever.

      Dantzler could still see the dazed, disbelieving look in his mother’s eyes. He had thought at the time that this was how a boxer looked after being hit by one of Muhammad Ali’s lightning-fast jabs. Dazed and disbelieving. At that moment, he wanted to run and hide, to make it all disappear like a horrible nightmare. But there was nowhere to run, no place to hide. This was a nightmare that would never end.

      For what seemed like an eternity, he felt a depth of sadness and hurt he doubted could ever be rivaled. No one experiences this level of pain more than once in a lifetime. It wasn’t possible. God would never allow it. But he had been wrong. He would feel it again, and the second time would cause more pain and hurt and sorrow than he could possibly have imagined.

      Eight years later when his beloved mother was murdered.

      He had often been told that God never gives us more than we can handle. Well, he wasn’t buying it. It was bullshit. A bogus platitude. God gives us plenty that we can’t handle, and anyone who believes otherwise is blind to what’s happening around them. As a cop, Dantzler understood this better than most. He had come face to face with too much suffering caused by evil men and women to ever believe any platitude could hide the plain truth—that God not only gives us more than we can handle, he also turns a blind eye to what is happening.

      Sarah Dantzler murdered. Her killer never apprehended. What platitude covers that?
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      Leaving the cemetery, Dantzler gave some thought to dropping by the tennis center and playing a couple of sets. But with night rapidly closing in, he chose to pass on visiting the tennis center. Beating another hapless opponent held no appeal for him.

      Instead, he grabbed a hamburger and fries from franchise row and headed home, arriving at a little past nine. Dantzler lived on Lakeshore Drive in a small ranch-style house he purchased in the mid-1990s. Nice and cozy. Nothing special. Three bedrooms, two full baths, den, living room, kitchen, basement, and screened-in back porch. The back yard, though relatively small, bumped up against a large lake. The lake had been the selling point for him. Dantzler loved the water, and although the lake was a long way from the ocean, it would do just fine until the day he could retire and move to the beach.

      Finished with his meal, he went into the kitchen and fixed his favorite drink—Pernod and orange juice. After taking a sip, he strolled into the den and flipped on the TV. Within minutes, he was faced with an impossible choice. Which movie to watch? John Garfield in Body and Soul or Montgomery Clift in From Here to Eternity? Two of his favorite actors in two of his all-time favorite flicks. Most nights he was lucky to find a single good movie on the tube; tonight there were two classics competing for his attention. Solomon would have a hard time making this decision. Fortunately for Dantzler, his dilemma was averted. A knock on the front door saved him from having to split the baby and choose between Garfield and Clift.

      Like all cops, Dantzler was wary of unexpected late-night visitors. And he had reason to be. Many of the scumbags he helped put away promised to extract revenge somewhere down the road. He viewed such outbursts as little more than angry rants from men about to be put behind bars for many, many years. False, loud threats, not to be taken seriously. But . . . there was always the chance that one of those scumbags was here to deliver on his promise. Given that possibility, a wise cop never takes things for granted. He looked at his Glock lying on the desk, considered taking it, then decided he would take his chances.

      Dantzler clicked off the TV, turned on the porch light, and cracked the door maybe six inches. Standing outside was a man he didn’t recognize. The man was probably in his mid-fifties, but looked much older. He was thin to the point of appearing emaciated, with long hair pulled back into a ponytail. Dark circles ringed his hollow eyes, his cheeks were sunken, and the color of his skin was an unhealthy yellow. Dantzler wondered if the man’s color was caused by the overhead light, or by an illness. Either way, the man did not look well.

      “Are you Detective Jack Dantzler?” the man asked

      “Yes. And who are you?”

      “Roger Walters.”

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Walters?” Dantzler said, pushing the door open a few more inches while keeping his eyes on the man’s hands.

      “I need a few minutes of your time.”

      “A little late for a chat, isn’t it? Can’t this wait until Monday?”

      “I won’t be in town Monday,” Walters said, shaking his head. “And I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

      “If this is police business, there are proper channels you need to follow.”

      “This isn’t police business. It’s . . . well, it’s personal. Not for me. For you.”

      “What’s this about?”

      “Your father. Captain Johnny Dantzler.”

      Dantzler eyed the man skeptically. “I’m afraid you are way off base here, Mr. Walters. My father was a staff sergeant, not a captain.”

      “No. Your father was a captain.”

      “I think maybe you’ve got the wrong Dantzler.”

      “Believe me, I wish that were true,” Walters said, adding, “I regret having to tell you any of this, but you deserve to know the truth. And the truth is, there is much about your father that you don’t know.”

      “I’m sure that’s true. I was only six when he was killed.”

      “Where do you think your father was killed?”

      “Vietnam. Outside of Pleiku.”

      “How were you told that he died?”

      “Killed by a sniper while on patrol.”

      “Your father died in Laos, not Vietnam. And he wasn’t killed by the Vietnamese or the Laotians.”

      “Who killed him?”

      “The CIA.”

      Dantzler shook his head. “Mr. Walters, I don’t know where you obtained your information, but you are dead wrong. My father was . . .”

      “Your father, Captain Johnny Dantzler, was in Special Forces. He was working for the CIA as part of a highly covert special op aimed at uncovering rogue elements within the CIA who were heavily into drug production, sales, and distribution. They used the dirty money from their operation to bring drugs back to the United States, and to fund what amounted to a private war in Laos and Cambodia. Your father died because he was a threat to the drug dealers. More important, he was a threat to those within the CIA who were running the operation. Based on what happened to him, it’s safe to assume he was getting close to uncovering the names of those men. They weren’t about to let that happen. Therefore, he had to be eliminated. That’s who your father was, that’s what his mission was, and that is why he was murdered.”

      Walters waited several seconds, and then said, “Could we talk about this inside? I need to sit down and take a load off.”

      Dantzler led the man into the den and motioned for him to sit on the sofa. Dantzler sat in a leather chair across from him.

      Dantzler said, “My mother received dozens of letters from my father. He was awarded medals. He was given a military funeral. There is a photo of him in his uniform, and he has staff sergeant stripes. There’s no mention anywhere of him being a captain.”

      “That staff sergeant stuff was bullshit, part of his cover. Your father operated in a world of shadows, lies, secrets, and deceit. His task, his mission, was dark and dangerous. The only thing you know about your father that is true is he died in Southeast Asia. Everything else is as fictional as a John Sandford novel.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Because I served with your father.”

      Dantzler leaned forward. “You were with him when he died?”

      “No,” Walters said, shaking he head. “I was in the hospital in Hawaii, recovering from malaria. None of the other three guys in the squad were with him, either. But they were the ones who found his body.”

      Dantzler leaned back, confusion written on his face. “I’ll need to check on you, Mr. Walters, before I can believe any of this.”

      “That would be a waste of time. If you check on Roger Walters, you’ll learn that he died in Hawaii in nineteen-seventy from severe wounds received in Nam.”

      “You’re not really Roger Walters?”

      “My name is Kaleb Daniels. If you check on me, you’ll learn that I was reported MIA in nineteen-seventy. Two years later, I was reclassified as KIA. But as you can see, I am alive. For the past forty years, I have lived in Amsterdam.”

      “Why the subterfuge?”

      “Several days after your father was killed, I received a phone call from Terry Jackson, one of the guys in our squad. He told me about finding your father’s body. Terry was mystified and scared. All he kept telling me was ‘some serious shit’ was going down, and he had no idea what it was. Within ten days, Terry and the other two men in the squad were dead. Naturally, it was reported that they died in combat in Nam. Of course, that was another falsehood, more of the cover up. Who knows where they really died, or who actually killed them?

      “I was a staff sergeant, so I knew more about the mission than the other three guys did,” Daniels continued. “I didn’t know it all, but I did have some idea what your father was into. He shared some things with me that he hadn’t shared with the others. Anyway, when I heard about Terry, Damon, and Kenton, I figured I was next on the hit list, and that it was in my best interest to disappear. I knew Roger Walters had just died—he had been in the hospital room next to mine—so I swiped his driver’s license and a couple of other pieces of ID. I left the hospital early and caught a flight to New York. I put my photo on his DL, bought a ticket to Amsterdam, and left the country. I only came back three days ago.”

      “You’re not worried about your safety anymore?”

      “I was recently diagnosed with inoperable cancer. I have less than three months to live. If there is anyone out there who still wants to kill me, they would be doing me a huge favor. It would certainly be a lot easier than what I am about to go through. My parents are dead, but I do have a younger sister I want to see before I die. She thinks I’ve been dead for forty years, so I’m sure she’ll be more than a little shocked to see me.”

      Daniels looked down for several seconds. Tears welled in his eyes. “There is another reason why I came to see you today. It has to do with your mother.”

      “What about my mother?”

      “I’m the reason she is dead.”

      Dantzler’s entire body tensed, his hands balled into fists. “You killed her?”

      “No. But I may be responsible.”

      “How?”

      “I sent your mother a long letter detailing what I have just told you. I’m sure she was as confused and disbelieving as you are. At some point, in an effort to uncover the truth, she must have made some phone calls. That’s only natural—anyone in her position would have done the same thing. Obviously, she contacted someone who knew the truth and didn’t want it to come out. She had to be silenced. I should have warned her not to mention to anyone what I revealed to her. Not doing so was a fatal mistake on my part.”

      “Any idea who she might have contacted?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know who killed my mother?” Dantzler asked.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “How can I find out who did?”

      Daniels shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “Do you know David Langley?”

      “No. Who is he?”

      Dantzler shrugged. “His name is mentioned in my mother’s murder book.”

      “Never heard of him. Sorry.”

      “What about Lucas White?”

      “I knew of him,” Daniels said. “Big-time four-star general. How do you know about him?”

      “His name is also in the murder book.”

      “That’s strange.”

      “Was Lucas White involved with the CIA?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “How do I contact Lucas White?” Dantzler said, looking around for paper and pen.

      “You can’t. He’s dead. Committed suicide last year.” Daniels thought for a second. “There is one man who might be able to help you. If you could locate him.”

      “Who?”

      “Cain.

      “Cain? Who is he? How can he help me?”

      “He was something of a legend in Nam. An assassin. Spent almost five years in those jungles, doing God knows what. Tales of his exploits are almost beyond belief.”

      “What is Cain’s first name? And where does he live?”

      “Cain is only his code name. You know, like the biblical Cain, the first assassin. His real name is Michael Collins. Mickey. Until recently, he taught literature at a college in North Carolina. But it’s my understanding he quit and kind of dropped off the radar.”

      “How do you know about Cain?”

      “Everyone who was in Nam knows about him. Like I said, he’s a legend.”

      “Where did he teach?”

      “I don’t know. But you might try contacting a guy named Andy Waltz. His code name was Houdini. He’s a reporter for the New York Times. He and Cain were close. He might be able to give you some help.”

      “Could Cain have killed my mother?”

      “Could have, but he didn’t. That’s not his style. Now, the same can’t be said of Seneca.”

      “Who the hell is Seneca?” Dantzler said, scribbling the name on an envelope.

      “A full-blooded Cherokee named Dwight David Rainwater. He was part of Cain’s squad. He had a reputation for being extremely ruthless. Killing your mother would have been just another job for him.”

      “Where can I find Seneca?”

      “I don’t know.” Daniels’s eyes again filled with tears. “I’m truly sorry about your mother, for what happened to her. I ask your forgiveness if my actions played any part in her death.”

      “If you didn’t kill her, you have no need to apologize.”

      Daniels stood. “Johnny Dantzler was a great man, a terrific soldier, a true patriot. He talked about you all the time, about what a great kid you were, how much he loved you and missed you. Said he called you ‘Doc’ because of how you would imitate Bugs Bunny and say, ‘What’s up, Doc?’ He said you sounded exactly like Bugs. Any kid who loses a parent at a young age misses out on a lot. You missed out on plenty, and that’s sad. Johnny Dantzler was the real deal.”

      Stepping out onto the porch, Daniels turned, said, “Find Cain. If you seek answers to your questions, he’s your best bet for finding them. However . . . the smart play, the safe play, would be to let the ghosts from the past rest in peace.”

      “I want the truth about my father and justice for my mother,” Dantzler said. “I need to know what happened.”

      “You already know what happened, Detective Dantzler. I just told you. The two people you loved most were murdered. What you’re looking for is who and why. Finding the answers will not be easy. If you’re lucky, the ones who did it are dead and buried. But if you’re not lucky and they’re still alive, they will be more dangerous than a thousand rattlesnakes.”

      “I’ve faced danger before,” Dantzler said. “I know how to handle myself.”

      Daniels smiled. “The kind of danger you’ve faced is far different from the kind of danger I’m talking about. Something like this is a spider’s web that branches out in all directions. Who knows where it goes, or how high up it goes? But know this: Wherever it goes, it will be guarded by men with too much to lose to let a lone homicide detective crash the party. That’s why you’ll need Cain. He’ll at least even the odds, maybe give you a fighting chance.”

      Mind racing, more mystified than confused, Dantzler watched Daniels drive off into the night. What was he to make of the man’s tale? he wondered. How much was truth, how much was fiction? Was any of it true? Dantzler’s detective instincts said the man was telling the truth. A dying man has no reason to lie. However, his instincts as a son whispered something different. How was it possible that so much of his father’s past didn’t fit with what he had been told all his life? A captain, not a sergeant? Special Forces? Died in Laos, not Vietnam? Worked for the CIA? Was any of this possible? Could so many secrets be buried for so long? Did his mother know or suspect any of this? If so, did it play a role in her death?

      Only one way to find out for sure—start digging.

      Closing the door, he went back into the house, grabbed his cell phone, and placed a call to the New York Times. He had to speak with Andy Waltz. He needed Houdini to perform some magic.
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      Four days later and still no word from Houdini.

      Sitting at his desk, having completed a week’s worth of paperwork in one afternoon, Dantzler wondered if his message had been given to Houdini, or if it had found its way into a wastebasket. He had spoken with a female reporter from the Times, who informed him that Andy Waltz was retired but still worked part-time, primarily as one of the Op Ed page editors. She took Dantzler’s cell phone number and promised to give it to Waltz the next time she saw him. Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. After four days of silence, Dantzler had his doubts. Either his message was lost, or the reporter forgot to pass it along to Waltz. Or perhaps Waltz simply did not want to speak with him.

      Dantzler decided he wouldn’t wait any longer. The time had come to act, to take control of the situation. Flipping through the Rolodex on his desk, he quickly found the number for Bobby Brennan and dialed it. Brennan, a New York City detective who worked with Dantzler during the Victor Sammael case, answered on the second ring.

      “Detective Bobby Brennan. How can I help you?”

      “Well, for starters, you can sound more civil when answering an important phone call.”

      “Ah, hell, Dantzler, I’m a New Yorker. An Irishman to boot. We’re brash, rude, unruly, and not overly friendly. Civility isn’t in our DNA. You got a problem with that, call some schmuck in South Carolina or Mississippi, or one of those other genteel Southern states where folks drink iced tea, have picnics, recite Bible passages, and pen sappy poems to their Southern belles. Scarlett O’Hara doesn’t live in Manhattan.”

      “O’Hara? Think maybe she was an Irish lass?”

      “Come to think of it, she might’ve been. She was something of a hard-headed wise ass.”

      “Sounds like a woman only you could love,” Dantzler said. “But she was way too beautiful for you.”

      Brennan laughed. “No doubt about that. So . . . how is life in the Bluegrass state? You still putting the bad guys behind bars?”

      “They don’t stand a chance.”

      “You always were a cocky bastard. That’s what I admire about you the most.”

      “Being admired by a prince like you is my life’s goal.”

      “Yeah, right. Okay, enough bullshit. If you’re calling, you need something. What can I do for you?”

      “Do you know Andy Waltz?”

      “The New York Times’ Andy Waltz?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sure, I know Andy,” Brennan said. “Known him for years. He’s a good guy. Why are you asking about him?”

      “I need to contact him.”

      “What business could you possibly have with Andy Waltz?”

      “It’s a long story. Can you get me his number?”

      “Hell, I have it right here.” Brennan was silent for several seconds, and then said, “Office or cell?”

      “Cell.”

      Brennan rattled off the number. “You get that?”

      “Got it. And listen, Bobby. I really appreciate you helping me out with this.”

      “No problem, my friend. All I ask in return is that someday in the future you tell me why you need to speak with Andy Waltz. That’s a mystery I can’t even begin to figure out.”

      “It involves a mystery I shouldn’t even begin looking into.”

      “Well, if that’s the case, watch your ass. Those usually turn out to be the dangerous kind.”

      After hanging up with Brennan, Dantzler dialed Andy Waltz’s cell number. The call went straight to voice mail.

      “This message is for Andy Waltz. Andy, I’m a homicide detective in Lexington, Kentucky. I need to get in touch with Cain, and I was told you might be able to help me. If you would, please call me at this number as soon as you can. Or have Cain call me. Call day or night. This is an urgent matter. Thanks.”

      As Dantzler closed his cell phone, it dawned on him that he had not given his name to Waltz. He thought about making a second call, but decided not to. Waltz had his phone number. That was enough. Either he would return the call, or he wouldn’t. Dantzler could only hope that he would.
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      “You’re here later than usual,” Captain Richard Bird said, opening the door to Dantzler’s office. “Anything going on I need to know about?”

      Dantzler shook his head. “Just catching up on some paperwork that could sue me for neglect.”

      “Speaking of paperwork, I got your request for some time off.” Bird took a seat across from Dantzler’s desk. “Almost had a coronary when I read it. I can’t remember the last time you actually put in for a vacation.”

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever taken a real vacation.”

      “Where are you planning on going?”

      “Not sure yet.”

      “You didn’t request a specific number of days,” Bird noted. “Any idea how long you’ll be gone?”

      “Put me down for two weeks. But I could be gone longer than that.”

      “What’s going on here, Jack? What are you not telling me?”

      “Nothing’s going on. I need some time away from the job, that’s all. My batteries are running low. They need to be recharged.”

      “I don’t believe you for one minute, but God knows you’ve got enough time built up to take off six months if you wanted to. When are you planning on leaving?”

      “Couple of days.”

      “Make sure everything is squared away with the other detectives before you leave.”

      “Will do, Boss.”

      “Don’t be a smart ass.” Bird stood. “And try to have some fun while you’re away. That’s what vacations are for.”
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      For the next two days, Dantzler cleaned up loose ends at work while waiting for Waltz to return his call. He also researched Waltz via the Internet. What he learned was intriguing. Waltz was the son of a wealthy New York senator and his socialite wife. After graduating from Columbia University, he joined the Army, where he remained for eight years, eventually rising to the rank of captain. He worked in Military Intelligence, and was rumored to have been involved with the CIA. Upon leaving the military, he went to work for the New York Times as an investigative reporter. In a thirty-year career that was nothing short of dazzling, Waltz captured virtually every journalism award possible, including the Pulitzer Prize on two occasions.

      As Dantzler dug into Waltz’s background, what grabbed his attention was the time Waltz spent in Vietnam. From 1969 until late 1972. A time frame that included the year Johnny Dantzler was in Vietnam. The year he died.

      Or was murdered.

      Could it be Kaleb Daniels was telling the truth? That everything Dantzler knew about his father was a lie? That his mother’s death was linked to his father’s death? That both parents were murdered?

      Questions followed by more questions.

      Dammit, Houdini, pick up the phone and make the call.
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      At six-thirty, after taking care of another handful of long-neglected tasks, Dantzler left the office and went in search of something to eat. Steak was his first and only choice, so he went to the Chop House. New York strip, baked potato, salad, and a Diet Pepsi . . . his standard fare at any steakhouse. He had often been accused of being a boring eater, but he preferred to stick with what he knew and enjoyed. An expensive restaurant was not the place to be adventurous. No sense risking hard-earned money on something that could turn out to be a disaster.

      It was almost nine when he pulled his Outback into the garage. He went into the kitchen, fixed a drink, walked out onto the deck, and stared at the lake for almost two minutes. Flicking on the light, he was surprised to find he was not alone. A man was sitting in a chair, looking calm and relaxed enough to convince Dantzler that he wasn’t a thief or murderer. His demeanor was that of a family member or close friend with easy and complete access to the house. But he wasn’t a family member or a friend. He was a total stranger, yet Dantzler knew who his intruder was.

      The man was ruggedly handsome, lean, muscular, about six-three, the same height as Dantzler. His brown hair was long, his eyes a cold bluish-gray. He wore faded Levis, a black T-shirt, brown sport coat, and sneakers. Looked like a writer or a college professor. But it wasn’t the man’s attire or his calm demeanor that grabbed and held Dantzler’s attention. It was his hands. Big, powerful hands. Lethal hands.

      “I assume you are at least vaguely familiar with the legal definition of breaking and entering,” Dantzler said.

      “Yeah, I’ve heard it mentioned a few times,” the man said. “Never paid much attention to it, if you want to know the truth.”

      “A man can be arrested for B and E. Do serious prison time.”

      “Not this man.”

      “Why? Are you exempt from the rules?”

      “Depends on the rules.”

      “That’s a rather arrogant attitude.”

      The man remained silent.

      “Are you Cain?” Dantzler asked.

      “Mickey Collins.”

      “I don’t need a literature teacher. I need Cain.”

      “People don’t always get what they want. Sometimes they have to take what they can get.”

      “Are you Cain?”

      “Who do you think I am?”

      “I’ll stick with Cain.”

      “How did you find out about Cain?”

      “I’d prefer not to reveal my source.”

      “Your source? You a cop or a newspaper reporter?”

      “A cop who prefers to protect the identity of his source.”

      “If I were so inclined, I could make you reveal it.”

      Dantzler’s right hand eased down and touched his Glock.

      “I would advise against making that move,” the man warned. “You’ll be dead before you unsnap the holster.”

      “You’re that good?”

      “I’m that good.”

      “I take it that was Cain speaking.”

      Cain smiled. “What do you want, Detective?”

      “Your help in digging up the truth.”

      “There is no shortage of truth buried out there. Which truth are you looking to uncover?”

      “My father’s death in nineteen-seventy, and my mother’s death eight years later.”

      “Are their deaths connected?”

      “I have reason to believe they are.”

      “Where did your father die?”

      “Vietnam or Laos—I’m not certain. His name was Johnny Dantzler. Captain Dantzler. Did you know him?”

      “No.”

      “Did you know a Staff Sergeant Dantzler?”

      “I knew no one named Dantzler.”

      “What about General Lucas White? Did you know him?”

      “He was my commanding officer for almost seven years,” Cain said. “Why do you ask about Lucas?”

      “It’s a name I came across in my mother’s murder book. What about David Langley? Know him?”

      “No.”

      Dantzler was silent for several seconds, and then said, “How did you find me?”

      “Wasn’t hard.”

      “When I left a message with Houdini, I failed to give him my name. So . . . how did you find me?”

      “Two plus two equals four, Detective.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means Houdini gave me your phone number. The rest was easy.” Cain waited several beats, and then said, “Tell me about your mother. Where did she die?”

      “Here, in Lexington.”

      “What were the circumstances?”

      “She was murdered. Strangled and left in a Dumpster behind a school.”

      “On the surface, it would seem highly unlikely that a death in Vietnam or Laos, and a murder in Kentucky eight years later would be connected.”

      “Not many answers are found on the surface.”

      “Sometimes answers aren’t found anywhere,” Cain said. “Some truths are best left buried.”

      “Did you kill
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