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			Chapter One

			Waking up in the morning was like trying to pull myself out of quicksand. Every time I gained an inch, my cocoon yanked me back two, enveloping me in its warmth and sense of security. A cozy cave where reality was forbidden and the outside world not only didn’t exist but never existed. Kind of like the fictional world I’d created in my mystery series, which never existed, but felt as real as the comforter that covered my head.

			And I wouldn’t mind spending the rest of the day wrapped in my comfy sheath, except today was Saturday, and I had to get ready for my meeting with the Riddleton Runners at eight. Once a week, I met four of my friends at the park for a few laps around the mile-long track. Well, the real runners in the group managed a few laps. I’d yet to achieve two without doubling over with my hands on my knees, panting as if I’d just run five miles with Bigfoot chasing me.

			I dragged the cover off, peeled open an eyelid, and searched for the clock on the nightstand, shielding my exposed eye from the sunlight streaming through the blinds with one hand. Nothing destroyed my cocoon-based fantasy faster than a blast of bright yellow light in the eyes. Seven o’clock already. Time to get up. A word flew from my lips that, luckily, nobody else could hear.

			Wrestling my arm from under the blanket, I felt around the other side of the bed. No boyfriend. No dog. Eric must’ve already gotten up and taken my German shepherd, Savannah, with him. Although, I should’ve realized Savannah was gone because she didn’t throw her eighty-five pounds across my chest the instant I moved.

			Perfect. I could snooze for a while longer. I snuggled into the pillow and drew the covers back over my head. My cocoon sucked me in like I was the caterpillar that built it. Too bad I’d never be a butterfly.

			“Jen!” Eric’s tenor voice filtered through the blanket.

			A groan slipped out, and I burrowed deeper as if, like an infant, he’d think I’d disappeared if he couldn’t see me.

			Peekaboo.

			“Jen, I know you hear me.”

			“Go away!”

			“Come on. Get up. We need to leave soon.”

			Nope. Sleep weighed down my eyelids. “No, I don’t. I have an hour.”

			“An hour to actually be there.” Eric chuckled. “There’s coffee, and I made breakfast. You should eat before we go.”

			“I’m not hungry.” An audible stomach gurgle called out my fib. I’d bet he couldn’t hear it, though. And I’d probably lose as usual. Nothing I did got past him.

			“Liar.”

			“Am not!”

			“You’re always hungry.”

			“No, I’m always eating. That’s not the same thing.”

			He snagged the blanket, but I swatted his hand away.

			“Okay. Have it your way.” He whistled for the dog.

			Uh-oh. I curled into the fetal position and protected my head with my arms. Savannah charged onto the bed, clawed the blanket off, and stuck her snout in my eye. I flailed my arms, blinking back the tears. She grabbed a corner of the comforter and leaped to the floor, dragging it into the living room like a goliath superhero’s cape. I really needed to remember to tuck that thing under the mattress when I made the bed. Except I rarely made the bed.

			Eric posed on the edge of the mattress and grinned. “Good morning, sweetheart.”

			I bit back the two-word expression my mother had washed my mouth out with soap for saying in the third grade. Instead, I stuffed my head under the pillow. “Whether or not it’s a good morning is a matter of opinion.”

			“Any morning I wake up with you is a good morning.” He smacked my leg. “Now, get up. Your breakfast is getting cold.”

			He really could be sweet when he wanted to be. Actually, he was always sweet. I was the one with disposition problems. Up and down, affable and grumpy. Poor guy never knew what he’d be facing from one minute to the next. And yet he stayed. I’d never figure that one out.

			I came by my issues honestly, though. Between my stepfather, who blamed me for everything that’d ever gone wrong in his life, and my mother, who always made me feel like I was chasing butterflies through a minefield, I never stood a chance. If it weren’t for my best friend and her family, I wouldn’t have met a stable human being until I went to college. And college kids weren’t known for being stable.

			No wonder I was so messed up. Eric deserved better, and I resolved to give it to him. Starting tomorrow. Maybe the day after.

			Throwing the pillow at him, I extracted myself from the tangled sheet and sent him a faux glare. “You know, you’re lucky I love you.”

			“I know.” He stood and sidestepped toward the door. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen in five minutes, coffee in hand.”

			Eric O’Malley stood a head taller than I did, but we probably wore the same size jeans. Not that we’d ever swapped, but it might be fun to try it one day. For me, anyway. A rookie detective with the Riddleton Police Department, Eric’s buzz-cut hair was the color of an orange and a tomato that’d spent five minutes together in a blender. Add a swath of freckles across his pallid cheeks, and he resembled Opie Taylor in a grown-up suit. But he was a keeper, as my mother liked to remind me daily.

			I slowly lowered my feet to the floor as if testing the surface of an ice-covered lake. I stood there for a minute, making sure it would hold my weight. Unfortunately, it did. I needed to eat a few more chocolate chip muffins. That might do it.

			Out of excuses, I headed for the bathroom while the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and bacon wafting down the hall tantalized my nose, and my stomach encouraged me to hurry. Eric had the right idea about me eating before our run. I required little fuel for the smidgeon of energy I used pacing around the track barely faster than a walk, but a rumbling stomach would be a distraction, and I had enough trouble focusing already.

			When I flipped on the light, the mirror above the sink reflected the sleep-induced creases in my face and around my light-blue eyes, along with a severe case of bedhead. My short, black hair had evolved into a mass of spikes and cowlicks, creating a modern art masterpiece Picasso would envy.

			After completing my ablutions, I stuck my head under the running faucet and drowned my hair, the only way sure to tame it, then ran a comb through the soggy mass and made my way to the kitchen, looking like the star of a 1960s Brylcreem commercial. A little dab’ll do ya, and the wet head lived happily ever after in my house. Especially first thing in the morning.

			I chased the coffee-and-bacon lure to the kitchen and arrived with thirty seconds to spare. Eric smiled and handed me my “Creativity Begins With Coffee” mug, the contents already fixed with two sugars and cream, just the way I liked it. I breathed in the robust aroma and sipped, swirling the flavors around my tongue as if the store-brand brew had come out of a 1982 Chateau Lafite Rothschild bottle.

			After a hug and a kiss for the chef, I claimed my seat, and Eric set a plate of eggs over medium, bacon, and toast in front of me. I smiled at him with a mouthful of chewy, salty meat when he took the chair beside me. Savannah poked my knee to remind me she was available for cleanup, and my heart filled with contentment. I could get used to this.

			Eric swallowed the bite of toast he’d dipped in egg yolk and asked, “Are you getting excited yet?”

			I lowered my eyebrows and cocked my head in confusion. “Excited about what?”

			“Your new release. It’s in two weeks, right?”

			The second book of my Davenport Twins Mystery series, Twin Terror, was about to come out and, to be honest, I felt more nervous than excited. The first book, Double Trouble, had been a smash hit. I couldn’t imagine the second would do nearly as well. I slid my remaining egg from one side of the plate to the other. “Yup. Fifteen days, to be exact, but who’s counting?”

			“Sounds like you are.” He laid his fork down and took my hand. “You don’t seem very enthusiastic about the book coming out. What’s wrong?”

			How much time you got? “Just worried, I guess. Just because the first book sold a lot of copies doesn’t mean people actually liked what they read. If the second one doesn’t sell, the publishing team might change their minds about the rest of the series. And even if they don’t, people might not read the third because they didn’t like the second.”

			“I think you’re worrying too much. You’re a great writer and they’re lucky to have you. Don’t forget that.” He squeezed my hand. “Have they come up with a name for number three yet?”

			“I haven’t heard anything about it. I guess they were so far behind on book two they didn’t consider it a priority. Why, you have a suggestion?”

			“Uh-uh.” He poked a hole in his second egg to free the yolk from captivity. “You’re the writer. I’m just a lowly rookie detective in a small-town police department.”

			I wiped my greasy fingers on the napkin in my lap. “Lowly detective my foot. You’d be surprised at how much creativity you use to solve crimes. You just don’t see it that way.”

			He dunked another triangle of toast into yolk and met my gaze. “Maybe. But I prefer to think I use logic and deduction. And lots of legwork.”

			“If you insist. I still say it takes at least some creativity. After all, what’s deduction if not taking the facts and molding them into a conclusion?”

			“Okay. You could be right. Especially with the tough cases.” He set his plate down for Savannah to prewash. “I’m going to get dressed.”

			By the time I’d wiped up the last of the yolk with the last of my toast, he’d returned wearing his Christmas colors: forest-green running shorts and a red Riddleton High Track tank top. One day, I’d have to take him shopping for more running clothes so we could celebrate a different holiday once in a while. Halloween was next week. Black and orange might be an excellent place to start, as long as the orange didn’t clash too much with his hair. We could always make both shorts and shirt orange and pass him off as a tall, skinny pumpkin.

			I gave Savannah my plate, swallowed the last of my coffee, and headed for the bedroom to change into my Gamecocks sweats. If I thought about it, though, I was no better than he because I always wore the same thing, too. Perhaps we both needed to expand our wardrobes.

			Eric and I strolled hand in hand down Park Street, enjoying the light, brisk breeze and mid-autumn sunshine falling from the azure sky. Savannah alternately trotted and pranced on my left, anticipating our run, which was the highlight of her week. As much as she loved being in my company most of the time, Saturday morning in the park offered the strenuous exercise a dog her size needed. She looked forward to the trip almost as much as I dreaded it.

			Exercise for the sake of exercise had never been part of my routine, but, during my struggles with writer’s block, Eric had convinced me to try running with his group once a week. He swore it would help, and, though I hated to admit it, he turned out to be right. I could never be sure if the fresh air, the camaraderie, the influx of oxygen, or some combination of all three did the trick, but it worked. My words began to flow again, so here I was, way too early in the morning, ready to suffer for my art.

			The 1940s-era A-frame houses lining the street slept along with their occupants. If anyone inside was awake, they hadn’t yet made it out into the world. Too bad for them. They were missing the beginning of a glorious day. The irony of the thought wasn’t lost on me, however, since Eric’d had to force me out of bed this morning.

			In the name of community engagement, Riddleton’s town council hosted holiday decoration contests where residents and business owners competed for a plastic trophy and the right to puff out their chests like a tabby who’d brought home a mouse for lunch. Participation in the Halloween contest averaged second only to Christmas in the annual calendar of events, and this year was shaping up to be no exception.

			While the homeowners snoozed or sipped their first coffee of the day, decomposing hands waved to us from makeshift graves, witches stirred their otherworldly concoctions in cardboard cauldrons, and ghosts of all shapes and sizes haunted our path. Eric and I took turns pointing out the attractions we found most entertaining. Savannah glanced over her shoulder and trotted as close to the curb as possible without slipping off into the street to ensure no supernatural being could reach her.

			As we approached the wrought-iron gates of Riddleton Park, I spotted a small figure perched on the stone bench beside the entrance. It had to be Lacey Stanley, my bookstore business partner, and a mid-thirties, married mother of three. She wore her long brown hair in a convenient ponytail most of the time, and her runner’s body showed only a slight bump where, a few months ago, a seven-pound, ten-ounce baby had been.

			The other two members of our group wouldn’t be here today, which left the three of us to fend for ourselves. No problem, however. Lacey had just built herself back up to light jogging, which matched my running speed, and Eric could run circles around us as if we were a mobile maypole. I also might convince him to take Savannah for a sprint around the track as a treat for them both. Pretty sure it wouldn’t take much persuasion for him to agree.

			Savannah leaped and lunged, almost yanking my shoulder out of its socket, when she saw Aunt Lacey. I let her go since nobody else was around, despite the clearly posted rule stating all dogs must be leashed. Besides, she had a leash on. The sign didn’t say I had to be holding the other end.

			Lacey braced herself in self-defense, putting her hand out in a “stop” gesture as the slightly overweight German shepherd barreled toward her. Savannah dropped to her haunches and wiggled her entire body as if I’d just inserted fresh batteries into the Energizer Bunny.

			“Good girl!” Lacey said and leaned down in her black leggings and royal-blue tank top to scratch the dog’s chest.

			Eric chuckled. “I thought she was going to plow you under for a minute.”

			“No way. Jen’s put a lot of work into training her. And me.” She grinned in my direction. “It’s amazing how effective something as simple as putting your hand out can be.”

			I nodded. “No kidding. The rest of her training was a bit more challenging, though.”

			Lacey gestured toward the gate. “We ready to stretch?”

			Not a chance. Stretching for me was as much fun as riding a mechanical bull with no handholds. My muscles and I played tug-of-war every time I tried it, and I firmly believed some people weren’t meant to be limber. Asking me to stretch was like expecting a power pole to bend with the wind. No way that would ever happen. Still, Lacey and Eric insisted on loosening up before running, so I went along to get along.

			We worked through the routine, and I closed my ears to the screams from my extremities, focusing on the way the sunlight danced in the branches instead. Drops lingering after last night’s rain glittered like diamonds on the pine needles while the tree trunks remained hidden in shadow, surrounded by wisps of fog. A peaceful yet ethereal scene. Like the opening of a horror movie. Goose bumps popped up on my forearms.

			As I bent to stretch my hamstrings and calves, a flicker of movement in the shadows caught my eye. Not really movement, though, more like a momentary hitch in the atmosphere. I stopped in mid-stretch, focused on the area by the nearest tree, but saw nothing. Only the occasional falling diamond interrupted the gloom surrounding it. Must’ve been my imagination.

			I dropped back down to touch my toes. Or try to touch my toes, anyway. Once in a while, I succeeded, but today wasn’t one of those days. My shrieking hamstrings won the battle this time. As I mimicked Lacey’s upper arm stretch, Eric pointed toward the tree I’d been watching and said, “Hey, who’s that?”

			Lacey and I turned in that direction. Emerging from the shadows, a man staggered zombie-like toward us, a dark stain soaked into the front of his light-colored shirt.

		

	


		
			Chapter Two

			The man’s pale skin, black pants, and white shirt jumped out at me when he approached. Not to mention the stain that looked suspiciously like blood. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he’d escaped from the county morgue or the haunted house attraction going on at the community center. A preview of his Halloween costume? My pulse quickened as dread crept into my chest. Nope, not a costume. A real-life victim who needed our help.

			From his uneven gait and obvious disorientation, he might be injured. We all exchanged glances, then ran to intercept him, dead pine needles sliding under our feet. Whatever the reason for his behavior, we couldn’t leave him wandering around the park where anything might happen. Anything more than what already did, that is.

			I slowed to a walk as features came into focus on his ashen face. Disheveled dark hair clung to his forehead above wide, darting, mud-brown eyes, seemingly unable to focus on anything. His trembling hands were smeared in what appeared to be the same brownish substance that coated the front of his shirt.

			Lacey gasped and froze, hands covering her mouth, saucer-like eyes peering over them. Unlike me, she had little experience with situations like this. I wish I could say the same. Some people believed I sought out these circumstances. I’d happily live forever without ever finding another dead body or, in this case, an injured person, but somehow, they always found me.

			I followed Eric, who slowly approached the man. “Sir, are you all right?” Eric asked, stopping in his path.

			The man’s gaze swung in all directions. He drunkenly lurched toward us, hair matted with blood plastered to his scalp.

			Eric took the man by the arm, halting his forward progression. “Sir, what happened to you? Do you need help? What’s your name?”

			The man’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly. His eyes ceased their aimless searching and came to rest on Eric’s face, but no recognition glimmered in them. Nothing at all, in fact. As if he’d never seen another human before. I shuddered.

			Eric looked back. “Lacey, call 911. Tell them we need police and an ambulance.” He turned back to the man. “Sir, are you injured? What’s your name?”

			The man studied the toes of the dusty black oxfords poking out from under the hem of his expensive black slacks. When he looked up again, his face wore a mask of confusion. “I . . . I don’t know.”

			I stepped to Eric’s side and touched the sleeve of the stranger’s white long-sleeve shirt, crisp under my fingertips, to draw his attention to me. Savannah sniffed his leg. “What about ID? Do you have a wallet? A phone, maybe?”

			He reached a bloody hand toward his pants pocket. Eric reflexively grabbed his arm. “Do you mind if I do that for you?”

			The man shook his head, winced, and raised his arms as if Eric was holding him at gunpoint.

			Eric patted him down, looking for a way to identify the guy and, if I knew him, weapons. He found nothing. No wallet, no phone, and no weapons.

			“What do you think?” I asked him when he met my gaze and shrugged.

			The stranger cut off Eric’s attempt at a reply. “My head hurts really bad. Is that why I can’t remember anything?”

			“I don’t know, but I promise we’ll do everything we can to find the answers to all your questions. First, we need to get you to the hospital.”

			Eric guided the agitated man to the stone bench outside the park gate, but he refused to sit, choosing instead to pace furiously up and down the length of it, muttering to himself. His blood-covered, tailored white shirt clung to his torso as he alternated between crossing his arms and waving them. The unmatted part of his dark brown hair riffled in the slight breeze, but the front and back remained stuck fast by blood and sweat.

			I watched him stride back and forth, head down, only occasionally offering me a glimpse of his face. His eyes were filled with uncertainty and fear. And anger. I kept my distance as he waved his arms around, yelling indecipherable words.

			Eric stepped into his path and raised his hands palm out to calm him down. “I understand you’re frustrated.”

			The man stomped forward and bumped his chest against Eric’s, pushing him back a step. “What do you think you understand? You don’t understand anything. Leave me alone!”

			“Just take it easy. We’ll get this all sorted out. I promise.”

			Oh boy. Eric had broken the cardinal rule of police work: make no promises. Although he only said it would get sorted. He didn’t promise a particular outcome. But would the man remember it that way? His volatility, bordering on dangerous, could be a result of the blow to his head. Still, I hoped Eric could keep him calm long enough for the doctors to help him regain his memory.

			After disconnecting her call to emergency services, Lacey turned. “The police and an ambulance are on their way. I hope they get here soon.”

			The understatement of the year. “Me too. He’s getting a little too agitated for my comfort. I don’t want Eric to get hurt.”

			“I suspect he’s had to deal with worse during his career.” She laid a reassuring hand on my arm. “Have you ever seen that guy before?”

			I dug deep into my memory, finding nothing helpful. He didn’t even seem familiar. “No, never. You?”

			She shook her head. “Not that I remember, but if he came into the bookstore on a busy day I wouldn’t recognize him.”

			“I know what you mean. I pay more attention to the books than the people carrying them. Unless I think they might be interesting characters I can use in my novel.”

			Lacey chided me. “Our customers are all interesting characters. They keep us open, which is fascinating enough for me. You should try being more sociable once in a while. Give them a reason to come back.”

			Being sociable went against my introverted nature. I’d spent most of my childhood alone in my room, reading or writing, with few opportunities to develop adequate social skills and few people in my life with whom to practice. With the help of my friends, like Lacey, I’d improved significantly in the last couple of years, though.

			Head down, I peered up at her from under my eyebrows. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll try to do better in the future.”

			Lacey grinned. “Be sure you do.”

			I snapped off a mock salute, and we strolled over to where Eric had finally convinced the stranger to stand still. I reached for his arm to encourage him to sit, and Eric grabbed my hand in midair. “That shirt is evidence. You’ll contaminate it.”

			He should’ve thought of that before I touched it the first time. At least he could be my witness when they found my fingerprints and DNA on it. “Evidence of what? It’s obvious what happened. Either he fell and hit his head, losing his wallet and phone in the process, or somebody struck and robbed him.” I immediately recognized the contradiction in my two statements.

			Eric pointed it out for me anyway. “If somebody hit him, there might be something on that shirt we can use to catch the offender.” He placed a hand on each of my shoulders and focused his emerald eyes on my blue ones. “Besides, things aren’t always as they appear. We can’t assume all that blood is his. What if he’s the one who attacked someone and was injured when the victim fought back? He might be the perpetrator.”

			“And stole his wallet and phone? I’d think a victim would just run away, not rob his attacker first.”

			“I’m just trying to keep an open mind. That’s my job.”

			The guy jerked his head up and grimaced from the pain. “What are you saying? I hurt someone? Wouldn’t I remember that? I know I couldn’t forget something like that!”

			Eric put his hands up again. “I’m not saying that at all. We have no idea what happened to you, and, until we do, we can’t make any assumptions. It’s as much for your protection as anything. The important thing right now is we get you the help you need.”

			“It doesn’t feel like it.” The man’s knees buckled, forcing him to sit on the bench. “It feels like you’re trying to pin something on me.”

			I sat beside him, careful not to touch anything. “You need to relax. You’ve lost a lot of blood, and getting upset will only make things worse. Nobody’s saying you did anything wrong. We don’t know what happened to you, and you can’t tell us.”

			He covered his face with his hands, revealing a deep cut in the webbing between his right thumb and forefinger. “Why can’t I remember?”

			I leaned over and peered at the back of his head. The hair was matted with drying blood, and I couldn’t see through to the scalp. The smell of blood and hair products flooded my nostrils. “That head wound probably has something to do with it, but at least it isn’t bleeding anymore. It’s not unusual for people to have memory problems after a trauma. I’m sure the doctor will be able to tell you more, though. After they do some tests.”

			He nodded and picked at the dried blood on his manicured fingernails.

			His blood from the cut on his hand or remnants from another victim?

			Between his shirt, his hands, and his head, there seemed to be a significant amount of it on him. Could Eric be right? Did this guy get hurt while injuring someone else?

			I looked up at Eric and, over his shoulder, glimpsed his partner, Detective Francine Havermayer, sprinting across the parking lot. I touched Eric’s arm and jutted my chin in her direction. “I didn’t know she could run. Don’t they give you guys vehicles anymore?”

			Pointing to the last house on the left before the park, he said, “She lives right over there. Moved last month. Guess she figured it made more sense to walk. Well, run.”

			“Since when does she do anything that makes sense?” Detective Havermayer and I had issues with each other that began the first time we met. Actually, our difficulties started before we met on her part, since she’d been hostile toward me at our first encounter.

			I still had no idea what her problem was. Even Eric had no success prying it out of her during the six months of his detective training. Maybe someday she’d let it slip. Until then, we tolerated each other. Barely.

			Havermayer pulled up beside us, lungs working overtime to make up for the shortage of oxygen created by her race across the parking lot. She wiped the perspiration off her forehead with the sleeve of her unzipped gray hoodie, which covered a navy blue Riddleton Police Department T-shirt tucked into her jeans. A pair of scuffed brown Doc Martens topped off her unusual-for-her ensemble.

			I lifted my eyebrows, it being the first time I’d ever seen her wearing anything other than a starched and pressed black suit over a crisp white blouse. The first time she didn’t look as though she’d just stepped off the cover of Vogue. “You feeling all right, Detective?”

			She flashed her shamrock eyes at me. “Fine. Why?”

			Strange. “No reason. Just wondering.”

			Her shoulder-length sandy-blond hair bounced in place when she shook her head in disgust, turning to Eric. “What’s going on, and why is she here?”

			Eric gave her the Reader’s Digest condensed version of what we knew so far, which was basically nothing. Havermayer listened without comment, then approached the injured man and identified herself. “My partner tells me you say you can’t remember what happened to your head and how you got that blood all over your shirt. Is that correct?”

			The man nodded, made brief eye contact, then looked away. “I have no idea what happened to me.”

			Havermayer studied his profile as if deciding whether to believe him. “What’s the last thing you do remember?”

			He scrunched up his face in concentration. “Waking up under a tree with a splitting headache, covered in blood.”

			“Nothing before that? What were you doing in the park?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know!” He balled his fists at his sides. “I can’t remember anything!”

			Havermayer put her hands up. “Okay. Calm down. I’m trying to help you.”

			“I don’t see how asking me questions you know I can’t answer is helping. I’ve already told you I don’t remember.”

			“You’re right. I’m sorry,” she said in a soothing voice.

			I’m sorry? I never dreamed Havermayer even had those two words in her vocabulary. I certainly hadn’t heard them before. Even when she’d been proven wrong about me being a murderer more than once, she never apologized. Only acted as if I’d gotten away with something once again. I examined her profile. It seemed normal, but it couldn’t be.

			Who are you, and what’ve you done with Detective Havermayer?

			An ambulance, followed by a van load of crime scene techs, interrupted my musings. The search for the real Havermayer would have to wait. She had to be in there somewhere, though, unless she was actually changing. Nah. Personal growth only happened to people who accepted that they needed it. She’d never admit being wrong about anything. At least she hadn’t so far.

			I eased Savannah back out of the way as two blue-clad paramedics approached with a stretcher. They loaded the man onto it and did a quick assessment before wheeling him back to the truck. Havermayer walked alongside, telling Eric she’d ride with the man to the hospital. He nodded and agreed to take charge of the scene.

			A tech strung yellow crime scene tape, which augmented the seasonal decorations planted around the park. Lacey tugged on my sleeve. “I’m going to head out. I need to open the store soon. Now that Kirby’s opened a section of his resort, we actually have people waiting for us to unlock the door on weekends these days.”

			Simeon Kirby was the developer from Spartanburg who’d rolled into town and decided Riddleton needed to be a tourist hot spot. His resort on the shore of Lake Dester would almost ensure it happened no matter how the residents felt about it. I, for one, was dead set against filling our quaint, cozy hometown with a mass of visiting humanity six months out of the year. It might be good for business, but definitely lousy for our way of life.

			Of course, Kirby didn’t care what I thought. He made it clear he believed the influx of money would make any inconvenience worthwhile. His vision for Riddleton entailed creating a miniature Myrtle Beach, only on the lake rather than the ocean. He’d met my suggestion that he get his eyes checked with a sneer. No surprise.

			I sealed my lips against a nasty retort. Lacey was thrilled with the uptick in the bookstore business. I was, too—just not with what we’d eventually have to sacrifice to maintain it. The increased traffic, loss of privacy, and potential rise in crime would have a huge impact on our day-to-day living. However, I did enjoy not having to worry about how we’d pay every bill as it came in. Nothing in life came free, as my mother loved to remind me. Once again, she was right.

			Squeezing her shoulder, I said, “All right. I’m going to hang here for a little bit, then I’ll meet you up there.”

			Lacey waved to Eric, who was absorbed in instructing the crime scene techs and didn’t see it, and waited for the ambulance to pass before heading to her car.

		

	


		
			Chapter Three

			When the techs fanned out into the trees to search for evidence, Eric waved me over. “I’m going to be stuck here a while. You might as well go on home.”

			In your dreams. “I’d rather stay. I have a vested interest in how this turns out.”

			He chuckled. “Really? How so?”

			“I was here, right? That makes me interested.”

			He cocked an eyebrow.

			My cheeks heated. “I don’t know. It sounded good, though, didn’t it?”

			“It did.” He threw an arm around my shoulder and drew me to him. “It was complete nonsense, but it did sound good.”

			I kissed him, and my lips tingled. “Not nonsense. I want to know who that man is as much as you 
do.”

			“I know you do. But it’s a police matter now. No place for amateurs.”

			“Oh, really!” I playfully pushed him away. “Since when am I an amateur?”

			“Since you’re not in law enforcement. You’ve always been an amateur.”

			“I might not be a cop, but I’ve solved as many cases as you have.”

			He tugged me back and brushed the hair off my forehead, leaving it tingling where his fingertips touched. “True, but I have work to do. This whole park has to be searched, and, as you can see, we don’t have a lot of people to do it.”

			Perfect! “So let me help.”

			“I can’t, Jen,” he said, regret tingeing his voice. “I know how much you want to jump in, but I just can’t let you.”

			“All right, I’ll keep you company then. I won’t touch, only make sure you don’t miss anything. Four eyes are better than two, right? And besides . . .” I patted Savannah’s head. “I’ve got the Bionic Nose here to sniff out clues.”

			“Jen, this isn’t an episode of Scooby-Doo, Where Are You!” His solemn gaze met my mischievous one. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

			“Nope.”

			Eric’s shoulders sagged in surrender. “Fine.” He glanced at the tiny section of the crime scene covered so far. “You can come with me, but no going off on your own and no interfering. And you’ll have to wear gloves like the rest of us. All right?”

			“Deal.” I stuck out my hand for him to shake. He kissed me instead, sandwiching my proffered hand between us. Even better.

			Eric handed me a pair of disposable nitrile gloves and held up the yellow tape for me to duck under. Savannah stopped on the other side with her nose in the air as if she knew it was her job to find something important. He led me to the opposite side of the park from where the techs were working their way around witches and goblins and orange lights strung through the tree branches. “We’ll start on this side and meet the others in the middle.”

			“Sounds good. Lead the way, Columbo.”

			He rolled his eyes and escorted us past plastic tombstones crookedly aligned in a makeshift cemetery to the far-right corner of the park by the ball fields. We followed the baseball field fence, searching the ground for anything that seemed out of place. Anything not installed by the decorating committee last week.

			Savannah sniffed along with us, squatting to mark a few places for future reference—hers, not ours. The park served as a doggie Western Union where messages were left and answered daily. My German shepherd diligently responded to every communication she found.

			When we reached the perimeter track after finding nothing other than candy wrappers and cigarette butts, we turned around and came back down. Perhaps I should’ve heeded Eric’s advice about going home. It didn’t seem I’d accomplish much here, and my unfinished manuscript waited patiently for me on my laptop. I’d never be able to focus on it, though. Not with an investigation going on here.

			About the time my neck began to cramp on the third round trip with nothing to show for it, Savannah lifted her nose again and pulled toward a pine tree about ten yards away. I nudged Eric. “I think she’s got something.”

			He squinted in that direction, checking out the area around the tree visible from where we stood. “It’s probably nothing, but let’s follow her anyway, just in case.”

			I let her have her head, and she lurched forward, taking me with her, except my feet didn’t move as nimbly as hers did. I stumbled, pitching headfirst toward the ground. Eric grabbed the back of my sweatshirt, stopping me from doing a face-plant. Savannah waited impatiently, tugging on her leash.

			More irritated than curious at this point, I followed until she stopped. Her find turned out to be anything but nothing. At the base of the tree she led us to, we spotted a pool of dark liquid the size of an eight-by-ten envelope.

			Blood? So much of it had seeped into the ground that I couldn’t tell for certain, but, if I had to guess, I’d say yes. Along the outer edge of the puddle, a small semiautomatic pistol flattened the grass, and half-inch-wide holes, about an inch deep, littered the ground as if the palmetto bugs had been searching for buried treasure.

			I hauled Savannah back a few feet so she wouldn’t contaminate the evidence and exchanged a glance with Eric. Had we found the location of the stranger’s attack? If so, why would the attacker have left the gun behind? And what made those tiny holes? Always questions, never answers. Not yet, anyway.

			Eric squatted for a closer look. “I think we’ve found a crime scene.”

			He called over one of the crime scene techs to take pictures of what Savannah had sniffed out and collect the evidence. “Looks like the Bionic Nose came through for us,” he said with a grin, kneeling to peer at the gun. “It’s a thirty-two caliber. And it has what looks like blood and hair on the grip and some blood around the hammer.”

			Peeking over his shoulder at the gruesome sight, I held Savannah behind my back and my breakfast in my belly. I’d seen blood and dead bodies before, but somehow the combination of blood and hair on the butt of the gun seemed more real. More visceral. Especially since I might’ve seen where it came from firsthand. The leash slipped through my sweaty palm, and I grabbed it with both hands to keep my German shepherd from getting too close. “You think that’s what someone used to hit the amnesia guy?”

			“Possibly. We’ll have a better idea after the lab geeks analyze it.” He squinted at the deep-red pool just beyond the toes of his running shoes. “It’s an awful lot of blood for that small head wound, even if they bleed a lot. I wonder if the guy was injured somewhere else, too, and we didn’t notice.”

			The distinctive metallic scent wafted up to my nose, and my stomach lurched. I covered my nostrils with my hand as a barricade. “I don’t know, babe. Unless the stain on his shirt came from an abdominal wound, but he didn’t seem to be in pain anywhere except his head. However, he had to get walloped pretty hard to forget everything he ever knew. I suspect that injury might turn out to be worse than it appeared.”

			Eric stood and joined me to make room for the tech to do his work. “You’re assuming he has amnesia. I’m not so sure about that. I mean, think about it. What better way to get away with assaulting someone than pretending you’re the victim?”

			Interesting concept. “I hadn’t considered that possibility. You really think he’s faking? What did he do, though, slam his head against a tree to set up an alibi? He couldn’t have hit himself with the gun hard enough to cause the damage we saw. Not in that location, for sure. He’d have to be a contortionist.”

			“Maybe, but we’ll know more when the results come back on that blood and hair. If it’s not his . . .” Eric shrugged.

			The tech photographed the evidence, then bagged the gun and took swabs of the blood for testing. He peered up at us. “Scalp wounds bleed a lot, but I’m not sure your guy would’ve been walking and talking if he’d lost this much from a single blow. If it’s not all his, we might have a second victim somewhere.”

			Eric ran a hand over his reddish-orange buzz cut, considering the prospect of another casualty. “Go ahead and get those swabs back to the lab, so we’ll know what we’re dealing with here.”

			“Yes, sir.” The tech gathered his supplies and took off in a fast walk toward the van.

			“What now?” I asked, scratching my best girl under the chin. I might have to make her my detective partner if she kept finding evidence for us. Although, I wouldn’t mind a bit if she never discovered another scene like this one.

			Stroking Savannah’s head, Eric checked on the progress of the remaining techs, who were still only a third of the way across the park. “Now, unless you’re too tired, we take the Nose here back to where we left off. We still have a lot of ground to cover.”

			Despite my aching neck and queasy stomach, I refused to quit. There might be something else useful out there. Something that could reveal whether our amnesiac friend was telling the truth. “We’re good. Lead on.”

			We’d only managed another couple of unproductive rounds when Chief of Police Stan Olinski made his way through the trees to us, the sunlight reflecting off the stars adorning the collar of his freshly ironed navy-blue uniform shirt. A big change from the slept-in-his-clothes appearance of his detective days. And an even bigger change from the football-player-grunge look he wore so proudly when we dated in high school. Either his fiancée—otherwise known as my best friend—was rubbing off on him, or she was ironing his uniforms for him. I placed my bet on the latter.

			Olinski had asked me to marry him after graduation, and took ten years to forgive me for turning him down. Becoming Little Jenny Homemaker had no place in my plans. I wanted to write the Great American Novel. To be the next Hemingway or Twain or Faulkner. Not that that ever happened, either, but I could live with writing a successful—so far—mystery series.

			No matter how my writing career turned out, I had no regrets about not jumping into a lifelong commitment with my high school boyfriend. Especially since he’d recently proposed to my best friend, and—unlike me—she’d been thrilled to accept. A win for everyone.

			Olinski dropped a hand onto Eric’s shoulder. “Have a good run this morning?”

			Eric snickered. “Not hardly. Didn’t even make it through the pre-run stretch.”

			“So I heard. What’ve you found?”

			I opened my mouth to respond, and Olinski glared and pointed at me. “Not you. Him. You’re not involved in this.”

			Ha! I was right smack in the middle of it, as far as I could tell. Of course, he was the chief of police. That still didn’t give him the last word, in my opinion. “But—”

			“No. Not a word. You need to leave this alone, Jen. It’s a police matter, and, unless there’s been some change in your status I’m unaware of, you’re not police.”

			Fuming inside, I recognized the warning expression on his face. Now wouldn’t be the time to remind him the latest unofficial poll ranked me as
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