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			Epigraph

			 

			 

			“If ye become aware of a sin committed by another, conceal it, that God may conceal your own sin. He, verily, is the Concealer, the Lord of grace abounding.”

			~ Baha’u’llah, The Summons of the Lord of Host

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			 

			Tuesday, March twenty-seventh.

			She had just opened the letter when a cloud passed over the sun, quenching the light raining through her balcony door. A chill infiltrated the apartment as she read the opening lines.

			You don’t know me. If you did, I’m sure you’d kill me. I wouldn’t blame you. I deserve it. I ruined your life.

			The single sheet of paper was lined with ragged edges torn from a notebook. The ink was blue, the writing barely controlled. The writer might have been an untrained four-year-old or a tremor-ridden centenarian. She flung it onto the table as though she’d plucked a handful of poison ivy. It felt like it. A deep urushiol itch crawled along her fingers, across her palms, up her arms, edging toward pain, fed by the noxious mixture of anger, grief, and fear. 

			I wish I could undo what I’ve done. I really do. I wish I could change a lot of things. God, how I wish that. I’ve destroyed us all.

			Hers wasn’t a luxury apartment. One bedroom, a Walmart loveseat and smoked glass table crammed into the living room, a kitchenette with barely room to pirouette, a dining area overstuffed with this cheap round table and two chairs. Still, she loved it. For three years it had been her paradise. She lived nowhere near the ocean, but some mornings she swore she heard waves rolling up a beach and children splashing in the water, pattering along the sand, building dream castles. She was happy here, happier than she’d been since the day the police brought tragedy to their door and her mother tumbled into depression.

			That day dragged them both into hell. Over time, they clawed back out. Pain morphed into dull ache. Days became weeks became years. She was out on her own now, an adult charting her own course, figuring out her life. She wasn’t rich, didn’t have it all, but in a way she did. She was free, walking along that beach, splashing through the warm waves where the children played, toes sinking into the sand with every step. She didn’t quite know where she was going, but each step was hers now, nobody else’s, and whatever turn she took, it would be all right.

			Now this letter arrived, and her beach froze over. The chicken-scratch handwriting catapulted her back to that horrible day in an instant. She’d been cast out from paradise, flung once more into hell. She nearly collapsed, caught herself at the last moment, pressed palms to tabletop to steady herself. Hovering over the paper, she read without touching, denying the words truth by refusing them contact. This was a joke, a sick joke, a stalker, a blackmailer, a…

			I need to explain, but it will only deepen your pain. It sure won’t erase mine. Nothing can save me. I know. I went to his brother’s church. It seemed the place to go. I went to his brother’s church and confessed, but the priest wouldn’t absolve me. Not even God will forgive me. I’m already in hell. I’ve moved five times, used twice as many aliases, do menial work for cash, never sleep through the night. I don’t see myself in the mirror. A zombie stares back.

			Bile clawed up her throat. She barely forced it back down. Who had written this? Why after all this time would they tell her things she no longer cared to know?

			I wasn’t always a fallen woman. I thought I was a good person. But I was in a tough spot, and I needed the money. It seemed harmless at first, just a joke, a dirty little joke that became more and more real until I couldn’t escape. A lot of men followed me to hell, but not him. He deflected my advances. When he realized what I was after, he confronted me, threatened to turn me over to the FBI. I was terrified. It wasn’t premeditated. I swear it wasn’t. It was pure terror. 

			A fresh wave of anger crashed over her. Of course he hadn’t fallen! He wasn’t like that, wasn’t like this demon, whoever she was, whatever she’d done. But beneath her anger, pride stirred. He at least died doing the right thing. He was at least a hero. 

			I’ve paid for it every day since. My boss is a monster. He was the one I feared, not the FBI. I still fear him. He’s hunted me for years. He almost caught me several times, and now he’s closing in again. So once more I’m running. Maybe I’ll leave the country this time, if I can. I don’t know where I’ll land. I only know you deserve to know the truth. Please believe me when I say this: he was a good man. He really was.

			I won’t ask your forgiveness. If God won’t forgive me, how could you? But I am sorry. Truly, I’m sorry.

			She groped for the chair, sank into it as tears washed her cheeks. 

			Why? Why upend her world just when she’d managed to right it? She couldn’t allow it, wouldn’t allow it. The bitch would pay. She’d see to that. Whoever this was, whatever the cost, she’d make them pay.

			†

			Early afternoon on Saturday, April twenty-first couldn’t have been more perfect. The sun blazed in a cloudless sky. A warm breeze danced with the young leaves in the trees. It was a day of promise and nerves, beginnings and endings, and above all love. Detective Sergeants Corina Montufar and Eric Dumas stood before priest and altar in St. Augustine Catholic Church in Elkridge, Maryland, she in a simple white gown, he in a black tux, as Father Ed Tyler administered their wedding vows.

			St. Augustine wasn’t Montufar’s home church. That was St. John the Evangelist in Columbia’s Oakland Mills Interfaith Center. But St. John had never felt quite right. Not the physical space, anyway. She liked the people, liked Father Owen, but the building belonged in a business park. Even the interior lacked inspiration. Comfortable, yes, but its wood-paneled walls, abstract window designs, and plain table for an altar exuded a conference vibe.

			St. Augustine, though, radiated divinity. A stone structure perched on a hill above Old Washington Road, its interior glowed with light raining down from lamps on high and splintered sunbeams pouring through stained-glass windows. Far above, stars were sprinkled across deep blue vaulted ceilings. Statuary and flowers clothed the church inside and out. Candles flickered. A touch of incense perfumed the air. Beyond its walls, a cemetery flowed over the hillside to the northeast, while on the southwest, an L-shaped brick complex housed a convent and school, separating the church from nearby homes.  It just felt right. But of course it did. The parish had been established in 1844 and the present church consecrated in 1902, long before the birth of the strange notion that peace might be established between religions by stripping them of their identities.

			Montufar opted for a full nuptial mass. She’d dreamed of such a wedding since childhood, but she worried Dumas might balk at it. He wasn’t Catholic. Worse, he couldn’t share in the eucharist. She didn’t want him to feel separated, not even in a single detail. But when she expressed her reservations, he didn’t flinch. “Go for it,” he said. “It’s your dream. I’d do a cliff-dive ceremony to marry you.”

			Typical Eric.

			And now here they were, man and wife, a photographer’s dream, Dumas a lean six-foot specimen, Montufar five inches shorter, a slip of a woman who might have blown away on the breeze had he not been holding her. She almost felt she was rising with the wisps of candle smoke, rising into the light as she melted into his embrace. Perched on the cusp of laughing and crying, she wondered how Dumas would survive kissing her in front of so many witnesses.

			He did himself proud. It seemed to last an eternity.

			When they turned to face the world as one soul, the smiles and tears of friends, colleagues, and family greeted them. Montufar’s family, at least. Dumas had no family anymore, no blood family, but hers had adopted him, as had the department. His good friend Officer Kevin Graham stood in the middle of the gathering, applauding so loud nobody dared stop before he did.

			At Montufar’s side, her younger sister and maid of honor Ella sniffled and cast a glance across the way at her fiancé, local reporter Jack Collins. Collins winked back. Long anticipated, their engagement had been unveiled the day after Montufar and Dumas announced their wedding date. They’d barely begun planning, although Montufar figured the whole gang would return to this church before the year was out, a few roles reversed.

			The rest of the party consisted of colleagues, save one. Montufar’s other bridesmaids were Detectives Theresa Swan and Holly Ross. Dumas’ best man was their boss, Detective Lieutenant Rick Peller, and the final groomsman—the odd man out—was Dumas’ neighbor, Ozzie White, who after more than a year of treatment following a psychological trauma remained barely functional. Dragging him up here had been as easy as open-heart surgery, but Dumas and Montufar hoped it might do him some good.

			Ozzie survived it. So did the rest. Corina Montufar was now Corina Montufar Dumas, appending her husband’s name but in keeping with her family’s culture still answering to Montufar. 

			It had been as perfect a wedding as perfect could be. 

			And then they stepped outside.

			†

			Peller noticed it first, just after the gathering showered the newlyweds in red and white rose petals, just before the photographer, a twenty-something woman built like a marathoner, began herding the wedding party back inside. 

			Rather than follow the flock, Peller stepped away to catch a breath of vernal air. He needed it. He was happy for Montufar and Dumas, but their wedding had transported him back to his own and filled him with longing for Sandra. She‘d been killed five years and eleven months ago, and while the pain had long since receded, emptiness often ambushed him. He missed her every day, some days more than others. 

			The temperature had reached the mid-seventies, but it felt much warmer in the sun. Newborn leaves chattered in the breeze. A herringbone courtyard of gray pavers edged by a low wall connected the church with the parking lot on Peller’s right and the rectory, a handsome white house, on the left. The rectory had two entrances, one in front surrounded by a small concrete porch, the other on the side by the church, accessible via ramp. The courtyard overlooked a portion of the cemetery and the hill descending to the road below. Atop the wall to the left, a statue of Jesus raised its hands in blessing. To the right, a crowned Mary extended her hands palms up, her downcast eyes keeping watch over the mortal world. Domed lights slumbered at the foot of each statue, awaiting twilight to wake.

			But something else caught Peller’s eye. Something that shouldn’t have been there. A smear of bright red atop the wall at Mary’s feet. Before he could investigate, the photographer tapped his shoulder. “We need you inside,” she said. 

			“I’ll be right there,” he promised. After she skittered off, he approached the statue and inspected the smear just as Father Ed came to his side. 

			“We’re taking photos,” the priest said. “Let’s…” He caught his breath when he saw what had drawn Peller’s attention. He strangled a cry of anger and turned away in disgust.

			Peller snapped a photo with his cell phone. The smear wasn’t a smear. It spelled out a message in red paint.

			Romans 6:23

			He couldn’t chapter-and-verse, but the priest likely could. “What does it mean?” Peller asked.

			Father Ed refused a second look. “It means we have a vandal.”

			“The verse, Father.”

			“The text?”

			“Yes.”

			“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

			Although a message laden with both hope and menace, the vandal hadn’t likely intended the former. The first clause must be the point. A death threat. But against who? 

			“You’ll report this to the police, I hope,” Peller said.

			Father Ed turned his gaze on the graves below. “We don’t want to mar Corina and Eric’s big day. Let’s get those photos done.” He waved toward the church and started for it.

			Peller figured that meant no, but that was fine. The cops were already here. He followed Father Ed inside, where the wedding party subjected themselves to flash after flash of the photographer’s camera. After, eyes swimming with spots, the party dispersed. 

			The guests had already driven off to reconvene for the reception at four o’clock at a rented hall in Columbia. The wedding party arrived twenty minutes later, and the festivities went into overdrive. Dinner ensued, followed by music, dancing, and laughter, not to mention cake cutting and various silly—in Peller’s view—traditions. He didn’t see much of Guatemala in the party. It seemed Montufar had gone full-blown American. Not surprising, really. She’d only been fourteen when her family came to the U.S. Now thirty-seven, she’d spent well over half her life here and had worked hard to fit in. 

			At seven o’clock on the dot, the happy couple debarked on a week-long honeymoon down the Blue Ridge and into the Great Smokey Mountains, blissfully ignorant of vandalism. Peller told no one. Father Ed had been right on that score, anyway. The culprit shouldn’t be allowed to deface Montufar and Dumas’ wedding day.

			The party lingered on and on. People began to drift away around ten o’clock. Long before then, Peller felt an urge to return to the church with technician Geri Franklin in tow to scour the grounds. Alas, they were both stuck here, Peller because his companion for the evening, Joan Churchill, wanted to stay, and Franklin because Montufar had tasked her with ensuring Ozzie White made it home safely. White himself displayed no interest in moving. None at all. 

			“I’d dance with him,” Franklin confided to Peller, “but I’d have to sling him over my shoulder. I’ve seen corpses with more life.”

			Which was almost literally true. Peller whispered back, “So sling him. It might snap him out of it.” Although honestly, he wasn’t sure Franklin had ever danced in her life. A party girl she was not.

			She smiled a pinched smile.

			“What’s his problem?” Churchill asked, also in a whisper.

			On the opposite side of the round table, White stared without interest at the dancers. Or more likely, at nothing at all. His eyes didn’t move, almost didn’t blink. He probably wouldn’t have heard his companions had they been shouting.

			“Short version,” Peller said, “he fell for a woman who turned out to be a killer. She pretended to be in love with him to get close to Eric. Her accomplice killed two officers right in front of Ozzie while she distracted them.”

			Franklin eyed White as though scrutinizing a crime scene. “That would do it. What was he like before?”

			“I don’t know him well, but from what I hear, he was a bubbly character. Outgoing, optimistic, full of schemes that never quite worked out.” Peller grinned at Franklin. “Just your type.”

			She rebuked him with another of those smiles. Physically, she could have been a perpetual teenager. Professionally, she was a machine, focused, efficient, barely ever cracking a joke. Seldom in Peller’s experience had she spoken of anything but work. She was the best crime scene tech on the force but weird in most people’s eyes. “If I wanted a boyfriend,” she said, “I’d look up Albert Einstein.”

			“He’s too old for you,” Churchill told her. “And too dead.”

			“The good thing about dead guys is, they never argue with you.”

			Churchill laughed in agreement, Peller in amusement. 

			“You think I’m joking?” Franklin rose, circled the table, sat next to White. He didn’t notice. “Tell me something,” she said.

			He didn’t tell her anything, didn’t even look at her.

			“Does that bitch get to dictate the rest of your life?”

			That got his attention. He turned a frown on Franklin. “Huh?”

			“You heard me. Dump her in the landfill. Flush her down the sewer. Get on with your life.”

			Peller leaned back, fascinated and a bit disturbed by Franklin’s chutzpah. Churchill put a hand to her mouth to cover a horrified smile.

			White’s gaze drifted away. “I don’t know how,” he mumbled.

			Franklin stood. She might have been short, but she towered over him. He wasn’t tall himself, particularly when seated. She thrust her hand out. “Come on.” 

			He frowned at her fingers. He might have been counting the joints for all the interest he showed. “Where?”

			“You’ll see.” When he didn’t move, she snatched his hand and tugged. “Come on.”

			White exhaled and, whether irritated or resigned, permitted her to lead him from the table. Peller’s gaze followed as she hauled him onto the dance floor and all but forced him to move to the music. Nobody paid them heed, nobody but Peller and Churchill. Fifteen minutes passed before White loosened up. After that, he seemed almost normal. He even half smiled now and again.

			Churchill pointed at Franklin. “You work with that lady?”

			“I work with someone who looks like her. I think this is her evil twin.”

			“I like her.”

			“Now you’re scaring me.”

			Churchill laughed. “I didn’t think you ever got scared, Sherlock.”

			Peller wished she’d stop calling him that. If any of his colleagues overheard, he’d never hear the end of it. But he had to admit, it had become…endearing. “Well, that message at the church sure made me uneasy.” He said it without thinking. He should have kept his mouth shut.

			“What message?”

			He couldn’t obfuscate, not with her. By now she knew how to read him. He related the details, what he believed it meant.

			“You think Father Ed’s in danger?”

			Peller shrugged. The threat could have been for anyone in the St. Augustine community. One of the priests. Someone in the parish office. Any church member. Given that, he found Father Ed’s reluctance to report it curious.

			“What will you do?” Churchill asked.

			“If he doesn’t call it in by Monday, I’ll report it myself.”

			“It could be nothing. Somebody’s idea of a joke.”

			Could be. But Peller trusted his instincts, and something told him this was no joke.

			†

			Father Ed had politely declined the invitation to the reception. The Montufars weren’t from his parish, and he had five o’clock mass to celebrate. He could have stopped by after, but he didn’t relish the thought of driving to Columbia and back so late in the day.

			Besides, this vandalism preyed on his mind. He didn’t want his parishioners upset. The graffiti had to be removed or at least hidden before mass, which left very little time. Worse, he was pretty sure it was a threat. Lieutenant Peller thought so, too. Father Ed could tell from the set of Peller’s mouth, the tone of his voice. By all rights, the incident should be reported. 

			And yet…

			Wasn’t this an internal matter, a Church matter? Best not have it splashed all over newspapers, TV, and the web. They didn’t need that kind of publicity. The Church had received enough negative press as it was. And could they be sure it was a threat? Maybe some anti-Catholic fool found it amusing to deface Church property. There were idiots like that out there.

			No, he’d take care of this himself.

			The church was silent now, wedding party gone, volunteers for the upcoming mass not yet present, church office closed. Father Ed was momentarily alone. He stepped outside and stood before the Mary statue. Paint on stone. Could he scrub it off? He set a finger to the red. Nope. Dry to the touch. He’d only make a bigger mess if he tried to remove it. He needed a professional, and fortunately, he had one.

			He dug his cell phone from his trouser pocket and called his parish secretary Lilith Forbes at home. “Sorry to bother you,” he said when she answered, “but I need Carl Weber’s number.”

			“At this hour on a Saturday?” Hearing her on the phone, anyone would swear Forbes couldn’t be more than forty, but her eightieth birthday was only a month off. Age hadn’t dulled her, maybe never would. She was sharp as a master chef’s knife, knew all the regular churchgoers and half the Christmas-and-Easter parishioners. The Weber clan was among the regulars. They’d attended St. Augustine for three generations. Carl owned a hardscape business and had done a few small jobs for the church over the past decade, usually at cost.

			“It’s an emergency,” Father Ed said.

			Forbes gave him the number. “What’s the problem? A safety hazard? Better take care of that before mass, I suppose. But on such short notice, I don’t know.”

			Father Ed let her assume what she would. “Thank you, Lilith.”

			He next called Carl Weber. Weber’s wife Gina answered. “Oh, hello, Father! This is a surprise.”

			“An unwelcome one, I’m sure. I need to speak with Carl. We have a problem.”

			“Of course, let me get him.”

			A moment later, Carl Forbes greeted Father Ed. “What’s up?”

			“A bit of a mess. Red paint on the top of the wall, right in front of the Mary statue. I was wondering if you could get rid of it, or at least hide it, before five o’clock mass. It might upset people.” 

			“Paint?” It was hard to tell if Weber was dumbfounded, amused, or both. “How did that happen?”

			“Vandalism.”

			“Oh, damn. How fresh?”

			“I think it was done during a wedding this afternoon. We found it afterwards.”

			“Then it hasn’t cured, but it’s soaking in. Yeah, I should be able to remove it, except the stone will likely be stained. What was it, splashed on? A big pool?”

			Father Ed hesitated, but there was no point in hedging. Carl would see when he arrived. “A message. Written rather neatly.”

			Weber didn’t reply at once. Father Ed expected him to ask what it said, but he didn’t. “That could be worse. The words might be legible in the stains when I’m done.”

			“Can’t you clean the stains off?”

			“Sure, but I might damage the stone. Your best option is to replace the affected slabs. But you’ll want a good match. If I don’t have the right material in stock, I’ll have to order it. Maybe we should cover it up for now, throw a tarp over it and set up a barricade. If anybody asks, just say the wall was damaged and is awaiting repairs.”

			That would work. The main thing was to keep the message out of view. “I’ll trust your judgement,” Father Ed said. “How soon can you get here?”

			“Call it twenty minutes. Hiding the evidence will be quick work.”

			Father Ed wasn’t sure he liked the way Weber put that, but at least he had one less thing to worry about. He pushed all other cares aside and focused on the upcoming mass. 

			Weber arrived in his black Ram pickup right on time. Father Ed directed him to the problem and watched from the church door. The contractor read the message, hands on his hips, before setting to work. He draped a cloth tarp about Mary’s feet, concealing the problem, then weighed down the edges with cream-colored pavers that almost matched the wall. Finally, he set a pair of orange sawhorses on either side and hung a strip of yellow caution tape between them. The effect wasn’t elegant, but it got the point across: keep out.

			Saturday evening mass was lightly attended, as usual. Father Ed could remember a time when the church was half full on Saturdays and packed on Sundays. Attendance had fallen in the past couple of decades. Some days he worried about that, but today it was a relief. He felt guilty in his relief, even though he carried this extra burden. Maybe it was encroaching age. Too many years shouldering too many burdens. He could use a break. He hadn’t pondered retirement, but he was sixty-two, a reasonable time to give it some thought. He had a solid decade of service left in him, God willing, but reduced activity might be good for him. Sooner or later, he would hand over the pastor’s reins to someone else. After all, age caught everyone eventually. Age or death.

			After mass, he returned to the rectory living room and sat in silent contemplation while his housekeeper and cook Clare Fleming rattled about the kitchen. Flemming was an energetic black woman, thirty-four years old, divorced, probably too curvy for her own good. At least, her confessions mostly involved sexual indiscretions. She always seemed contrite when unburdening her soul, but she’d made zero progress toward rectifying her conduct. Father Ed liked her, though. She was kind and witty and too smart to spend the rest of her life as a housekeeper. He encouraged her to go back to school, always remembered her in his prayers, always held out hope she’d find some self-control. And yet, she was still here, still staking claim to the same sins. 

			“You look like a man with a problem, Ed.”

			The willowy voice startled Father Ed from his reverie. Father Walter Simmons had materialized before him, leaning on his walker, a wisp of a smile on his face. Father Walter was a retired priest-in-residence who had lived at St. Augustine for three years. Now seventy-nine, he’d come from a parish outside Boston after fracturing his hip in a bad fall down a set of icy steps. Several surgeries later, he could get around with the aid of that walker or, on good days, with a cane. He’d moved here because his sister Janice and her family lived nearby in eastern Columbia, just across I-95. They visited him regularly, took him on outings and to family gatherings. He still had the energy and certainly the intellect to assist Father Ed with the burdens of their office, but watching him move could be painful. 

			“Feeling a bit old, I guess,” Father Ed told him.

			Father Walter grinned. “Men feel old five times in their lives. When they turn thirty, forty, fifty, sixty, and seventy. After that, it’s smooth sailing.“

			“What’s it like, being retired?”

			“Same as not being retired. Only the pace is different. Clare’s got dinner on the table. Come on.”

			Father Ed rose and followed Father Walter as he made his way into the kitchen. The table was set for three. A carved roasted chicken awaited, with mashed potatoes and gravy and corn and green beans. The priests and the housekeeper took their seats. Father Ed said grace, then the food was passed around.

			Though it wasn’t unusual for them to eat in silence, tonight the quiet hung heavy over them. Father Ed felt Flemming’s eyes on him, felt Father Walter avoiding his companions. They knew something was amiss, knew he was withholding news. 

			Fleming had already guessed at it. “What’s with the wall?”

			Father Ed couldn’t face her. “What do you mean?”

			“The tarp and caution tape. You’d think someone drove a truck into it.”

			“It would have been better if they had,” Father Ed mumbled, then wished he hadn’t.

			Father Walter glanced at him but didn’t press the matter. 

			Fleming was another matter. “Why? What happened?”

			Setting his fork down, Father Ed sighed. “I don’t want to alarm anyone, so keep this to yourselves. Someone painted words on the top of the wall. It’s being taken care of.”

			“What does it say?”

			“Clare, please.”

			“Come on, Father. Hiding things never makes it better.” She raised an eyebrow. 

			Father Ed knew what she meant, but this wasn’t confession. He was trying to protect his flock.

			“I think the three of us can keep a secret,” Father Walter said. “If it has to be kept.”

			Three people already knew: himself, Lieutenant Peller, and Carl Weber. How much could it hurt if he told these two? Maybe none, maybe a lot. He didn’t worry about Father Walter, but could he trust Fleming to keep her mouth shut?

			She pleaded with her eyes and a smile. She was good at that. Too good. 

			Father Ed gave in. “It says, ‘Romans 6:23.’”

			Fleming pouted. Of the three, she was the only one who didn’t know it by the numbers. “Which is?”

			“’For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.’”

			Silence.

			Father Ed shrugged. 

			“Is that a threat?” Fleming asked.

			Probably. Maybe not. What could he say? “I don’t know, Clare. I hope not.”

			Father Walter seemed to age another fifteen years in two seconds. His face ashen, he pushed back from the table, fumbled for his walker, struggled to stand. “Please excuse me,” he whispered. “My hip is hurting something awful this evening. I’d better go take my horse pill.”

			They watched him go.

			Fleming leaned on the table. She looked frightened “You don’t think…” She swallowed and bit her lip.

			No, he didn’t. Father Ed couldn’t see any reason anyone would target Father Walter. Father Walter was the kindest, most harmless man in the universe.

			“You don’t think…” Fleming began again. “…they’re after me?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			 

			 

			Wednesday, March twenty-eighth, seven fifteen A.M. 

			Nearly seventeen hours had passed since the letter. She hadn’t eaten. She hadn’t slept. Her father’s killer had placed a confession in her hands, and she didn’t know what to do, only that she must do something to find and punish the nameless woman.

			She went for a walk. Maybe that would shake the confusion and fear from her soul. Dad had always said walking was good for clearing the head, for meditating, for working things out. She hadn’t done it much since his death, but now, running on fumes, she heard his whisper in her brain.

			Get out there. Walk. Don’t think, just move.

			With March drawing to a close, the air was cool, the sky half overcast. She left her apartment and shuffled down the sidewalk alongside the complex, beyond the complex, beyond the townhouses to the south. Squirrels romped through the grass and up the trees. Songbirds twittered. Robins hunted worms. She turned west along Frederick Road, passed by more shaded townhomes. 

			And then footsteps sounded behind, soft, matching her pace. Her blood turned to ice. Which was stupid, because, come on, who would be following her? Someone else was out walking, that was all, someone getting their morning exercise, maybe someone who, like her, had been crushed and tossed aside by life. They must be nobody, no danger, but she couldn’t help it. She had to be sure. She stopped abruptly and turned.

			The young man had been closer than she realized. He nearly ran into her. 

			“Whoa!” he yelped. His hands caught her shoulders, and the duo executed a clumsy dance to avoid falling. He hadn’t meant to grab her. It had just been reflex, but once balance was restored, she pushed him off and backed away as though he’d assaulted her.

			He put up his hands. “I’m sorry! I’m really sorry! It was your fault, though. I mean…no, never mind. I’m sorry.”

			Her heart hammered while she laughed in relief. “Yeah, my fault. Sorry.”

			He squinted at her. “Are you okay?”

			Of course she wasn’t okay. Her father’s murderer had sent her a letter. Not that this guy could know about that. “Not really,” she said. “Sorry.” Stupid thing to be doing, walking the streets in her mental state. She started back the way she’d come. 

			He eyed her as she passed by. “Hey, do you… Do you need help? I mean… Food? Money?”

			She stopped and gaped at him. “Really?” She wanted to slug him, but then she saw his face, his confused, awkward, geeky face, and she couldn’t. It was almost comical, him offering help when he couldn’t be in much better shape than she. Financially, anyway. He hadn’t likely received a note from a killer.

			“You look like, you know…” He waved vaguely. 

			She looked down at herself. Okay, her jeans had tears in the legs, her long-sleeve t-shirt had seen better days, but she’d thrown them on to go for a walk, not out clubbing.

			“I mean,” he sputtered, “You look…great. Really, um, great. I mean…”

			She laughed at him stumbling all over himself. “Hot?”

			He blushed. “No! I mean… Well, yeah, but… Oh, hell. I just thought you might, you know, need something to eat.”

			He got that right, anyway. Suddenly she was starving. “Probably do. I had a long night.”

			“Are you homeless? Damn it, I shouldn’t… Never mind. I’m sorry.”

			She didn’t know why she did it. Later, thinking back, she couldn’t fathom it. Maybe she just wanted this jumble of a conversation to end, or maybe she already liked him, or maybe she needed another human being—if that’s what he was—to talk to. Whatever the reason, she shrugged in mock misery, turned away, took one halting step. Then she paused and waited for the inevitable. 

			He came to her side and tentatively touched her shoulder with his fingers. It was light, tremulous. Nerves? Desire? Both? “I haven’t had breakfast. Want to join me?”

			She pretended to hesitate. She looked down, faking embarrassment.

			“What’s happened to you?” he whispered.

			“Something awful.” 

			“I won’t hurt you. I promise. I just want to help.”

			“Well,” she said. “Okay. Thank you.”

			†

			The good weather continued through Sunday into Monday. Peller thought it a shame he had to work, which for him was an odd thought, but there was plenty to do around the house and in the yard on such a day, and not just maintenance. He hadn’t changed a thing since Sandra’s death nearly six years before. Maybe the time had come for some upgrades. 

			The anniversary of that tragedy was almost upon Peller, less than a month off. As he climbed into his F150 that morning, emptiness blindsided him once more. Sandra was gone, long gone. There was but one way he’d be with her again, and barring some unforeseen event, he wouldn’t pass that way for decades. He couldn’t mark time forever. He had a strange urge to repaint the whole house, brighten it, make it new, maybe expand the rose bed he and Sandra had planted together, maybe remake Jason’s old bedroom into a study. His life had been on hold for almost six years. Wasn’t that enough?

			Of course.

			Maybe not.

			How could he know?

			You weren’t always this indecisive, he heard Sandra tease.

			Only where you were concerned, he told her. But that wasn’t quite right. He’d always been sure of her. Himself, that was another matter. Even after all this time, he couldn’t be certain her voice was real, that it was her speaking from the beyond and not just the memory of her. But he did have a preference.

			He drove to work. Arriving at Northern District Headquarters, he settled into his cubicle on the second floor and whisked through his emails and voice mails, mostly bureaucratic business, a few related to ongoing investigations. Late last week, he’d off-loaded Dumas’ and Montufar’s work to Holly Ross and Theresa Swan, respectively. Nothing major. A few minor assaults, some idiot shooting off rounds in the woods of Centennial Park, probably at birds or squirrels. Their most serious active case involved a strange series of parking lot collisions, thankfully without injuries, in which witnesses said the perpetrator was an irritable elderly Latina in a powder blue Escalade. Peller rather wanted to take on that one himself if only for its weirdness, but it was right up Ross’ alley. Last year, she’d revealed a surprising aptitude for handling unstable suspects when she was taken hostage by an armed killer.

			Done with email, he checked for reports of vandalism at St. Augustine. Nothing. He entered one himself, just to have it in the system. No resources would be wasted on it right now. A splash of paint hardly qualified as a priority. But should another incident occur—and Peller bet it would—the link would at least be on file. Out of curiosity, he queried for other recent incidents at Catholic churches in the county, then at churches generally. Synagogues, too. Nothing came up.

			†

			Detective Theresa Swan almost let the nice weather seduce her. Almost. While she loved being outdoors, it was best to stay alert. When you were hunting an armed suspect—even a dopey teenager taking potshots at wildlife in the woods—you couldn’t let your guard down.

			Yeah, yeah, that was stereotyping. She didn’t know she was looking for a teenager. Witnesses, such as they were, had described a teen/twenty-something/thirty-something tall/short skinny/chunky white/black/Asian/Hispanic man/woman. Incredibly helpful. Those Swan regarded as reliable, a mere three who could describe the perp’s clothing in at least minor detail, tended toward a younger male, on the lanky side, possibly of darker complexion. But he’d mostly been seen in shadow, so who knew his skin tone? He kept to the trees save once when spotted speed walking over open ground, face turned away from the witness. He was nondescript. Faded blue jeans. Black t-shirt. Black hoodie, sometimes with the hood up, sometimes down.

			The upside was, Swan got to walk in the park on a nice day. It was good to be doing something, anything, in the sunshine. She’d spent a fair portion of the previous ten months healing from a gunshot wound to her left shoulder. Her physical therapy had gone well. By now, she could almost believe nothing had ever happened. She relished the sun warming her dark skin, the breeze fluttering her black hair, while she strolled along the path into the woods along the lakeshore. Observers would think she hadn’t a care in the world. She almost convinced herself she didn’t.

			But she did. Another incident had been reported not an hour ago. A young mother pushing her baby in a stroller along the paved pathways heard gunshots in the woods bordering the southern shore of Centennial Lake west of pavilion G. She’d seen nothing, just heard the crack of a gun. Swan called in a trio of patrol officers to canvas the area. No luck. Few people had been there and none but the mother had seen or heard anything. Of course not.

			Still, the woman was scared. She hadn’t imagined the gunshots. While it was unlikely the perp remained in the area, this stand of woods offered plenty of hiding places. The path cut through the trees along the lakeshore and emerged at a boathouse where paddle boats could be rented. Swan searched for footprints or trampled undergrowth, but the tangled vegetation revealed nothing. Foliage hadn’t fully emerged on the deciduous plants, allowing greater visibility into the woods. Anyone hiding there must be well back.

			The crack of a branch and a rustling of dead leaves snagged Swan’s attention. She paused, peered into the darkened woods. Nothing caught her eye at first, then she heard it again and spotted a gray squirrel scampering from the forest floor up a tree trunk. It perched on a low branch, something clutched in its front paws, its tail curled into a question mark behind it. 

			“You got a license for that tail?” Swan asked. 

			The squirrel chattered a warning: predator alert! 

			Swan didn’t have a taste for squirrel soufflé. She walked on, spotting the lake now and again through gaps in the trees. No criminal activity there. She almost ignored the next rustling until movement caught her eye. She stopped, barely breathing. Alongside an old tree trunk, all but merged with it, a shadow undulated, as tall as a person but with an odd shape, like something from a horror film. 

			At least I’m dressed for this, Swan told herself, as though that trumped all other considerations. She wore jeans and work boots and a long-sleeved shirt. Her pocket-holstered handgun pressed reassuringly against her right thigh as she crept from the path into the trees, trying to keep silent. It wasn’t at all easy. Deadfall and foliage shed over the winter crackled beneath her feet as she worked her way toward the shadow. And yet, whoever or whatever it was didn’t notice her approach. She drew close enough to hear sounds, human sounds. Giggling. Muffled words. She paused and listened. 

			Two voices, one male, one female.

			“Figures,” Swan grumbled. 

			Still, best not to take chances where firearms might exist. She continued her measured approach and soon was close enough to make out half the words the couple exchanged. The talk was nothing she needed to hear. Keeping partially behind an oak trunk just in case, she called, “Howard County Police. Zip up and step out where I can see you.”

			The woman yelped. The man grumbled, “You gotta be kidding.” They tugged their clothing into place and stepped away from the tree. They were a young couple, probably early twenties, he of average height and a bit on the heavy side, she only an inch shorter, both blonde. The man was trying to smirk. It made him look ill, not cool. The woman struggled to hide her fear.

			Swan approached and gave them both a once-over before circling the tree they’d been using for support. No guns in evidence, but just to be sure, she asked. “Either of you carrying weapons?”

			The man’s smirk turned sarcastic. “You wanna see my weapon?”

			“You want me to book you for indecent exposure and disorderly conduct?”

			He looked down and shook his head. 

			“We received a report of gunshots fired in the area,” Swan said. “Are either of you responsible for that?”

			“No,” they muttered in unison.

			“Did either of you hear anything?”

			They shook their heads.

			She supposed not. They probably hadn’t been here at the time, and even if they were, they’d have been too focused on each other to notice a cannon going off. She stepped aside and waved them toward the path. “Get out of here,” she said. “And keep it in the bedroom.”

			They hurried on their way, crashing through the leaves, eyes downcast as they passed her by.

			“Mondays,” Swan grumbled.

			Since she was here, she tramped through the woods for a time, but nothing of interest turned up. Just more squirrels.

			†

			This was the fifth time in thirteen days. Different places around North Laurel, different victims, all the same story. A car parked a bit too close to the line or over the line or just in an inconvenient location for an angry old lady in her big blue Escalade. And then a dent or scratch or broken mirror or cracked bumper, and an irate plaintiff. This one was a chunky 19-year-old male in a Call of Duty t-shirt. He all but accused Detective Holly Ross of being the culprit. Over and over.

			Ross had tried to maintain eye contact with him while he ranted, but she was getting sick of it. She let her gaze wander the strip mall parking lot and the façades of stores lined up like a brood of baby ducklings. Ugly ducklings. Strip malls sure could show their age, once they came of age. The storefronts faced All Saints Road, surrounded by brick apartments and town homes shaded by old trees. Not an inspiring site, but yeah, the sort of place you’d expect an accident. Not an accident involving an Escalade, but an accident. 

			“Are you even listening?” the guy complained. Roark Caldwell, his driver’s license had said. It hadn’t been a great photo, even for a driver’s license. Stringy blond hair covering his ears, his face puffed up like he’d had the mumps that day.

			The pair of responding officers, who had arrived a good ten minutes before Ross, were leaning on their squad car by the curb of the strip mall, trying not to smirk. They’d had their turn with Mr. Caldwell and were now enjoying the show. Probably they wanted to see how far Ross would let him push her. She’d gotten a bad rep the previous year when, in a fit of zeal, she leaned too hard into several witnesses. One particularly, who responded by slicing Ross’ left cheek with a garden trowel. Thank God Theresa Swan had been there to cover her. Ross learned her lesson. It wouldn’t happen again. Not today, anyway. 

			She returned her gaze to the plaintiff. “I heard every word, Mr. Caldwell.” Several times, she didn’t add out loud. “We’re looking for the vehicle.”

			She gave his car another once-over. It was a piece of junk anyway, a 1997 Dodge Neon, silver except where it was rusted or blackened, in serious need of a bath, and with more dings, dents, and scratches than you could count in a month. The front bumper was now split wide open, its driver’s side dragging on the ground. Caldwell had parked badly, a good two feet too far forward, no doubt the reason the culprit had decided to teach him a lesson. But seriously, the damage couldn’t have lowered the car’s value by more than a hundred bucks. 

			 “Meanwhile,” she added, “contact your insurance company and be thankful you weren’t injured.” 

			“Of course I wasn’t injured! I wasn’t in the car! I was in the deli!” He jabbed a finger at the Sally’s Subs storefront. “How stupid can you get?”

			Ross gave him a pinched smile and left him standing there. Waving to the officers, she got into her car and pulled away. In her rearview mirror, they laughed and waved back. Caldwell gave her a goodbye gesture, too, neither friendly nor amused. She wondered if he’d have dared do that to Eric Dumas. Probably not. Dumas was a man. She was just a woman, an oval-faced Cherokee woman, without even a uniform to bolster her position. Detective or no, many men didn’t take her seriously. You’d think by now people would have gotten beyond their prejudices, but they ran deep, sometimes cutting their way to the surface, eroding pretensions to civility.

			Too bad Dumas was off having fun with his bride. Not that Ross begrudged her boss the time off. She was happy for him, for them both, but she sure could have used his advice, or at least his sympathetic ear. She shouldn’t have been on this case in the first place. Auto accidents weren’t the province of detectives. That’s what patrol officers were for. Except this time, it wasn’t an accident, not even an isolated incident. This was someone with anger management issues intentionally ramming half the vehicles in the county. If the perp’s SUV lasted that long, she might injure or kill someone.

			Pro bono publico, Ross reminded herself.  For public good. 

			In this case, the public good demanded quick apprehension of the suspect. Unfortunately, only a few things were known. A light blue Escalade, license number unnoticed. The driver was consistently described as Latina or Hispanic or a few times as “an immigrant,” with or without “illegal” prepended, depending on who did the talking. Most called her old or elderly, with two witnesses explicitly stating she had gray hair.

			Five incidents in a baker’s dozen days. Ross had mapped them. Her initial hypothesis: they were close to the perp’s domicile. For a time, that seemed likely. The first three incidents, two of which occurred before the case was tossed to Violent Crimes, had indeed been in the southeast part of North Laurel. But the next pair bled north along the I-95 corridor into Elkridge. And then this incident, back in North Laurel. Ross still bet her little old lady came from somewhere around here. Too bad she’d been wily enough to avoid getting caught in the act. 

			The lack of suspect or license left one route: vehicle registrations. Ross had already put in a request with the MVA. Escalades were expensive, roughly in the fifty-five K range. Total U.S. and Canada sales last year had been under forty thousand, so there weren’t likely more than a thousand of them on the road in the entire state of Maryland. Most of those would be in the D.C. area and a few other locales where the bulk of the money lived. With luck, Ross could narrow it down to a handful of candidates in the target area. Then she could pay a visit to their owners and see if any owned a Cadillac tank that had been used as a battering ram. 

			It was a plan, anyway. Not a fun plan, but dogged research and a little logic was how most cases got solved.

			At least the county paid her to do it.
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