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			For Bridget, who has some experience with complex family dynamics, 

			although not this much.

		

	
		
			Disclaimers

			 

			Howard County, Maryland is real. Some setting elements have been changed to suit the story, while others are complete fabrications. I accept full blame for any errors of fact or procedure in the text but gently remind you that this is, after all, a work of fiction.

			 

			No AI tools were used in the crafting of this story. Seriously, where would be the fun in that?

		

	
		
			I call on Thee O Fashioner, O Satisfier, O Uprooter! Thou the Sufficing, Thou the Healing, Thou the Abiding, O Thou Abiding One!

			 

			~ Baha’u’llah, The Long Healing Prayer

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			 

			Helpless, he watched from his second floor living room window above the bakery. Water surged down Main Street below, hurling branches and wreckage and even cars through the darkness. Mother Nature, the most efficient of brooms in hand, was sweeping the town clean. 

			A strange phrase, he thought, sweeping clean. A friend’s grandmother had once spoken in those terms: the 1937 Ohio River flood, she said, had swept their house clean away. But this wasn’t clean. The water raged muddy brown, full of tumbling shapes torn from buildings. Nor did it pass with the quiet swish of a broom over a floor. Its predatory rumble signaled satisfaction as it feasted on its kill. 

			What had the flood ripped from his own business two floors below? He could only imagine. The old oak door with its rich red grain highlighted by dark, swirling knots? The glass storefront with its Old English script, smashed into a million lethal shards? Splinters of wooden tables and chairs where once customers gathered for food and companionship? Cakes and cookies and pastries still warm from the oven, dissolved in the night, their commingled aromas diffused on the wind?

			He might have wept had he seen it. Tomorrow he would see and weep. Tonight he could only watch the street boil.

			Behind him, a whisper of movement announced his wife. She came into the living room from the kitchen, dinner over, dishes done, and stood beside him. She took his hand in hers. They watched together, silent, he tall and slim, she short and slim, while water rushed down the street and sirens wailed in the distance and frightened people cried in the terrible night.

			“Will it be okay?” she asked.

			He shook his head, not knowing. 

			She squeezed his hand.

			“Yes,” he decided. “This is what insurance is for.”

			“Insurance can’t fix everything, Jim.”

			“No.”

			Denise lifted her round face to him. A lock of her long, dark hair crossed it, and he pushed it back from her hard eyes. “Water is a shovel,” she told him. “It digs up everything.”

			It had crossed his mind, too, this everything of which she spoke, the dangerous secret whose exposure she feared. But a torrent of decades had rushed by. It could hardly matter anymore. The here and now filled his thoughts. Lost business. Lost customers. Lost heritage. His bakery was more than a store. It was four generations of Ferrings. James Ferring IV hoped someday to pass it to James Ferring V, little as his son cared. In time, maybe, James the younger would remember his heritage, and the bakery would be waiting. This wasn’t the first Ellicott City flood, nor would it be the last. They would rebuild, reopen, recover. People always had, always would.

			“Say something.”

			Jim regarded Denise with dull eyes. When she was twenty-seven, she had been the most beautiful woman in the world. Now, at twice that age? He didn’t know. She wasn’t unpleasant to look at, but as she gained in years she’d lost something else. A sparkle had slipped away when he wasn’t looking, leaving her cold, cynical, the self-appointed watchdog of the modest Ferring empire. He took her into his arms and held her close. “I wouldn’t worry about it,” he whispered in her ear.

			Together, they stared into the darkness. 

			She watched the water. 

			He watched the water.

			“I would,” she said.
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			Years later, when his grandchildren Susie and Andrew were old enough to understand the word, Detective Lieutenant Rick Peller would describe the night of Tuesday, May thirtieth as one that should have been euthanized. The flood was bad. What it unearthed was worse. And to add insult to injury, he ended up soaked, bruised, battered, and only by the grace of God alive. He began at the scene of a gun shop burglary.

			The call came as he trundled home in his F150 following a day of senseless if non-lethal violence and its attendant paperwork. Crime never took time off. That day, it had been a drug dealer shot in both kneecaps by a disgruntled client, a knifing at the Columbia Town Center over a botched fast-food order, and a betrayed girlfriend tracking down her ex’s lovers and inflicting heavy damage on their cars with a hammer. Peller was a bit sorry they’d caught her but proud that his team had scored one hundred percent that day. Every perp had been apprehended by the time he left for home.

			But May thirtieth wasn’t over.

			“What do they want with me?” he demanded of the dispatcher. Even with the current understaffing, routine burglary shouldn’t be a job for an off-the-clock lieutenant.

			“Geri wants you,” the dispatcher said, as though crime scene technician Geri Franklin outranked them all.

			“Why?”

			“That’s above my paygrade, Lieutenant. I just make the calls.”

			“Yeah, sorry, ten-four. On my way.” Peller rerouted himself. He’d been looking forward to phoning his son Jason and the grandkids that evening. It had been a couple weeks since he talked with them, and he was feeling the distance. Fortunately, they lived two time zones west in Denver. With luck, he’d wrap this up quickly and catch them before Belinda tucked the kids in bed. 

			His destination was The Lodge, a store west of Ellicott City just off U.S. Route 40. It was hard to miss. A bright green sign upon which a twelve-point buck pranced identified the stand-alone building. A nearly dead light flickered inside the sign, supplying an illusion of movement. Fast food restaurants, a grocery store, and a pet supply store clustered nearby, screened from the gun shop by stands of tall trees. Maybe they were embarrassed to have The Lodge for a neighbor. It stood alone, like the last kid to be picked for a team.

			He parked and went in, noting in passing the bars on the windows, the deadbolt on the front door, the alarm system controls on the wall inside. The storefront felt surprisingly roomy. The goods were arranged along the walls and windows, leaving the middle open. Glass display cases served as counters on three sides. Racks of guns, hunting bows, and fishing rods lined the walls behind the counters. Apparel and other merchandise hung on clothing racks before the windows. 

			The two responding officers huddled over one of the display cases, talking shop with the lone employee on duty. A sleek semi-automatic handgun lay on the counter while the employee pointed out its features with his meaty index finger.

			When Peller entered, the officers snapped to something like attention. The employee tugged his untucked button-down shirt into position over his stocky frame. Heavily bearded, he didn’t look like someone to be messed with, but his expression was that of a child caught stealing cookies.

			Peller introduced himself.

			“Chuck Ferring,” the big man said. “I’m the owner.”

			“What’s the story, Mr. Ferring?”

			Ferring waggled a thumb toward a curtain covering the storeroom door. “Somebody broke in and made off with a dozen or so weapons. Mostly handguns. A couple rifles.”

			“When did this happen?”

			“About an hour ago. I was helping a customer. I heard a noise and went back to check. By the time I got there, they were gone.”

			The senior officer, David Moles by his nametag, south-of-the-border by his face and accent, likewise motioned at the curtain. “The back door was unlocked and a few boxes knocked over. That’s probably what Mr. Ferring heard.”

			Ferring cleared his throat and looked at the gun on the counter.

			Peller could well imagine his embarrassment. Barred windows, deadbolts, alarms, and the burglars just strolled in. “When was that door last used?”

			“Four days ago,” Ferring said, “when we got a delivery.”

			An open and shut case, Peller quipped to himself. They opened the door, took what they wanted, and shut it again. An all-too-common story. Why weren’t people more careful? “What about your customer? Did they hear the noise?”

			Ferring shrugged. “He heard it. I guess he got tired of waiting. He left before I got back.”

			“How long did that take?”

			“About ten minutes. When I realized stuff was missing, I checked over everything.”

			Trampling any evidence. “Did you know the customer?”

			Ferring shook his head. 

			Peller figured it better than even odds the customer had been a distraction, allowing the burglars to work unnoticed. He turned to the officers. “So why am I here? Something unusual turn up?”

			Moles made that thumb gesture again. “The tech is working the scene now, sir. And yeah, we found something unusual.” The officers glanced at each other as though sorting out who should spring the surprise on him.

			“Such as?”

			“There’s a note. She’s bagged it for you.”

			After thirty years on the force, little surprised Peller anymore, but sometimes a sight, sound, or comment triggered a disquiet in him. He’d learned to pay attention to that feeling. “What kind of note?”

			“A sort of manifesto. It basically says…” Moles looked at Ferring as though willing him to finish the explanation, but Ferring wasn’t inclined. He gazed out the storefront and chewed his bottom lip.

			“Says what, Officer?”

			“Your people will die. That’s the gist of it. All your people will die.”

			A few heavy drops of rain splattered on the shop window, rapping like a cane against the glass.

			“Are you the only employee here, Mr. Ferring?” Peller asked.

			Miserable, Ferring nodded. 

			“Then I guess you’re stuck for a while. Make yourself comfortable. I may need to ask some questions.”

			Not waiting for a reply, he pushed his way into the storeroom. The curtain concealed a door that stood open at the moment. It, too, had a deadbolt on it. All that useless security, Peller thought. A set of well-stocked metal racks surrounded him. Neatly stacked upon them, scores of boxes bore clear labels identifying contents and quantities: rifles here, shotguns there, handguns across the way. Ammunition. Knives. Assorted hunting gear. Outdoor clothing. The place bespoke such organization and care that the unlocked door felt like someone blowing a raspberry at Ferring. Kneeling before the gray metal door, now open, crime scene technician Geri Franklin carefully lifted a fingerprint from the jamb. Rain splashed in the darkness beyond.

			“Anywhere I shouldn’t step?” Peller asked. 

			 “You’re good.” Her eyes never left her work.

			The door had both a lock on the knob and a heavy deadbolt. The windowless walls were painted battleship gray. Making a slow circuit of the shelves, he noticed nothing obviously out of place except a single box which had fallen about ten feet from the door. Crumpled along the edge that hit the floor, it hadn’t popped open. Aside from that, he couldn’t have said anything was amiss. The burglars hadn’t trashed the place. They knew what they wanted and where to find it.

			“I’m told the burglar left a note.”

			Franklin stood and hefted a small bag where she kept her tools and collected evidence. She was tall and lean with intense blue eyes. She looked a good five years younger than she really was. Her face should have been in high school, but her focus overmatched the most skilled of surgeons. Peller thought she’d make one hell of a detective if she were so inclined. 

			“Here,” she said. “It’s an odd one.” She extracted a plastic bag and handed it to Peller. He tilted the bag to reduce the glare and read.

			Your life will be destroyed. Your means will be taken. Your weapons will turn against you. The wronged will be avenged. The end has begun.

			“Great. Another lunatic loose in Howard County. We’ve had more than our share these past few years.” He handed the note back.

			“Maybe it really is the end times,” Franklin said. She sounded so serious that only those who knew her would know she was kidding. “Or a sick joke. It’s too apocalyptic to be real, don’t you think?” She returned the note to her bag without looking at it. 

			Thunder rumbled overhead. The rain transitioned from rattling on the roof to hammering as though trying to break in. It sounded like a thousand empty soda cans bouncing around up there. Peller looked at the ceiling. “Some people thrive on apocalypse. Let me know if anything turns up.”

			“Yep.” Having finished with the door, Franklin closed it to keep the rain out and clanked the deadbolt shut.

			Peller returned to the showroom, where Chuck Ferring and the officers had moved on to the subject of bow hunting. The trio slid into silence at the first glimpse of Peller’s tight-lipped concentration. “You read the note, Mr. Ferring?”

			Ferring nodded.

			“What do you think?”

			“Sounds like someone needs meds.” Ferring appeared to need some himself.

			“Does someone want to hurt you?”

			“No, sir. I just run this little store and try to be a good neighbor.”

			Peller stared at Ferring long enough to make the man uncomfortable but got nothing more. “Whoever did this hates you. Maybe you should tell me who it is, before something ugly happens.”

			Ferring shrugged once more. Despite the rain, the information creek, barely damp to begin with, had run dry.

			Peller tossed a business card on the display case. “If you change your mind, give me a call. Make sure you submit your theft report to ATF tomorrow.” 

			Beyond the front window, rain worthy of a tropical storm battered the asphalt. He could have been home by now, chatting with Jason, Susie, and Andrew while the storm raged outside. He could even be having dinner with Joan Churchill if he wanted. She’d brave the weather to spend an evening with him, although he wasn’t sure why he thought of her. Introduced through Detective Sergeant Andy Newton’s well-intentioned meddling, he and Churchill had met a few times over the past four months, but only as friends. Peller didn’t want more than that. Some days, today particularly, he didn’t want that much. 

			He shunted her to the back of his mind and pulled open the door. A blast of cold wind drove a splatter of rain into his face. “Whoa. Looks like a night for flash flooding,” he told the others. “Be careful going home.”

			Shoulders scrunched, he plunged into the downpour. Five giant steps carried him to his truck. He yanked the door open, dove through, and slammed it behind him. Clothing soaked, he turned the key and watched the windows fog. Once the defroster cleared them, he drove route 40 east and merged south on 29. As soon as he had, the police radio chatter swelled. 

			“Ten forty-six, St. Paul and Mulligan’s Hill.”

			“Main Street’s a river. I can’t get there.”

			“Any units on New Cut Road, respond.”

			“Ten fifty-three on New Cut south of College. Big oak. Just missed the houses, thank God.”

			“Can you get through?”

			“Only on foot. It’ll be a soggy hike, but we’ll get there.”

			“Ten forty-six, Main and Church. A woman with two children.”

			Peller could almost hear the terrified screams of the children trapped with their mother in the family car, water surging around them, maybe pushing them down the street toward the Patapsco River. He radioed that he would approach on Old Columbia Pike. Wipers running full steam, he took the exit toward Ellicott City’s historic district as fast as conditions allowed. Likely he could do no good, but they needed police on as many sides as possible. The historic district lay in the bottom of a valley that wound down to the Patapsco. With sprawling development, the valleys and ravines feeding it had become asphalt rivers channeling rainwater inexorably downward. Flash floods could cut off most escape routes in less than a minute and hold the cavalry at bay for an hour.

			Lightning seared the dark. He could barely see through the wall of water that his windshield had become, but he knew the way. Being the only fool on the road, he held to its center. A barrage of calls echoed in his ears: people trapped in cars, power lines down, trees down. He’d never seen a storm like this. Not even the occasional tropical storm rambling up from the Gulf of Mexico had ever struck with such fury.

			Rounding a downhill curve, Peller felt his truck skid. He eased up the gas and fought the vehicle into line. Over the pounding rain, he heard a dull roar. It wasn’t thunder. It rolled on and on, nonstop. This was the voice of water. Somewhere in the dark, rapids churned across his path. He slid to a stop just as his truck dipped its toes into the shore of a newly-formed lake. He clambered out. Simultaneously, the deluge transformed into a light spring rain that any other day would have brought to mind daffodils and tulips. But not today. Floodwaters boomed as he picked his way onto the sidewalk and down toward Main Street. There, a muddy froth rushed between the shops, carrying off branches and chunks torn from buildings. 

			Up the road to his left, a car faced into the torrent. Somehow it held its ground, but it rocked in the current and might at any moment be dislodged. Peller could just make out moving shapes behind the windows, small hands pounding on the glass. Standing just out of the water above the intersection, half a dozen drenched men looked on in horror. He ran toward them and called over the thundering rapids. “Let’s get them out of there!”

			One of the group, a stocky man with a military haircut, gave a thumbs up. “We made a human chain but couldn’t reach. We’re two people short. One, now you’re here.”

			“We’ll be enough.” Nobody argued. Game for another attempt, the group reformed the chain, the first man anchoring himself to a lamppost in a foot and a half of water at the edge of the torrent and the rest hanging onto their neighbors, one by one gingerly wading into the street, feet planted against the current. Peller elected himself for the most dangerous position at the far end of the chain and within a couple of minutes had reached the car. He could see the people inside now, a woman in tears and two small children—a boy and a girl—crowding the rear window, screaming for help. He stretched out his arm and groped for the door handle. The water battered him, threatening to knock him down and carry him off.

			Arm extended so far it hurt, his fingertips fell just shy of the handle.

			“Stretch!” he called back, and each link of the chain passed on the message. The whole line stretched. 

			He got hold of the handle and pulled. The flood pushed back. He fought it, but the water was stronger, and the door wouldn’t open. Inside, the woman rocked back and wailed.

			“Stay calm!” he yelled, but she couldn’t hear. “Lower the window!” He tapped the window with his fingernails and motioned downward, hoping the woman would understand.

			She did. She pushed at a button on the door, but nothing happened. Peller’s heart sank. The car’s electronics had shorted out in the water. Without power, the windows couldn’t be opened. The woman turned the key a few times and slapped at the steering wheel, then made a hopeless gesture at him. 

			Short of turning the car around so the rushing water would work in their favor, Peller couldn’t see how they could get the woman and her children out. The flood hadn’t risen much. Had it crested? Maybe car and passengers could stay put until it subsided. But no. Something slammed against his shin, and he nearly tumbled over. The object thumped the car. The vehicle shuddered.

			Along the human chain, gritted teeth and locked hands urged him to try again. The men hadn’t given up, but the effort to stand their ground wore on them.

			“What’s your name?” Peller asked the man next to him. He had to yell to make himself heard over the rush of water.

			“Ron,” the other replied.

			“I’m letting go, Ron.” 

			Ron eased his grip. Peller grabbed the door handle again, released Ron’s hand, and yanked himself against the body of the car. The water threw him hard into it. Bracing himself just behind the door, he hauled on the handle with both hands and felt it move. It might have weighed as much as the entire car, but he pulled until he could work his thigh into the opening to hold it. Then, pushing with everything he had, he pried the door open enough for the woman to pass through. He couldn’t help her. His whole body had to maintain pressure against the door just to keep it open.

			“Hold onto the door,” he yelled at her. “Reach for the guy at the end of the line. His name’s Ron. He’ll help you.”

			She shook so much, she could barely hold onto the steering wheel. Ron motioned encouragement. “My children!” she wailed.

			Peller hadn’t figured that out yet. “We’ll get them.”

			“I can’t do this!”

			“Yes, you can. We’ve got you.”

			She forced down a sob, scooted into the opening, and gingerly dipped a foot into the water. “I’m scared.”

			Something thudded against the door. The impact nearly knocked the wind from Peller, and his feet slipped from under him. He hauled himself up and pushed on the door. I can’t take much more of this, he thought. I have to get her moving. Fortunately, he got an idea. “Ma’am, I need you in the chain by the lamppost. With your help, we can get your children out.”

			That convinced her. Whole body trembling, she worked her way beneath Peller’s arms and around the door, where she caught hold of Ron’s hand. He pulled her to him, and Peller waited while she worked her way steadily down the chain. It felt like hours. She reached the far end and, clasping hands with people on either side, took her place. The chain shifted toward the car. Ron grabbed the door handle and pulled. The weight on Peller eased.

			Peller motioned to the children. “Come here,” he called. “I’ll help you. Everyone will help you.” The girl, about two years her brother’s senior, took the boy’s hand, helped him into the front seat, and gently pushed him forward. She was scared, but she put on a brave face for her brother. Good girl, Peller thought. 

			Keeping one hand on the car for a brace, Peller carefully picked up the boy and shifted just enough to get him in reach of the chain. Even with Ron pulling, the flood tried to cut Peller in half with the door. 

			“Climb over us,” Ron told the child. We can’t let go of each other.” Shaking, the boy did as he was told. 

			Peller motioned the girl out and helped her into the chain. To avoid disrupting anyone’s balance, he waited while the children made their way along the line and breathed a sigh of relief when finally they were in their mother’s arms. Then he eased himself out of the doorway. Water pressure pushed the door shut as he went. He had to take care lest his arm be pinned, but finally he was free. 

			Holding onto the door handle, he began to turn so he could take Ron’s hand. Just as Peller reached out, Ron yelled, “Damn!” and stumbled, barely keeping his balance. Something hard slammed into Peller’s gut, knocking him off his feet. He flipped over backwards and went under. Cold, muddy water surged over him. He tumbled, tumbled, heels over head, hands scrambling madly for something, anything to hold on to. They found nothing. Unidentifiable shards scraped his face, his legs, his arms, his back. Just when he thought his lungs might explode, his head popped from the water and he sucked in a great gulp of air before being pulled under again. The flood tossed him five directions at once. He surfaced a second time, not knowing which way was which.

			The water dragged him down again and battered him with everything it had collected. His body slammed against something unyielding. He clawed for a handhold and wrapped his arms around the object. Whatever it was, it stood its ground. He hung on while the angry torrent clawed at him. Water crashed over him, flooded his mouth and nostrils, but still he held on and got his feet wrapped around the object, too. Almost out of air, he clambered up whatever had saved him, surfaced, spat out water, gasped his lungs full of air. Above him, a blinding red glare pierced the night. The pole had thin, sharp projections on either side about at the level of his hips. He worked his feet onto them, hoping whatever they were would take his weight. As he pushed higher, metal buckled under him. He slipped, but his footholds didn’t give way.

			He hung there, body all but fused to the fluted pole. Above him, an old-fashioned traffic signal capped the pole. Gasping for breath, he straightened to get as much of his body out of the torrent as possible. He blinked water from his eyes and assessed his predicament. His feet and calves remained submerged. The flood ran nearly eight feet deep below him. 

			He looked up into the blaze.

			“Red light,” he panted to nobody, for nobody was there. “Means stop.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			 

			 

			Detective Theresa Swan liked the locale if not the assignment. A farm girl from North Carolina, she loved rustling trees, the rush of hidden waters, the chatter of birds, and cerulean skies. She could almost imagine this was the Howard County of fifteen thousand years past, where damp soil had never felt the touch of human feet and the twitching noses of deer and squirrels had never caught a whiff of humankind. She drove with the windows down, warm wind whipping her dark hair about her dark face and shoulders, scarcely believing that only last night a once-in-a-century storm had battered the region. 

			But the tranquility was short-lived. She had come to the eastern end of Patapsco Valley State Park, a fringe of greenery where Howard County abutted Baltimore County, to investigate a report of human remains. As she approached the scene, tension knotted her muscles. She had crossed paths with death just twice before. Her grandmother had passed five years ago, when Swan was twenty-three, and a friend from her academy days had been killed in a traffic accident a few months ago. That was it. She hoped this wasn’t the scene of a grisly murder.

			Don’t get ahead of yourself, Swan told herself. Howard County wasn’t Baltimore. Probably some hapless soul had been swept down the river in the flood and deposited here. Although, that wasn’t much comfort. Death by torrent couldn’t be pleasant. Rumor had it Rick Peller nearly became a statistic himself. She shuddered at the thought. 

			Swan followed River Road to a hill above a sandy shelf where the Patapsco bent slight north. A uniformed park ranger waited there, leaning on the rear of his official pickup truck, picking his fingernails and whistling to himself. She stopped her cobalt blue Chevy Cavalier fifteen feet behind his vehicle. He glanced up as she climbed out, then returned to his nails. When Swan introduced herself, he reciprocated, albeit stiffly. 

			“Bob Allen.” He squinted at her face. “Didn’t expect a pretty black lady. We usually get grumpy old white guys.”

			Was that a compliment? Sexist? Racist? All three at once? Whatever. Her superior and mentor Detective Sergeant Corina Montufar would have advised her to ignore both praise and slights. She was just a detective, here to do a job. 

			Swan catalogued Allen’s appearance: average height, slim, probably in his mid-forties, gold wedding band on his left ring finger. A hint of a tattoo peeked above his collar on the right side of his neck without revealing the design. She suspected his hair was thinning under that ranger hat. What showed was dark brown with no hint of gray.

			“So what’s the trouble, Mr. Allen?”

			“No trouble, really, just something strange.” 

			“What kind of strange?”

			“I supposed you’d call it human remains.”

			“Are we talking a fresh body in the woods or something you dug up with a shovel?” 

			Allen grinned. He had a toothy smile that made him look a bit manic. “I like a woman with a sense of humor. A skull. Come on, I’ll show you.” He led her off the road and down a tree-covered slope, judiciously placing his boots with every step. 

			Swan hadn’t worn boots, just a comfortable pair of white flats. She hadn’t expected a field expedition. Three steps down slope, she slipped and caught at a branch. She nearly slid into Allen.

			He paused and eyed her shoes with some amusement. “This mud is slick. Better be careful.”

			Thanks for the heads up, she grumbled to herself. With the help of the trees, she picked her way down. Her shoes would be ruined by the time they reached the water, and her blue and green pantsuit wouldn’t fare much better. Mud was already splattered halfway up her calves. 

			They reached the river. The flow gurgled by, carrying twigs and bits of bark downstream. “The water is up a foot or so.” Allen motioned along the river’s course. “Usually, this bar is about twice this size. Here’s our friend.” He led her upstream and pointed to a human skull stuck in the mud, two-thirds exposed, empty eye sockets gazing heavenward as though in prayer. A smooth expanse of mud surrounded it, untouched save by the water that had deposited it.

			“That definitely looks weird,” Swan commented.

			“I’ve named him Carl.” Allen flicked a smile her way. “After my college roommate. Carl spent more time lying around staring at the ceiling than anyone I’ve ever known.”

			She laughed. “What did he major in, naps?”

			“That was his minor. He majored in women. He’d have hit on you for sure. He was white, but he enjoyed variety.” He cocked his head at the skull. “Maybe naming it is premature. This could be a lady skull.”

			Exhaling frustration, Swan slipped her hands into her pants pockets. The fingers of her right hand brushed the grip of her gun, holstered there. Give me an excuse, she thought. But no. He wasn’t worth the bullet.

			“What do we do with this guy or girl, as the case may be?”

			Swan withdrew her hands. “I’ll call a technician to photograph and collect it for the medical examiner. Whoever it is, they’ve been gone a long time.”

			“Makes one think, doesn’t it? Colonial settler? Indian? Confederate soldier? Escaped slave?” He smirked. “Could be a relative of yours. Or mine. I have ancestors on both sides of the Civil War.”

			They both knew what her ancestors had been. Swan refused the bait. “Is there an easier way back to the road?”

			“That was the easy way.”

			“I don’t know if I can make it in these shoes.”

			“Yeah, fashion isn’t much good out here. But I’ll get you back.” 

			They returned across the sand bar to the hill. He took a few careful upward steps, made sure his feet were planted securely, and reached back to Swan. Reluctantly, she took his hand and started up behind him. He climbed judiciously and to his credit made sure she didn’t face-dive into the mud. When they reached the top, he let go and accompanied her to his vehicle, silent, eyes flicking between the ground and her face. 

			“Something wrong?” Swan asked.

			“You don’t fit my idea of a detective. Not that I’ve ever met one.”

			“What, am I too skinny?”

			He laughed.

			“Or too female, maybe?” Or too black?

			Allen declined to answer. He touched the brim of his ranger hat. “It’s been nice, but I have to get on with my day. Come back and visit sometime.” He climbed into his truck and drove into the park’s interior, leaving Swan to wrestle with a tangle of anger, hatred, and self-doubt. He’d manipulated her far too well.

			She pushed emotion aside and joked with the dispatcher as she put in the call, recommending the tech bring climbing gear. Then she immersed herself in the scenery, breathing deep and slow as jays and sparrows and cardinals flitted about. She listened to the hammering of an unseen woodpecker and the impressive repertoire of a mockingbird. The breeze licked her face like an exuberant puppy. She leaned her seat back, closed her eyes, and for a rare half hour did nothing but enjoy sound and sensation.

			All too soon, tires crunched to a halt and Geri Franklin’s voice intruded. “Overwhelmed, aren’t you?” 

			Swan opened her eyes to find Franklin peering into the car, amused. She put her seat up and returned the smile. “I deserve a break. I slid the whole way down to the river in these.” She opened her door and stuck out her left foot, muddy shoe and all.

			Franklin shook her head. “Unprepared, Theresa. Shame on you.”

			“Some of us spend more time at our desks than in the wild. Being prepared means knowing our passwords.”

			“So have that man of yours take you camping and teach you some survival skills.”

			“Ken? They only thing he knows about the great outdoors is the lawnmower.”

			Franklin laughed and stepped back so Swan could exit her vehicle. “So, what’s the deal?”

			That was more small talk than most people got from Franklin. If she was more open with Swan and Holly Ross—the youngest detective on the force—it was only their shared generational bond. Otherwise, she was all business and particularly looked it now: jeans, a long-sleeved denim shirt, and hiking boots. She had a canvas bag stuffed with the tools of her trade slung over her right shoulder. She was all set for a jaunt through a soggy wood.

			Swan pointed into the trees. “A park ranger found a human skull by the river. The flood probably washed it out of an old grave. Photograph and collect it and send it to the medical examiner. I’ll show you the muddy slope of death. After that, you’re on your own.”

			“After you.”

			Swan led Franklin to the top of the incline. “The ranger’s name is Bob Allen. He won’t likely come back, but he knows I called you. If he does drop by, try not to push him off a cliff.”

			Franklin eyed the mud and shifted the bag to her left shoulder. “Sounds like you don’t like him.”

			“He’s either a racist misogynist or clueless.”

			“Don’t stress over it, Theresa. Mind over matter. If you don’t mind, he doesn’t matter.”

			Easy for you to say, Swan thought. 

			Franklin took hold of a tree branch and tested the mud at the top of the slope with her right foot. “For serious. You can’t control anyone but yourself. Go back to your nap, now. I got this.”

			Swan watched Franklin negotiate the slope as though she’d been born on the side of a slippery hill. Returning to her Cavalier, she contemplated that nap but decided against it. She was on the clock, after all. Paperwork beckoned.
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			In her two years in investigations, Detective Holly Ross hadn’t worked any big cases, just a parade of nuisance crimes: a break in here and there, an occasional assault, a bit of vandalism, and the guy they’d branded “the drive-by flasher.” There was a case she’d rather forget.

			Something this odd, though…it could be a game-changer for her career.

			Of Cherokee descent, Ross had an oval face and a hesitant smile, as though she was never quite sure she was where she should be. But that smile belied her ambition. She knew where she wanted to be, and maybe because of that Captain Morris had moved her to Detective Sergeant Eric Dumas’ charge in a recent “workforce rebalancing.” The move presaged great things, making her part of a team the Captain regarded as special. And her first big assignment as part of that team was…

			…this.

			Two blocks up Main Street from the river, a block and a half north of where Rick Peller had by luck or miracle snagged a traffic signal pole the previous night and narrowly escaped death, a three-story building of deep red brick and black wood casings commanded Ross’ attention. The building, home to the HorseSpirit Arts Gallery, had weathered the storm as well as could be expected. Her eyes played over three large arch windows overhead. Below to the left, a circular window surveyed the street from just above the door. A huge arch window occupied the rest of the storefront. All that glass, and most of it still intact.

			Most of it. The lower part of the arch window had been smashed. Water gushed through and swept various objets d’art off an oak table. The table had been knocked off-kilter, but somehow it hadn’t overturned. A waterlogged painting now lay flat on the tabletop alongside ceramic shards. More shards and scraps and water-logged paintings lie scattered about its feet. 

			None of that particularly surprised Ross. The flood had done worse up and down Main Street. Several basements had been clawed open and foundations eroded. Farther down, an SUV had lodged in a double door. Water was still draining from that store. The art gallery got off easy. Ross was only here because of the bones. 

			A collection of disarticulated human bones littered the table and floor. A femur had come to rest in the window, precariously balanced on the jagged glass. Ross identified a humerus, a tibia (or was it a fibula?), a pelvis, vertebrae, and a collection of ribs. She guessed they had they all come from the same body, yet they hardly made up one ex-human. The rest must be scattered along the street or washed down the Patapsco and out to the bay.

			Police photographer Scott Sahin had arrived ahead of Ross and set to work documenting the scene of whatever this was. Not a drowning. This guy was long dead before the flood happened. Ross studied the street. Scores of people were clearing debris, talking to insurance adjusters and reporters, lamenting the damage to their businesses and lives. That’s all Main Street was: businesses flanked by residential side streets. The flood certainly hadn’t dug these bones from a cemetery, so where had they come from?

			“You good here?” Ross called to Sahin.

			Sahin waved. “Give me half an hour.”

			“You got it. Did Geri come with you?”

			Sahin pointed his camera. “She got another call but said she’ll be along shortly.”

			“Good, she’ll love this one.” Ross returned to her car, slid in, and grabbed the microphone. “Dectective Ross. Got an unusual 10-78 for you. Send me enough officers to canvas the Ellicott City Historic District. We have a collection of human bones in a storefront. We need to find any others scattered around before they’re hauled to the dump with the flood debris.”

			She could almost hear the dispatcher do a double-take. “Sounds like we need a ten-code for a joke.”

			Ross smirked. “You don’t believe me?”

			“Hell, no. It’s not October.”

			“So pretend it is and send me some cops.”

			“And a bag of candy. Ten four.”

			Ross laughed. This was definitely going to be a day to remember.
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			“Good morning, Sherlock.”

			Slumped in a chair in the Howard County General emergency room waiting area, Peller opened his eyes, relieved to hear a familiar voice if not the moniker. The place, only a third full this morning, was as pleasant as an echo chamber overflowing with irritated lions. A chorus of subdued moans and complaints competed with a running argument between a middle-aged man and his blanketed girlfriend over his need to get to work. Overlaying it all, a barrage of celebrity gossip and pharmaceutical commercials flowed from wall-mounted televisions. The place had a terrible bedside manner. 

			Thankfully, Joan Churchill’s brown eyes make him forget all that. She smiled, radiant in a pure white blouse and red ankle-length skirt. She had recently cropped her dark hair short. Peller found it unsettling, as though someone else had stolen Churchill’s face. He was used to her with a pile of fluff wound on top of her head. Righting himself, he tried to return the smile. “Thanks for coming. I hope it wasn’t too much trouble. I didn’t know who else to call.”

			She waved away his concern. “No trouble at all. My boss is very understanding. Are you okay? How long have you been here?”

			He pushed to his feet, a bit stiff but otherwise recovered from his tumble through the flood. The guy arguing with his girlfriend grew more strident as he catalogued every day he’d taken off since January first. “I’ll tell you about it in the car,” Peller said. “Just get me out of here.”

			Churchill took his arm to steady him, not that he needed it, and led him through the vestibule and into the warm morning. Peller blinked at the clear sky and felt the sun’s warmth on his face. It seemed one age had passed and another begun while medical staff probed and sampled and imaged his body. Abrasions and bruises, they finally decided, nothing worse. 

			Churchill steered him to the car and opened the door for him. Had he felt more himself, he would have objected to the babying. Once she was in and the engine started, she asked, “Hungry?”

			The word triggered either response or awareness; suddenly Peller was famished. “Yeah. What sounds good to you? I’ll buy.”

			“You don’t have to do that.”

			“You didn’t have to spring me, either.”

			She gave him a curiously motherly look, something Peller wasn’t used to receiving from anyone but his own mother. “You sure?”

			“I’m sure.”

			“There’s a little café and bakery on Broken Land Parkway across from the mall. I’ve never been there, but I’m told it’s pretty good.”

			Peller leaned against the headrest and closed his eyes. “Works for me.”

			Churchill drove and allowed him some silence. At first Peller could only feel relief that the ordeal was over, but the eight-minute ride afforded him time to wonder about the woman and children he had plucked from the car and the other men who had put themselves at risk to help. They must all have seen the flood sweep Peller away, must have felt terrified and helpless. Defeat snatched from the jaws of victory. Did they know he had survived?

			By the time Churchill pulled into a parking spot in front of the café, Peller had dug down to Chuck Ferring’s gun shop. The note puzzled him, but more so did Ferring’s reaction. The man must have known, or at least suspected, who had robbed him. So why the stonewalling? Ferring had no choice but to report the robbery. Failure to do so jeopardized his registration. Yet he seemed to fear investigation more than the threat left in his storeroom.

			“Wake up, Sherlock, we’re here.”

			He opened his eyes to find Churchill grinning at him. “That’s going to remain a private name, right?”

			“It has so far, hasn’t it?”

			“I sure hope so.”

			She winked and got out of the car. They entered the café and were inundated by the smells of baked goods and coffee hanging heavy in the air. She ordered a strawberry scone and a medium coffee, he two cinnamon rolls and the largest coffee available. The shop was crowded. The only available table sat smack in the middle of the action. 

			“More noise,” Peller groused, but only loud enough for her ears. 

			“Don’t like crowds?”

			“Not this morning.”

			“So how did you end up in the hospital, anyway?”

			While they ate, he related the whole story from daring rescue to treatment for minor injuries. “It’s amazing how long you can sit in the ER feeling like you’re dying before they pay attention to you.”

			She peered over the rim of her coffee cup. “Come on, Rick. Some patients are back there dying. Believe me. My little sister is a nurse.”

			“Oh, I know. I’ve seen it in the course of duty a few times. I’m just saying, the system isn’t exactly designed for comfort.” 

			“Ah, you want to experience your misery in stylish luxury.”

			Peller laughed. It made something in his left side smart. “Well, it would certainly be a change of pace.”

			She nibbled at her scone for a moment. “I’m glad you’re okay. That must have been scary.”

			He studied Churchill’s face. She ate, avoiding his eyes. “I didn’t have time to be scared. Not consciously, anyway. When something like that happens, you’re on automatic. It’s only afterward you have time to think about it.”

			“What did you think afterward?”

			“I don’t want to think about it.”

			“I’m serious, Rick.”

			“So am I.”

			“You could have been killed. You could have been swept into the river and…” She set down the remains of her scone and picked up her napkin to delicately wipe off her fingers.

			“I wasn’t. All’s well that ends well.”

			She lifted her coffee cup. Her hands were trembling. Good thing the cup had a lid on it.

			“I’m a sworn officer of the law, Joan. Sometimes I have to go into harm’s way. But it’s no different than driving. Every time you start your car, you’re taking your life in your hands.”

			Churchill watched the cup tremble. “It is, too, different.”

			Maybe. A little. Peller finished the first of his cinnamon rolls.

			She managed a sip of her coffee. “Wading into a flood is a lot riskier than driving.” 

			“I did it to help a frightened mother and her children.”

			“I’m not saying you did the wrong thing. I’m saying I don’t want to lose you.”

			Peller’s insides knotted up. He wasn’t interested in romantic entanglements. Churchill knew that, even though she harbored dreams of more than friendship. This leak of concealed emotion unnerved him. “I don’t, either.”

			Her eyes narrowed.

			“I wouldn’t needlessly throw myself in front of a train,” he said, hoping that might placate her.

			His offering’s efficacy was hard to gauge. “I don’t know how Sandra stood it.” 

			He didn’t, either. They’d never broached the subject, as though by not facing it they might avert disaster. Ironically, Sandra had died, not Peller. But he couldn’t speak of it without ripping open the wound.

			Her expression softening, Joan took his hand in hers. “Sorry. That was a stupid thing to say.”

			“It’s okay.”

			“No, it’s not. I don’t want to hurt you, Rick. I know you won’t ever be over it. I wish I could help you carry the burden. But I never even knew her.”

			Peller slipped his hand from hers and picked up his coffee cup. Before the rim touched his lips, he decided he didn’t really want it and set it down again. He checked his wristwatch. “I should get to work, I suppose.” 

			Churchill leaned back and brushed at her skirt as though it were overflowing with crumbs. “And I suppose you’ll want me to drive you.”

			“Sorry. I left my truck illegally parked last night. They probably towed it.”

			She forced a smile. “And you a cop. Shame on you.” 

			On their way out, they pitched the remains of their breakfast in the trash. 
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