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        “Deliver me from the workers of iniquity, and save me from bloody men.”

        –Psalm 59:2

      

      

      

      Someone jackhammered the floor near my head.

      I had to be dreaming. I told myself no one could be using such a tool indoors. Then, I heard it again. As the haze lifted, I realized it was my cell phone vibrating. I must have left it in the pocket of my jeans, which currently resided on the bedroom hardwood. It clattered again. I rolled out of bed, grabbed it, and looked at the number. Another one I didn’t recognize. The alarm clock told me it was 2:30 AM. I answered.

      “Is this C.T. Ferguson?” a woman said.

      “Yes.”

      “The private investigator?”

      “Is there another C.T. Ferguson who would take your call in the middle of the night?”

      “No,” she said. “No, I . . . I suppose not.” She sounded distracted. I sounded tired. This would be a great conversation.

      “Is there a reason you called?” I said when she lapsed into silence.

      “I’m worried about my husband,” she said. “He’s been gone at least two days now.”

      “Do you know where he went?”

      “Not exactly. That’s part of the reason I’m concerned.”

      “What happened?” I said.

      “We’ve . . . had some money problems. He wanted to put together a plan to get us out of debt. Do some quick buying and selling on the stock market, that sort of thing.”

      “Day trading.”

      “Whatever they call it. He said he didn’t want to be bothered, so he checked into a hotel.”

      The behavior sounded odd. Why incur the expense of a hotel if you were having money problems? “Couldn’t he have simply stayed home and locked the door?” I said. Getting pulled into a conversation in the small hours didn’t rank well on my list of things to do, but curiosity is a powerful thing.

      “I tried to tell him.” She sighed. Her voice cracked. “He’s just so stubborn these days. I’m worried about him. I don’t know what hotel he’s staying at.”

      “You’ve called around?”

      “To all the ones around here, yes.”

      “Then either he went out of the area, or he’s staying under an assumed name.”

      “Can you find him?”

      “How?” I said. “All I could do is call hotels or show his picture around. And if he’s sequestered himself in a room, showing a picture to the guy twiddling his thumbs on the night shift probably won’t work. It’s late, and we both need sleep. We can talk about it in the morning if you haven’t heard from him.”

      “He might be dead.” Her voice broke again. She paused and repeated herself. “He might be dead.”

      “If he is, he’ll still be dead at a more respectable hour,” I said. “Come by after nine if you want to talk some more, but I’m going back to sleep.”

      She remained silent. I hung up.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke up at eight o’clock without the benefit—or curse—of an alarm clock. As I approach twenty-nine, I’ve noticed myself rising earlier. I used to sleep until nine or ten, and only a bomb going off outside the window would rouse me from my slumber. Nowadays, eight was a typical time to wake. I threw on some jogging attire and shoes, stretched, and walked to Federal Hill Park for my morning run.

      As usual, I wasn’t the only one out for a constitutional. An attractive young lady in aggressively pink spandex trotted along with a dog of indeterminate breed. There were a few other walkers and joggers out, but I settled in behind her. If you’re going to follow someone while you’re running, make sure it’s someone worth following. She stopped after one circuit and walked back down Battery Avenue.

      I completed a few more laps around the park, stretched against a tree, and returned home at a leisurely pace. My stomach rumbled before I walked in the door, so I worked on breakfast before I showered. I took some vegetables, cheese, and eggs out of the refrigerator and fixed an omelet. It had taken months—and many prospective breakfasts splatting on my kitchen floor—but I mastered the omelet flip. I flipped this one, poured tall glasses of milk and orange juice, and set them on the table. I slid the omelet onto a plate, covered it with mango salsa, and sat with it.

      As soon as the first bite slid down, my cell phone rang. I looked at the number; it was the same woman who woke me with vague concerns about her husband. If I let it go to voicemail, she would only call back with more worries she couldn’t articulate. I answered to get it over with. The omelet could always go in the microwave. “Hello?”

      “Is now a better time for you?” she said. Annoyance danced with worry in her voice.

      “Not really,” I said. “I’m eating a nice breakfast.”

      “My husband is still missing.”

      “When did you talk to him last?”

      “A day and a half ago, I suppose,” she said.

      “Have you been to the police yet?”

      “Why would I go to them?”

      “He’s been gone almost two days,” I said. “You could ask them to open a missing persons case.”

      “No, no,” she said. “They don’t find too many lost people. I think I’d have better luck with you.” Her voice quavered again. “Please. I’m worried about him. I want to be sure nothing’s happened. Our . . . our children would be devastated. I would be devastated.” She fell silent. Maybe she expected the mention of kids to motivate me into swift action. Soft sobs came through the connection. Even I have a breaking point.

      “Can you come by in about forty-five minutes?” I said.

      She sniffed a few times. “I’ll be there. Thank you.”

      “See you then.”

      She hung up. I finished my omelet.
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        * * *

      

      Forty-three minutes later, someone knocked on my front door. Of course, she would be early. I looked through the peephole at a woman who looked familiar, though I couldn’t place from where. Gray hair sprang up in the center of her head. I remembered her with a head full of hair so black it looked like a crown pulled from the midnight sky. She was the only person I knew with hair so dark, though I’d fully suspected it came from a bottle or a salon.

      If the woman walking over the threshold recognized me, she didn’t show it. Her eyes passed over me like another decoration to take in. I took her coat, hung it on my rack, and showed her to the office. Her clothes came from a department store. She strode like she hadn’t yet gotten comfortable in her shoes. Her hips had no sashay to them, merely the steady back-and-forth of a businesswoman. She sat in one of the guest chairs, and I took my place in the high-backed leather model behind my desk. I knew I knew this woman, but I couldn’t come up with her name.

      She spent a minute looking at my long desk. I had three 27-inch monitors atop it, arranged side-by-side. A printer sat at the far end. Two computers squatted on the floor, both to the left of my chair. The Windows machine used the two monitors on the left, and my Linux server connected to the one on the right. I also had a rarely-used paper notebook on the desk and a box of tissues I expected to receive a workout during this lady’s visit.

      “I told you about my husband,” she said.

      “You told me something,” I said. “It’s hardly enough to act on.”

      She looked at me as if seeing me for the first time. “You’ve probably heard of us. Stanley and Pauline Rodgers.”

      Now I had the name for the face. “I met you a few times, but I don’t recall meeting your husband.”

      Pauline frowned. She stared at me so long I thought she had lapsed into a coma. “Ferguson,” she said.

      “Robert and June are my parents,” I said.

      “I thought you looked a little familiar. She offered a small smile. “I’m sorry you have to see me like this.”

      “What happened?”

      “Like I told you yesterday, we encountered some money problems.”

      “At the risk of sounding indelicate, what happened to you sounds like more than some simple problems,” I said.

      She sighed. A weariness crept onto her face, highlighting the crow’s feet near her eyes. She couldn’t afford to mask them anymore. “You heard about that.”

      “Kind of hard not to. You two were a big local story.”

      “It was all a house of cards, basically. We took a bit of a hit when real estate first started struggling, but we recovered stayed afloat. Recently, it all collapsed. Bad advice, bad investments, the wrong stocks . . . you name it, it’s kicked us over the last few months.”

      “Did your husband lose his job?” I said.

      “He started his own fund.” Pauline shook her head. “He had to shut it down.” Her eyes glistened. “People lost money and jobs. I was forced to find work as a secretary.” Now, a tear slid down her left cheek. “I’m not even a good one, but I think the boss took pity on me.”

      “So now your husband is locked away in a hotel room?”

      “As far as I know,” Pauline said.

      “And he’s trying to regain the money he lost?”

      “That’s what he said. He thought up a plan. He needed to borrow some money to make ends meet for a while. I don’t know where he got it, but I’m sure the payments are due. Even with his fund, we got bad advice before.” Pauline sobbed. “We can’t go through it again. We just can’t.”

      I pushed the box of tissues toward her. She nodded, grabbed one, and dabbed at her eyes. Her makeup already ran. Pauline spent a couple minutes composing herself before she said anything. “Anyway, I’d like you to find Stanley,” she said. “I came to you because we can’t pay for anything like this right now.”

      “Pauline, what if he lost more money?” I said.

      She shook her head and cried a few more tears. “I just want him back. I want to know he’s OK.”

      I nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, I’ll need to get some more information from you before you go.”

      “Anything I can give you. Will you let me know when you know something?”

      “Of course,” I said.

      “Thank you, C.T.” She wiped at her eyes again. “This has all been very humbling. The kids are taking it rougher than we are. We put them into public schools.”

      “Not an easy transition?”

      “It was for Katherine,” she said. “She’s a senior at Goucher now. She had been studying at Brown.” Pauline sighed. “It’s been a lot harder on Zachary. He went to Calvert Hall before. Now he’s in Loch Raven. He’s already cut a few classes, gotten into a fight . . . this is really hitting him hard. It’s not just the money.”

      “It’s the loss of his father, at least figuratively,” I said.

      “Yes,” said Pauline.

      “I might need to talk to them at some point.”

      Pauline stared ahead. “I’d like to keep them out of it unless you really need them.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      I certainly would do my best . . . once I figured out where to start. Pauline told me the family moved out of their swanky Fallston house, sold it for no gain, and ended up renting an apartment in Essex initially. This was like living in the royal palace, getting thrown from the roof, and landing in the stables right beside a giant bucket of horse turds. Even the smell was the same. They’d since moved to a house inside the city line, but it still represented a massive downgrade over their previous digs.

      She checked all the hotels in the area. I discounted those right away—not because she had checked them but because he wouldn’t stay there. If Stanley Rodgers wanted some time away from his wife, why stay someplace she could wander in and find him? No, he wouldn’t be anywhere near their house, and he would probably use an assumed name to minimize the chances of being found.

      It would make him hard to track. I’d have to come up with a list of possible places he might stay and show his picture around, then hope someone on duty at the time saw him. I might as well toss a penny into a fountain and wish for a pony, and I didn’t even like ponies. The alternative was cracking his assumed name. To do so, I would need to know an awful lot about him and get lucky making some guesses. Back to tossing pennies into fountains.

      I liked my chances of figuring out a few places for him to stay better. This required me to put myself in the missing man’s shoes. I’m Stanley Rodgers. I used to have the world on a silver plate, but now, life made me choke down a turd sandwich every day. I want my old life back, and I think I have a way to get it. To do it, I need to lock myself away from the wife for a few days and make money like I used to. Maybe I have a loan or two to pay off at the same time. So I go to a hotel and rent a room. A room? No, I rent a suite. I rent the penthouse, because I’m a big baller again, and regular rooms are for regular people.

      Where do I go to do all of this, though? Not near my house—Pauline might find me and try to stop me. I have to get away from her. Do I go downtown? There’s the PNC building, Baltimore’s World Trade Center, and I’d feel right at home amid all the money. It would be tempting. My business was in Towson. There’s a lot of money in Towson, too, and it’s county money, so it smells better. It’s my old stomping grounds, the scene of my biggest success and my most harrowing failure. I’m going there to redeem myself.

      Towson it was. At the least, I had a place to start. I went online and found a picture of Stanley Rodgers, then made a call to the Baltimore County police. I’ve done most of my work in the confines of the city—and my proper police detective cousin Rich has reaped the rewards—but I had a few cases take me into the county. During a couple of those, I worked with Sergeant Gonzalez in Homicide. He answered the phone on the fourth ring. “Gonzalez.”

      “Nobody’s dead in Baltimore County?” I said.

      “You should know we sophisticated county dwellers don’t have the crime problems you city folks do,” he said.

      “My ass. Check your email in a minute. I’m sending you a picture and some information.”

      “Do I want this information?”

      “I’m trying to find someone,” I said. “You heard of Stanley Rodgers?”

      “Nope,” said Gonzalez.

      “He’s a rich guy who lost his fortune not long ago. His wife says he’s locked himself in a hotel for a couple days trying to keep up with the Joneses again. I want to send you his picture in case he turns up somewhere.” I fired the message and attached photo to Gonzalez.

      “You think he’s dead?”

      “I have no reason to. As far as I know, he’s trying to day trade his way back to a fortune.”

      “Tell the son of a bitch good luck,” Gonzalez said. He acknowledged receipt of the email. “If he turns up, I’ll call you.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Gonzalez hung up without saying goodbye. Rich always did, too. They must have taught it at the police academy.
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        * * *

      

      I told county law enforcement Stanley Rodgers was missing and provided them some information about him. I didn't expect them to find him, and if they did, I didn't anticipate it to be under positive circumstances. This all meant I still needed to discover what hotel he squirreled himself away in. Towson was the best bet; I felt sure of it. Towson also featured a lot of hotels, some better than others. Even eliminating the dives, Stanley would have several choices.

      His brokerage had been in the heart of Towson. You couldn't drive through the traffic circle joining Joppa, York, and Dulaney Valley Roads without seeing it—and most people just plain couldn't drive in the circle at all. It still left the Sheraton and the Marriott of the nicer hotels in Towson. The Marriott was farther away and less likely, but I wanted to be more sure of my choice, so I grabbed my cell phone and called my parents’ house.

      “Dad, I need a little insight,” I said when my father picked up.

      “Sure, son,” my father said. “Into what?”

      “Into Stanley Rodgers. Remember him?”

      “Haven’t seen him in a couple years, but yeah, I remember him. We heard they fell on tough times.”

      “Fell hard, in fact,” I said. “His wife is worried about him. He hid out in a hotel room trying to day trade his way to a new fortune.”

      “Sounds really risky.”

      “I think ‘stupid’ would be my adjective of choice, but ‘risky’ works. Anyway, I need to figure out what hotel he’s in.”

      “How can I help?” said my father.

      “His brokerage used to hold parties and conferences. I never went, but I’m sure you did. Where did he have them?”

      “The Sheraton.”

      As I calculated. “What I thought. Thanks, Dad.”

      “Glad I could help,” he said.

      This case would be easier than I expected.
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        * * *

      

      I parked around the corner from the main marquee of the Sheraton and went in a side door. In the middle of the afternoon, hotels kept those open. I started on the first level and walked up and down the halls until I ran into someone in housekeeping. Morning rounds were long over, but a few of them wandered about working on things. It took me until the fourth floor to find someone, a petite lady in her forties whose name badge identified her as Graciela.

      “Excuse me,” I said to her en Español. My Spanish lagged behind my Chinese, but I could still have a simple conversation.

      She smiled at me. “Did you lock yourself out of you room, sir?”

      “No.” I showed her my ID. “I’m trying to find someone, and I heard he might be here.”

      “I don’t want to get anyone in trouble,” she said.

      “He’s not in trouble.” I endeavored to sound reassuring. It’s not among my many strengths. “His wife is worried about him.”

      “Mr. Johansson is such a nice man,” she said, then covered her mouth right away.

      “I’m sure he is,” I said. “It’s why his wife worries. Thank you.”

      She frowned as I walked away.

      From there, I went back to the main floor and out the same side door. Having found “Mr. Johansson,” I would need to talk to him and tell him he should give up his foolishness and go home to his wife. First, I had to get into his room. Graciela wouldn’t let me in, and I wouldn’t expect any of the other housekeepers to, either. I would need to get a key from the front desk. Mr. Johansson had just acquired an assistant.

      A few months ago, the Lexus I drove since my college years blew its engine. I replaced it with a last-generation Audi S4 which came with a manual transmission, drove better, and looked better still. I don’t know if it looked like a car Mr. Johansson’s assistant would drive, but I had a feeling it would. I parked in a spot visible from the front door, took a flash drive out of my pocket, and hoped I could play a harried assistant.

      I ran a hand through my hair to mess it up, got out of the car with alacrity, slammed the door, and ran into the lobby. The cheery fellow behind the desk—Brent, his name tag said—didn’t have a chance to finish his company-approved greeting before I broke in to my routine.

      “My boss is upstairs,” I said. I paced a few feet to either side. “He needs the information I have on this flash drive.” I showed him. “But he didn’t give me a key to his room.”

      “Sir, we could take it up for you if you⁠—“

      “Do you invest?” I said after rushing the counter and staring into Brent’s eyes. “Do you?” He frowned. “No, you don’t. You don’t invest, and you don’t understand the markets. Mr. Johansson does. He can make a lot of money for a lot of people, but I have to get him this information. It’s brand new and very important.”

      “I could call his room and⁠—“

      “He doesn’t want to be disturbed with phone calls and knocks at the door. It’s why he’s had the sign on the door since he got here.” A guess, but it seemed right, and I doubted Brent knew anything to the contrary. “Do you want to stand in the way of earning millions of dollars? Brent, front desk employee and impediment to financial progress.” I pointed at him. “It’ll be your fault. All. Your. Fault.”

      Brent’s mouth hung open. He looked like he wanted to say something, but he closed his mouth, then gaped again. His eyes focused on me in the same way the guy who’s on his sixth shot at the bar’s eyes would. He looked at his computer screen and grabbed a blank key. “Mr. Johansson is in the penthouse.”

      “Of course he is. When a genius gets out of the office to work in peace and quiet, where else would he stay?”

      Brent chuckled, but I thought he did it to be polite. He didn’t understand investing, and he didn’t understand me now. He clicked a few keys, swiped the card, and handed it to me. “Good luck saving the financial world.”

      “You’re a lifesaver, Brent,” I said. “When’s your shift over? I’m buying you a drink.”

      “Four o’clock, but that’s OK. You have a good day, sir.”

      “You, too.” I dashed to the elevator and pushed the button. Why couldn’t all my cases be this easy?
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        * * *

      

      The Sheraton penthouse didn’t look like much of one from the outside. Those I’ve stayed in have been the only rooms on their floors. This top level had four alleged penthouses. “Suites” would have been a better name for them but also wouldn’t carry the price tag associated with staying in the penthouse. Despite his financial woes, Stanley Rodgers couldn’t resist its pull.

      I walked to the door and slid in the keycard. The light turned green, the lock whirred, and I pushed. Something smelled like bad food. If Rodgers had locked himself in here for a few days, bad food probably wasn’t the only stinky thing up here. The corridor inside the room at least boasted of a nice carpet. The gigantic bathroom featured a soaking tub, stand-up shower, two sinks, and marble floors. Despite its outward appearance, this suite might have deserved its lofty status. A flatscreen TV, muted and tuned to some financial network, hung on the wall in easy view of the king bed. I made a left at the bed and looked at Rodgers’ desk. His laptop, the screen saver active, sat on it. Beside the desk was a dorm-sized refrigerator which seemed small for the priciest room. A trash can full of food containers sat on the other side of the desk. I still hadn’t seen Rodgers.

      Past the office was a den with a leather couch, leather recliner, and another flatscreen TV. An ice bucket, now filled with water, rested atop the end table. I returned to the main room. Then, I noticed the body on the far side of the bed against the wall. I shook my head and closed my eyes. It’s never been easy for me to look at corpses, and I hope it never gets to be. The deceased was definitely Stanley Rodgers. He was older, grayer, and heavier than I remembered, but I harbored no doubts as to his identity. Rodgers had a single gunshot wound to his temple. A pistol with a suppressor screwed onto its muzzle lay on the floor close to his right hand.

      It looked like a suicide. The corpse had stiffened, so Rodgers had been this way for a while. The “do not disturb” sign would have kept the hotel staff out for now. “Well, shit,” I said to no one in particular. It was a good thing I brought my flash drive. While this looked like a suicide, I wanted to dig around more before I ruled out someone shooting Rodgers in the head. The contents of his important files could give me a place to start. I connected the USB device and rebooted the laptop. It loaded into the Linux-based operating system on the drive, and I copied important-looking files. I put the drive back in my pocket, rebooted the computer again, and went into the bathroom. I grabbed a towel, retraced my steps through the penthouse, and wiped down anything I remembered touching. When I finished, I took a few pictures of the scene with my cell phone. Then, I left with the towel.

      Why did all my cases have to be this hard?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      At some point, I would have to let Pauline know what happened to her husband. She would ask me to keep investigating, and I would agree because it’s how I’m wired. I knew why Stanley Rodgers locked himself in the hotel room. Right now, one fact constituted the whole of my knowledge. Stanley Rodgers might have killed himself. Maybe he realized he couldn’t recoup the money he and his family lost. Perhaps he figured eating a bullet would be better than facing his wife and kids again.

      The suicide angle didn’t feel right. He had a family. Pauline said theirs was a happy marriage despite the hard times. If true, it meant someone killed Stanley Rodgers. Someone needed to know where he was, gain access to the room, and shoot him to stage a bogus scene. Oh, and do it all without drawing undue attention. It was possible. I knew Pauline would insist Stanley didn’t commit suicide even if the evidence were overwhelming.

      I captured Stanley’s important files on my flash drive. I could get his cell phone records if I needed them. His brokerage account would be more complicated, but I could get it, too. Finding out how well (or how poorly) he was doing could be useful. Based on my visibility at the hotel, I needed a couple hours before Brent ‘s shift ended and I could call the police. I estimated it would be enough time.

      It wasn’t.

      Sometimes, the bear gets you, and today, I was a bacon-covered snack for a grizzly. Stanley encrypted his hard drive and its contents. It made sense in hindsight, but most things make sense looking back on them. Movies depict people cracking complicated encryption schemes in a few minutes, often at gunpoint. The reality is deciphering good crypto takes a long time. Top-notch algorithms can take a lifetime or more to break. I owned good hardware and could farm out effort to the cloud, but time would still be a factor. I hadn’t even started on the phone and brokerage account records.

      Of course, my phone rang and of course, it was Pauline. I took a deep breath before answering.

      “C.T., it’s Pauline. I was wondering . . . if you’d made any progress.”

      This was the call I hoped to avoid. Soon, I would have to tell this woman her husband had been shot, perhaps by himself. I couldn’t break the news to her now. “I . . . have a lead,” I said. “I’m working on it at the moment.”

      “Oh, that sounds promising.” I heard her voice pick up. Optimism would only make what I’d tell her later much worse. Some days, I hated my job. On a few of those days, I even disliked the way I went about working some of my cases. Today, both intersected.

      “I hope it is. I’ll let you know what I find.”

      “Please do,” she said. “I don’t want to keep you from your work. Let me know when you have more.”

      “I will,” I said. “Take care, Pauline.”

      I tossed my phone onto the sofa. Lying to clients usually didn’t bother me, but I rarely stretched the truth about something so important. Rich warned me my methods would catch up with me. This hadn’t been the way he meant, but he was right nonetheless. I went back to Stanley’s hard drive. Decrypting this would take a while. I looked at the clock. At least I could call the police soon.
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        * * *

      

      I made the anonymous tip from a pay phone in Fells Point. It remained one of the few still operating in the city. Once I did, I drove back home and kept working on the encrypted hard drive while waiting for the inevitable call from Sergeant Gonzalez. It marked twenty-five minutes of zero progress on the crypto.

      “You might want to get down here,” he said when I answered.

      “What happened?” I said.

      “The guy you told me about, Rodgers? He’s dead. Has been for at least a day, is my guess. We’ll know more when the ME finishes with him.”

      “I’m guessing he didn’t die of natural causes.”

      “Gunshot to the head,” Gonzalez said. “We found a gun near his right hand. Early tests show GSR on it.”

      “Ooh, an acronym. You’re giving me credit for knowing gunshot residue.”

      “Yeah, I figured you watched CSI. Anyway, looks like a suicide.”

      “Or someone wants to make it look like one,” I said.

      “We think of this shit here, too, hotshot. We’ll look into it. Everyone is still processing the room. You want to get down here, now’s the time.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Towson Sheraton,” he said, “Penthouse B.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I said.

      Gonzalez hung up. I let out a deep breath I’d been holding. I could only hope I did a good job of playing ignorant.
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        * * *

      

      When I got to the Sheraton, the room looked like I remembered it with the addition of a dozen cops and the subtraction of any semblance of order. At least they were thorough. Drawers had been yanked out, sofa cushions strewn about the room, the bed dismantled. Gonzalez saw me and approached. “Looking like a suicide at this point,” he said. He led me through the mess and showed me the gun, now in an evidence bag on the dresser.

      “Suppressor,” I said, pointing out the obvious.

      “Probably means nobody heard anything,” Gonzalez said.

      “You have some men canvassing now?”

      “Women, too,” he said. We’re progressive in the BCPD.”

      “Next you’ll rename manhunt to ‘personhunt,’” I said.

      Gonzalez chuckled. “We ain’t quite so progressive yet.” He looked around. “What do you make of this?”

      I followed his gaze, trying to act as if I hadn’t already seen the room today. “Nice place,” I said. “I don’t know if it counts as a penthouse, but it’s much nicer than I’d expect someone with money problems to afford.”

      “Puzzles me, too,” said Gonzalez. “If this guy was so poor, how’s he drop five bills a night on a ritzy suite?”

      “I think he wanted to stay here.”

      “Of course he did.” Gonzalez gave me a look like I’d sprouted a second head.

      “What I mean,” I said, “is he wanted to stay here in this specific hotel, in an opulent suite. Maybe even in this particular penthouse.” I walked to a window and threw open the curtain, flooding the area with late afternoon sunlight. “His old brokerage house was over there,” I said, pointing. “He could see it from this window. He could see the site of his greatest success and failure.”

      “So he made sure he had enough saved up to get this room.”

      I nodded. “He wanted it,” I said. “I think . . . he hoped for inspiration. Some of the old Rodgers magic he used to make a fortune before. Maybe he found it. Could be why someone killed him.”

      “You really think someone killed him?” Gonzalez said.

      “I think he’s an unlikely victim of suicide, though Emile Durkheim might disagree.”

      Gonzalez frowned. “You’re going back to sociology class now?”

      “I minored in philosophy,” I said. “Sociology was right in there, too.”

      “You take it so you can make asshole quotes at parties?” Gonzalez asked.

      “No, I took it because girls who majored in sociology were easy.”

      Gonzalez looked at me for a moment, then nodded. Maybe he enjoyed similar experiences during his college years. “OK, maybe somebody did kill him,” he said. “If so, we’ll find evidence of it in this room.”

      “Can I do anything?”

      “You can drive your fancy Lexus back to Baltimore and wait for my next phone call. We’ll go talk to the widow.”

      “It’s a fancy Audi now,” I pointed out.

      “Whatever,” said Gonzalez.
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        * * *

      

      Rich drove Gonzalez and me to talk to Pauline. She and Stanley lived in the city. How they sent their son to a county public school was not something I felt the need to ask about right now. I said I could drive Gonzalez myself, but Rich wanted to come along. He didn’t elaborate, but I figured it was some boring jurisdictional stuff. Sometimes, his involvement in my cases puzzled me.

      They lived in Waverly, near Hamilton, just inside the line between Baltimore and the county. The houses were single-family units older than any of us in the car and in various states of repair. The Rodgers' house featured a brick front in need of some work, shutters yearning for a fresh coat of paint, a slapdash roof longing for a hurricane to rip it free, and a garden grown by someone with a black thumb. It was a house a family of modest means could afford and one they were almost certain to hate.

      We walked to their porch, and Gonzalez rang the bell. I stood beside him and Rich was behind us. After a moment, Pauline opened the door. Her eyes went to me, then to the other two. Hope drained from them when she guessed why we were here. Gonzalez and Rich showed their badges. Pauline looked back at me, her eyes welling. I needed to look away.

      "Mrs. Rodgers, I'm Sergeant Gonzalez of the Baltimore County homicide unit," Gonzalez said. "This is Sergeant Ferguson of the Baltimore Police behind me. You know C.T. Ferguson already."

      "He's dead," Pauline said. Tears started to roll down her cheeks. "He's dead, isn't he?" I could make an extensive list of things I hate about my job, and telling people their loved ones were dead would be right at the top. I tried to do it as little as possible.

      "I'm afraid so," Gonzalez said.

      Pauline sagged onto the doorframe and cried. She tried to say something, but it only came out as gibberish around her sobs. We let her weep. There's really nothing else to do. I offered her a tissue, which she accepted. After a few minutes, her crying settled to the point she could talk. "What happened?" she said.

      "We don't have to do this now," Gonzalez said.

      "Just tell me what happened."

      "Your husband was found dead in a hotel penthouse in Towson. He suffered a gunshot wound to his head."

      "Someone killed him?” Pauline said. “Someone killed my Stanley?" Pauline sobbed anew. Gonzalez started to say something, then stopped when he realized it would be pointless.

      "We don't know what happened yet," he said after a couple minutes. "We're considering all possibilities."

      "Stanley didn't kill himself!" Pauline sniffed a few times. "There's no way. He wouldn't do that."

      "Yes, ma'am,” Gonzalez said.

      "Don't you 'yes ma'am' me," Pauline jabbed Gonzalez in the chest with her finger. "You're patronizing me because you think Stanley killed himself."

      "I think we're still early in the investigation, ma'am. We follow the evidence."

      "Make sure you do."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      Pauline glared at Gonzalez. "Sorry," he said. "I'll need to talk to you more when it's a better time." He handed her a card. "Call me in a day or two. I hope to have more to tell you then."

      She took the card, looked at it, and slipped it into the pocket of her jeans. "Thanks," she said. "Will you excuse me now? I have to call my children and tell them their father is dead."

      "Of course," said Gonzalez. We turned to leave.

      "C.T.," Pauline called as we walked away. I turned around. "Will you stay on the case and . . . and . . . "

      "Yes, I will," I said.
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        * * *

      

      When I got home, I went back to work on Stanley Rodgers’ encrypted files. I focused on what I might be able to do instead of how long it would take. I’d hacked good cryptography before, including the suite protecting the largest bank in Hong Kong. It took six fast computers in tandem fifteen days to crack. Today, I owned a faster computer, along with the ability to farm out some work to the cloud. Even if Stanley used better crypto, I knew I could get there in time.

      The good thing about being a hacker nowadays is it’s so easy to find and download any tool or code you need. The bad thing—at least from my perspective—is a lot of people can be hackers without the background knowledge once required. I coded my own encryption-breaker in Hong Kong, and I still have it. It’s needed some tweaking over the years, but I trust it more than any similar program I could download.

      I built five virtual machines with graphical processing units in the cloud. The GPUs would enable many more attempts per second. Once the VMs were operable, I uploaded and compiled my program on each, then tied the machines together to unify their efforts with my own computer. While my program worked its electronic voodoo, I went out for a run. Four miles later, I came home, showered, and made some spaghetti Bolognese with a nice leafy salad. I kept plenty of pasta for a lunch or dinner later in the week. Buying an expensive car meant I would need to eat leftovers more often.

      After dinner, I went upstairs to find my bedroom door open. Here I was without a gun on my hip. As I got closer, I smelled a familiar whiff of
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