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      Summer heat rippled through the air, turning the road into a hazy wave as Margot Quade took off at a jog. The sun had barely risen above the trees, but the small town of Port Marie was under a heat advisory already. Her phone—clipped to her armband for running—showed a temperature of eighty degrees. It felt at least ten degrees hotter on the dark pavement, and it would only get worse as the day wore on. Her time in the Middle East had recalibrated what she found unbearable weather wise. Since then she considered this temperature balmy.

      She slowed to a brisk walk as she crested a hill on the outskirts of town, the forlorn outline of the Baptiste home shimmering in the distance. A ‘For Sale’ sign was perched high and visible at the edge of the property. She didn’t blame Conrad’s ex-wife for selling the place after he’d died. The town was only just getting back to normal following the revelation that Conrad had abducted and killed two boys and turned a third into his protégé.

      She prided her hometown on being resilient. Her small community had endured more tragedy since her time overseas than anyone should face in a lifetime.

      The chapter of the audiobook on her phone ended and she picked up the pace again, letting the downward momentum carry her toward the center of town. Just as the narrator started the next chapter, a loud noise—like a gunshot—drew Margot’s attention.

      She pulled the headphones from her ears and stopped, listening for a repeat. None came. She tried to gauge the direction it had come from while she stood on the road. It didn’t matter, because she picked up on the sound of breaking branches in the tree line to her right. She approached the edge of the road, waiting for whoever was about to emerge.

      The breaking of twigs and the crunch of underbrush grew louder, setting Margot’s nerves on alert. Every muscle in her body coiled in anticipation, preparing her to jump into action. Suddenly a woman burst through the foliage, eyes glassy and bleeding profusely from her left shoulder. The wound was only a few inches from hitting her heart.

      “Help me,” the woman rasped before collapsing to the ground.

      Margot’s training kicked in and she bent over the prone figure, scooping her into a bridal carry before taking off at a run. A memory of her time overseas threatened to overtake Margot’s focus, but she pushed it down. This woman needed her here now, in the present. Margot did her best to keep pressure on the woman’s wound by keeping the left side of her body pressed against her own chest. The woman’s shallow breaths signaled she was clinging to life as they closed the distance to the hospital, located not far from the police and fire stations.

      Given the early hour, Margot didn’t encounter anyone else on the road. This isn’t the Middle East, she reminded herself. She kept moving forward, her attention laser focused on the hospital. The woman’s light frame jostled in Margot’s grip. Why is she so frail? Who would shoot her? Margot’s legs pumped a steady pace as she turned at the back of the fire station and skidded to a halt outside the hospital’s emergency room entrance. She caught her breath and walked into the space.

      “I need some help here,” she announced loudly.

      The charge nurse at the station stuck her head around the corner. The ER was quiet—not that Margot suspected it would ever be considered bustling—and this was probably the first person the nurse had seen all morning.

      “What’s the matter?” the nurse asked, coming into full view.

      “I need a gurney. This woman’s been shot,” Margot said.

      Her words spurred the nurse to action. She slammed her fist onto a call button on the wall before going in search of a gurney. The woman in Margot’s arms moaned. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. Her hair was matted to her head in thick tangles and her skin was pale—too pale for this time of year.

      Despite her frail appearance, she looked somehow familiar. Margot tried to place the woman’s face, but came up empty.

      The nurse returned with an orderly and doctor in tow, and Margot eased her charge onto the gurney. The woman refused to relinquish her grip on Margot’s wrist though.

      “The doctors are going to take good care of you,” Margot whispered, gently prying the woman’s fingers off her skin.

      Margot stood immobile for a moment, watching them disappear through a door marked ‘Authorized Personnel Only.’ The adrenaline rush subsided and she took stock of herself. Her clothing was stained bright red with blood, as were her hands. The police needed to be notified and her current state wouldn’t allow her to operate a phone. The wheels in her mind turned, still trying to place the woman in some sort of context or from a memory.

      Finally, her mind filled in the gap and she hoped it wasn’t wishful thinking. Could it really be her? She turned to the nurse. “You need to call the police. Ask for Officer Samantha Raymond. If she’s not on duty, tell them to call her anyway.”
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      Margot claimed a spot in one of the waiting room chairs, careful not to touch anything. She knew not to contaminate anything else and preserve the evidence. The nurse returned with the offer of sweats and as the blood dried on her skin, Margot longed to clean up. She knew better. The nurse disappeared again, leaving the clothing on a chair beside Margot. Time ticked by and Margot began to doubt whether the nurse had followed through with calling the police when Sam burst into the ER, looking frazzled. She wasn’t in uniform, which meant the dispatcher had called her at home. Sam spotted Margot and closed the distance between them in seconds.

      “What happened? Are you okay?” Sam asked, prodding at Margot’s chest and hands.

      “I’m fine. It’s not my blood,” Margot replied, looking at the rust-colored stains drying on her skin. “I’ll answer your questions, but maybe a change of clothes first?”

      “Sure. I need to get a tech out here to collect your clothes.” A look of relief washed over her face.

      The charge nurse reappeared and approached. “The doctor is operating on her right now. He’ll be out to speak with you when he’s done.”

      “Thanks,” Sam and Margot said in unison.

      “Wait here just a minute,” Sam said, dashing back out the way she’d come in.

      Margot waited, taking in the silence around her. After the flurry of her own entrance, the space had calmed down. The stillness was punctuated only by the periodic hiss of the air conditioning units trying to keep the place cool in the oppressive heat.

      Sam soon returned, followed by a short woman with a bob carrying what Margot assumed to be an evidence collection kit.

      Sam gestured for the tech to follow them into the bathroom. Margot knew the experience wasn’t going to be pleasant as soon as the technician pulled out a scraping tool to collect the dried blood on her hands. Next came her shirt and pants, leaving her clad only in her underwear. It wasn’t very dignified, but she dressed in the lightweight sweats quickly.

      “Let’s find somewhere quiet to talk,” Sam said once the technician gathered her kit and left.

      They settled into the hospital cafeteria after letting the nurse know where to find them. Margot downed a cup of lukewarm coffee.

      “So, tell me what happened,” Sam prompted.

      “I was out for a run when I heard what sounded like a gunshot. I had earbuds in, still it is a pretty distinctive sound. Maybe two minutes later, a woman came stumbling out of the brush. She had what appeared to be a bullet wound in her left shoulder. She asked for help and then collapsed.”

      “You didn’t think to call the police?”

      “There wasn’t time. I knew she needed medical attention. Getting her to the hospital sooner rather than later was the better move. I called once I knew she was being treated.”

      “Can you tell me where you found her?”

      “I can do better than that. I can show you.”

      Sam jotted a few notes down onto her notepad. “Okay.”

      Margot could sense Sam’s reluctance to leave the hospital without getting to question the victim, but neither of them knew how long the doctor would be in surgery or when the woman would be allowed visitors.

      “There’s something else,” Margot said softly.

      “Yeah?”

      “I didn’t recognize her at first. Not until I thought about it for a while. But, Sam, I could swear she’s Penelope … Penelope Van Ness.”

      Sam let out a snort of disbelief. “Margot, she went missing years ago.”

      “Believe me, I remember. She was my best friend. But I’m telling you, it’s her.”

      “How do you know it’s not Olivia? They’re identical twins.”

      “I just know.” She’d spent a lot of time with both of the Van Ness sisters growing up. She could tell them apart when most people had trouble. Both girls liked to wear their hair the same way, but Penelope’s always swirled to the right while Olivia’s swirled to the left. Olivia had dimples where Penelope had none. Although identical they weren’t mirror twins, but a lot of their quirks seemed to be opposites.

      Sam blew out a breath. “Show me where you found her. We can sort out who she is when she’s awake and talking.”
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      Returning to where she found the victim was faster by car. Even then, Margot was able to retrace her steps. “Stop here.”

      Sam pulled over to stop and they both climbed out. Margot bent over the small pool of blood that had congealed on the ground. “She definitely came from that direction. I’m not sure how far back.”

      “I’ll get someone out to secure the scene and we’ll set up a perimeter search,” Sam said, just as her cell phone blared. She answered it on the second ring. “Officer Raymond.”

      She waited a beat, listening. Margot strained her ears, but couldn’t hear the other voice.

      Then Sam responded, “I’ll be right there. Thank you for the call.”

      “News from the hospital?” Margot guessed.

      “The doctor is done with surgery and wants to talk to me.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “There won’t be much for you to do. She’s still out of it.”

      “I’ll sit with her until she wakes up then. I need to know if I’m right, Sam. Please?”

      “Okay.” Sam radioed for backup at the scene and requested the one K-9 unit on the Port Marie police force before they headed back to the hospital.

      The same nurse from before led them through the maze of first floor rooms to one at the very back of the hospital. The chart on the door read Jane Doe, but that could change soon.

      The doctor waited just inside the room. Margot moved to sit
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