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			PRAISE FOR THE WRITER’S APPRENTICE MYSTERIES

			“What’s not to love? Writing that flows beautifully, suspense that builds slowly and almost unbearably, and a setting that is perfectly beautiful and mysterious, yet also menacing.”

			—Miranda James, New York Times bestselling author of the Cat in the Stacks Mysteries

			“A traditional mystery reader’s dream. A Dark and Stormy Murder has it all: plenty of action, a dash of romance, and lots of heart.”

			—Julie Hyzy, New York Times bestselling author of the White House Chef Mysteries

			“An engaging cozy with a touch of Gothic, A Dark and Stormy Murder is a not-to-be-missed page-turner. Bring on book two in this charming series!”

			—Terrie Farley Moran, Agatha Award–winning author of the Read ’Em and Eat Mysteries

			“Death in Dark Blue is the second wonderfully exciting novel in [the] Writer’s Apprentice Mystery series . . . the writing is excellent, the mystery is well planned and executed, and the characters have careers that pique the imagination and invite the reader to come back and stay for another visit.”

			—Open Book Society

			“I thoroughly enjoyed this mystery and living vicariously through Lena. She lives out every reader or aspiring writer’s dream.”

			—Night Owl Reviews
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			AUTHORITIES JOIN FORCES TO SEARCH FOR MISSING CHILD

			Jake Elliott, Associated Press

			NEW YORK—Authorities in Greece have joined forces with American agencies to aid in the search for Athena Lazos, the infant who was stolen from her mother, Victoria West, in early February. West had previously made headlines when she disappeared from her New York home more than a year ago. Her ex-husband, Sam West, had been a suspect in her disappearance, and for a full year the New York police and DA had waged a public war against Mr. West, painting him as a murderer before any body was found.

			Sam West, who had relocated to Blue Lake, Indiana, was about to face trial for his ex-wife’s murder when evidence came to light that Victoria West was still alive. Days later Victoria West was found, safe, on a yacht belonging to billionaire business tycoon Nikon Leandros Lazos, the father of Athena Lazos. Nikon Lazos is the prime suspect in the disappearance of his daughter, and authorities fear he will use his vast wealth to prevent anyone from finding little Athena, whose mother has made several distraught appeals for her return.

			Despite an initial romantic relationship between Lazos and Victoria West, the latter has claimed that he held her against her will for many months, preventing her from contacting anyone in the outside world and confining her on the yacht, which served as their home. Mrs. West has made very few public statements about her time with Lazos, but in a recent interview with the New York Times, she admitted that “Nikon Lazos has a powerful charisma that is difficult to resist, and if he enlists the aid of others to help him conceal the whereabouts of my daughter, I am quite certain he will be able to persuade those people that he is the injured party. Have no doubt, though, that he is cruel and manipulative, and that once I understood I was essentially his prisoner, I was able to see him more clearly and to realize I did not want my daughter to grow up with him. I am grateful to the people who worked so hard to find me, and I hope that they will work even harder to find and rescue my innocent child.”

			As of yet, neither the police in Blue Lake—where Athena was abducted—nor the CIA, nor Interpol has indicated that they have any leads in Athena’s disappearance. While they did locate the getaway car in an Indiana field, the driver, Leonard Wilson, was not with the vehicle, and it is believed that he and the child were picked up by another car. Blue Lake police detective Douglas Heller suggested that Lazos will make a mistake and police will find him soon. “Lazos should know that we are on this. We are confident that we will reunite Victoria West with her daughter,” he said in a recent press conference. Heller is credited with finding Mrs. West, although he suggests that two Blue Lake women—neither of whom are members of law enforcement—were instrumental in the recovery.

			As has been previously reported, Victoria West herself has offered a reward of a hundred thousand dollars to anyone who has information that leads to the discovery of Baby Athena.
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			Delia had come to Greece to face her demons, whatever form they might take. She was frightened, yet also relieved, that the showdown was at hand, and that, one way or another, she would find resolution.

			—From Death at Delphi, a work in progress

			VICTORIA WEST, TRAGIC and beautiful, spoke into the camera. Her expression revealed her pain, as it had on every news broadcast on every channel for the last two months. It also conveyed her determination. In a firm yet vulnerable voice, she said, “I know that my daughter is in this country, and I know that people are being paid handsomely to keep her hidden. The authorities have assured me that Nikon, or whoever acted on his behalf, did not leave the United States with my Athena. I appeal to everyone watching to please help me find my daughter and bring her home.” She paused, and I had the sense that the whole world hung on her words. “I am not the only one who has been affected by Nikon Lazos’s selfish actions. My husband, Sam, suffered terribly, accused of taking my life. My friend Taylor died in her quest to find me. These are terrible, irreparable losses, and I do not wish to add my baby girl to the roster of things that cannot be reclaimed.” She dabbed at her eyes, and her parents rushed forward to put their arms around her. Her lawyers, too, wore faces of the utmost concern.

			My friend Allison put down her slice of pizza and turned to me. “Lena, I know she’s been through a great deal, but she’s so melodramatic. And Sam isn’t her husband. He’s your man.”

			This is why Allison is my best friend. I would never have dared to say that Victoria West hadn’t gone through terrible things, nor would I have ventured to criticize her frequent press conferences. Of course she wanted her child back, as we all did. I worried about the baby that Nikon Lazos had stolen in broad daylight, and like everyone I was shocked that the police and the government agencies had been unable to locate the child. She had been taken at the end of February, and tomorrow would be the first of May. Yet, like Allison, I couldn’t help but feel that Victoria had almost come to enjoy her time in front of the camera, as she had come to depend, once again, on the company and support of her ex-husband, Sam West.

			Victoria stepped away from the podium, and one of her lawyers began taking questions from the crowd assembled in New York. She had flown out for the event, which had been combined with the DA’s public—and extremely belated—apology to Sam West. Sam had declined to attend, and I supported his choice. Why should he take part in the pageant that Camilla now called “The Victoria West Show”?

			Allison sniffed and turned the television off with her remote control. Immediately the peace of her large and sunny living room comforted me and soothed my frayed nerves. It was Monday, her day off, and she was letting me decompress at her house. “Thank you for saying that about Victoria. I have to admit I am getting a little tired of sharing Sam with her. He’s trying to be noble, offering support because her therapist says she needs to feel the permanence of her former relationships. I get that. But to rent a house in Blue Lake? And it’s walking distance from Sam’s place. Camilla made such a face when I told her.”

			“Camilla’s right,” Allison said. “I mean, you won him fair and square. She and her lawyers can wait things out in Indianapolis if she’s so convinced that Nikon is in Indiana.”

			“That’s only one theory, of course. That he’s hiding in plain sight. To me that seems like paranoia. The man had a yacht—although that’s been seized temporarily. But he has so much money he could have bought another one, under someone else’s name, like he did last time, and he and his daughter could be in Kamchatka by now.”

			“Kamchatka,” Allison said appreciatively. Then, brightening, she said, “We should play Risk! Wouldn’t that be fun? With Sam and John? And maybe Doug and Belinda, if they’re still a thing.”

			“I don’t know. I should visit Belinda at the library and put out some feelers. I haven’t seen her since Camilla and I returned from our tour.”

			“Yeah, tell me more about that. Was England beautiful?”

			A rush of happy memories flooded through me. “So amazing! The scenery, the landscapes of those little towns—just wonderful. Well, you saw the pictures on Facebook.”

			“Yes. Gorgeous!”

			“I saw the village where Camilla grew up. There’s a pub there with all her book covers framed on the wall. God, I took so many pictures, Allie! I could have stayed there forever.”

			“Did you get to make speeches and stuff?”

			“Camilla always spoke first, and then when she was finished she would introduce me and talk about working with me, and then people would ask me questions. I felt very important, but that was all due to Camilla’s generosity. You know how she is.”

			“It sounds amazing.”

			“And at the end of our tour we were right on the sea, and we visited her mother in her little cottage. She was delightful. So much like Camilla, but her own distinct person. She made us tea and called Camilla “pet,” and I was in love with her instantly.”

			Allison put another slice of pizza on my plate and handed it to me where I sat lazily on her couch. I took it absently and said, “We met one of her sisters, too. Philippa. She was nice, although a bit distant. Camilla said she’s always been like that, and singularly unimpressed with any of Camilla’s books. Philippa is a barrister. We had lunch in London.”

			Allison clapped gleefully. “Listen to what you just said! Oh, Lee, this is the life you always daydreamed about. You’re living it. A published book, and a house with Camilla, and a dreamy, mysterious boyfriend.”

			“Whom I haven’t seen since I came back. He told me he’d be gone when we returned and he was sorry about it. He and his lawyer were following a lead about the baby. It’s déjà vu, Allie. First he was following leads about Victoria, now they’re about poor Athena. Although why that’s Sam’s job I cannot even imagine.”

			Allison shrugged. “You said he promised to use his resources on her behalf.”

			“Sam is supportive and kind, which are both things I love about him, but this has gone on long enough. He needs to delegate these jobs and get on with his life.”

			“With you,” Allison said brightly.

			“Yes. With me.” I sounded smug, and I suppose I felt it, too.

			The phone rang, and Allison sprang up to get it. She came back a moment later. “That was John. He’ll be home by four. Can you stay for dinner?”

			I sighed. “I love your house, and I would actually like to stay for the whole week, but I still have unpacking to do, and I want to make sure Camilla isn’t doing too much too soon. Adam is more worried about that than I am, actually. That man is protective, and he can barely stand to be away from her.”

			“That’s sweet. He must have missed her. You guys seemed to have been gone forever.”

			“It was so great. But I missed Blue Lake, and you and John, and Doug, and Bick’s Hardware, and Schuler’s ice cream . . .”

			“And Sam.”

			“And Sam.” I still missed Sam. I had texted him several times, asking when he would be back. He had responded briefly but passionately, telling me I could never leave again, which I thought was a bit hypocritical, and yet was satisfying to my lover’s ears.

			“Anyway,” I said, getting up and stretching, my eyes on the alluring woods in her backyard—the reward of a corner lot that merged with a small forest preserve. “I have to go. We’ll get together soon, I’m sure.” I gave Allison a hug, and she walked me to the door, which stood open to admit the warm breeze.

			Outside, we paused on her porch and inhaled the spring air. Allison bent to get her mail, then frowned. “Oh boy. There’s no mail in here, and it’s usually delivered by now. I hope our mailman isn’t getting revenge.”

			“Why would your mailman want revenge?” I said, almost laughing.

			“Because yesterday we got a magazine that was mangled. I can’t even tell John about us not getting mail today, because he already got into a fight with Eddie about that magazine.” She was distressed, but she also looked sort of proud of her husband.

			“Even in paradise there are problems,” I said, admiring her lovely neighborhood, green and fragrant and full of nature sounds.

			She brightened. “Do you hear those birds, Lena? Blue Lake has gifts for me in every season, but those birds singing might be the best of all. So many different calls, and John and I are starting to learn them. You hear that one? It’s a blue jay. John says that he yells “thief,” but I think it’s a lonelier word. Maybe he’s saying ‘speak.’” She looked up at the leaves, smiling. “He’s beautiful, but I only see him once in a while. He likes to stay in the tops of the trees.”

			“You’ve become a naturalist,” I said, my tone accusing.

			“You will, too. Join us next time we go bird-watching. It sounds boring, but it’s so fun.”

			“Everything is fun with you,” I admitted. “Enjoy your birds, and I’ll call soon.”

			“I’m glad you’re home,” she said.

			“I am, too.”

			I walked down her driveway, waving briefly to the woman who knelt in her garden directly across the street. She was dark haired and pretty, somehow reminding me of a woman from an old movie. She waved back and returned to her petunias.

			I breathed deeply, soaking in the Blue Lake air. Despite my wonderful trip to England, despite the beautiful places I had seen, not one of the picturesque villages had replaced Blue Lake in my affection.

			Blue Lake was my life’s paradox: it represented both the worst and the best things that had ever happened to me.

			I climbed into my car and drove slowly down the flower-scented lanes, eventually speeding up on Green Glass Highway, then turning down Sabre Street and making my way toward the water. I drove up the gravel road that ascended the big bluff overlooking Blue Lake, enjoying the satisfying crunch of pebbles beneath my tires. Camilla’s place was at the top of the ridge. I left the car idling at the bottom of the driveway, appreciating the vista of Camilla’s big house, the cloudy sky above it, and the trace of Blue Lake sparkling below.

			My phone beeped; I picked it up and slid my finger over the screen. “Hello?”

			“Hey, honey.” It was my father. I had not seen him since I had come to Blue Lake in October, and in a rush I realized how much I missed him.

			“Dad! How are you? How’s Tabitha?”

			“Fine, fine.” He was moving something around, papers or files. He always kept his hands busy while he talked on the phone. “I haven’t heard about your big trip, and I figured I’d just give you a call.”

			“Oh, Dad, I’m so sorry. We actually just got back, but I was going to call you, I swear!”

			“I know, I know. I just got impatient.”

			“Dad. Now that things have calmed down here a bit—why don’t you and Tabitha come out? There’s a lovely guesthouse in town where you could stay, and you can have all your meals with Camilla and me. The weather is getting nice, and I can show you all my favorite places. Now we know that Sam isn’t a murderer and that Victoria West is alive—you can meet him! Oh, I’m getting excited about this now! What do you say?”

			“I would love to. But I don’t want to get Tabitha’s hopes up unless you’re sure.”

			“I’m sure! I miss you. Let me just clear it with Camilla, and then I’ll call you tonight with some calendar options.”

			“That sounds great, honey. Maybe Tab and I will be there in time for your birthday. We’d love to celebrate it with you.”

			“Me, too,” I said. My eyes had grown slightly moist, and I wiped at them with one hand. I promised my father again that I would contact him that night, and I ended the call, feeling energized.

			I drove up the rest of the driveway and parked against Camilla’s long front porch. I got out and darted up the stairs, inhaling the scent of a nearby lilac bush.

			Inside I was greeted by Camilla’s German shepherds, Heathcliff and Rochester. I bent down to pat their heads. “Hey! You know, I really missed you guys. Did you miss me?”

			They snuffled against me, enjoying my caresses, and I laughed. Rustling sounds came from Camilla’s study, and I called, “Are you still unpacking, tour buddy?”

			Adam Rayburn appeared in the doorway. His glasses were missing; Camilla told me that he had bought contact lenses. He looked handsome, like an aging James Bond. “Hello, Lena.”

			“Oh—hi, Adam. Are you helping Camilla unpack?”

			He frowned slightly. “I was. She told me she wanted to take a walk. Without me.”

			I straightened, walked over, and patted his arm. “Were you hovering, Adam?”

			“She says so. I just wanted to be sure she wasn’t overtiring herself. She looked rather frail when you returned from England.”

			Camilla didn’t look frail; we had eaten heartily on our trip, and we had both gained a few pounds in the process. “Adam, she’s fine.”

			He sighed. “I know. I can’t help it. I tend to be—smothery—when I care about someone.”

			“It’s very sweet. But you have to pull back a little. You know that Camilla is independent.”

			“God, yes,” he said, but he was smiling a little now. We moved into Camilla’s office, where Adam had clearly been helping to sort through some of her suitcases. He sat on the edge of her desk and sighed. “I’ve loved her for a very long time. Longer than she knows. And she only loved me back for a very short time and then she left.”

			I sat down, too, in my favorite purple chair. “She had to go on the tour, Adam. It’s part of her job.”

			“I know that. It just felt—sad.”

			“I know exactly what you mean. I don’t even know where my boyfriend is right now.”

			Adam gave me a surprisingly charming smile. “Perhaps you and I should start a Lonely Hearts club.”

			“Perhaps we should,” I said, laughing.

			“Perhaps you should what?” asked Camilla, walking in. She wore a pair of blue jeans and a purple sweater, along with some sturdy brown walking shoes. She clutched a small bouquet of wildflowers.

			“Adam and I are going to keep each other company when our love interests wander off,” I said lightly.

			Camilla pursed her lips and sent a look to Adam, who lifted his chin. “Adam Rayburn, you are quite impossible,” she said. Her voice was indulgent rather than angry.

			“You’ve always liked a challenge,” Adam said.

			Camilla sniffed, then laughed. “Lena, my dear, Adam has asked that I not unpack any more today, since he fears it will drain me of precious energy.”

			“It is pretty exhausting. I gave up, too, and spent the morning flopped on Allison’s couch.”

			“Did you have lunch?”

			“Yes. She fed me pizza. I’m full as can be.”

			“Good, good. I gave Rhonda the day off, and Adam is taking me out for a late lunch. Will you be fine on your own?”

			“Of course.”

			I watched, admiring, as Camilla left the room to put her flowers in water, then returned, affectionately patted Adam’s cheek, and picked up her small purse from a nearby chair.

			“I’m ready, dear,” she said to Adam, who beamed at her. Despite his talk of her frailty, I thought Camilla had never looked better. Her silver hair had been recently cut into a shorter, bouncier style; her face had grown slightly fuller since our trip, making her look years younger; and there was an energetic spring in her step that suggested she was happy.

			I smiled. “You two have fun. I will either unpack or lie on my bed with Lestrade, who has not yet fully forgiven me.”

			Camilla smiled. “I happen to know he was spoiled by Rhonda. Who wouldn’t want to have a chef as a babysitter? I’m thinking she gave him some special meals, despite his nonhuman status.”

			“True,” I said. “I’m sure he’ll get over it soon.”

			Adam slid an arm around Camilla’s waist. “I have reservations,” he said.

			“About feeding cats?” I joked.

			Camilla giggled and Adam smirked, and then he led her to the door. She turned to say, “This is a rest day, Lena. We’ll talk about getting back to work tomorrow, all right?”

			“Yes, that’s great.”

			I waved and they went off into the spring day.

			I sighed and spun around where I stood, feeling happy. It had never ceased to amaze me that I lived in Camilla Graham’s house—Camilla Graham! She, who had been my idol for more than ten years before we met. Since my arrival just about all of my dreams had come true: I had published a book with Camilla, I had traveled with her on a book tour, and I had met a man and fallen in love with him.

			I strolled to Camilla’s desk, where the dogs lounged and snored against the wooden legs and where the newspaper sat on her blotter. She had already read the whole thing, I was sure, while she had her early-morning coffee. The top headline was something about the world financial market, but under the fold the headline read “Lazos Continues to Evade Authorities.” The world couldn’t get enough of the story of Victoria West, her errant lover, and her missing baby. Poor little Athena, I thought. I had seen the child only once, just before she was abducted. She was a beautiful baby, with dark eyes and dark hair, and she had looked right at me, studying me with her child’s gaze before she was whisked away by Victoria’s driver—a man that she had thought she could trust. I had been standing nearby—spying, really—and I had not realized that I was watching a kidnapping.

			I dreamed about her sometimes, the lost Athena, and in every dream I was at fault, failing to understand that she needed my help, failing to protect her from the man who led her away.

			They were all looking for her now—international agencies along with American authorities. Surely it would only be a matter of time before they found Nikon Lazos? And yet the man had eluded them for a year with the missing Victoria, and we had found him only by sheer accident. This is what worried me—that he had the money and resources to stay underground indefinitely, keeping Victoria’s daughter from her as a punishment for what he probably saw as her betrayal.

			No matter how I felt about Victoria’s relationship with Sam, my heart always went out to her when I thought of her sweet daughter.

			With a sigh I left the study and climbed the stairs to enter my own beloved room—a sunny, blue and white space, brightened now by a large glass bowl of white roses, which Rhonda had put in my bedroom and Camilla’s to welcome us home.

			I touched the roses, still firm and lovely, and inhaled their fragrance while I studied Lestrade, who glared at me from the bed. I had interrupted his bath, and now half of the fur on his head was matted down, making him look comical. “Are you still mad at me?” I asked him. We had never been separated for more than a day since I’d gotten him as a kitten, and ever since I’d returned from England he had been distant in that special way that cats have perfected.

			He turned his back on me and continued his bath.

			I sat on the bed and touched the tip of his tail. “I missed you, Lestrade. Every time I saw a little cat wandering down a lane in some pretty English village, I thought of my own little buddy in Blue Lake.”

			His tail twitched under my hand.

			“I thought of how funny he was, and how beautiful, and how much I loved him.”

			He flicked his tail away from me, but some sputtering purrs escaped him. I took this as encouragement and scratched his fuzzy ears. “You know you’re my special boy,” I said.

			The purring grew louder, but he continued to face away from me, giving me a view of what Allison called “your gross cat’s big butt.”

			“Lestrade, my sweet pea, you can’t stay mad at me. Who will keep me company at night?”

			My cat licked a paw with delicate attention, then turned to honor me with a glimpse of his face, which was slightly less angry now. It held, in fact, some benevolence—a king granting amnesty.

			“You’re my little bundle of fur,” I said, pouncing on him and kissing his ears while my hand mussed the soft fuzz of his belly.

			Lestrade turned on the full purr machine and let me assault him with love and apology.

			I lay back on my pillows and Lestrade walked up to join me. “Want to take a nap with me?” I asked him.

			He did. As he snuggled against me, I grabbed my phone from a side table and typed a text message to Sam. Where are you? So lonely.

			I set the phone down, only to have it beep almost instantly. Back in the morning. No luck on Athena clue. Already kissing you in my dreams.

			That was an acceptable response, and, despite Sam’s wild-goose chase, I was smiling as I drifted off to sleep, though it wasn’t Sam’s eyes I saw behind my closed lids, but the dark and watchful eyes of Athena Lazos, trusting me to know she was in danger.
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			In ancient days, the Oracle at Delphi told people their fates, and Delia wondered, as she contemplated the ruined temple, if she would have been brave enough to find out her own.

			—From Death at Delphi

			I WAS SITTING on Camilla’s front porch the next morning, enjoying the warmth of the first May sun. Camilla was on the phone with one of her relatives in England; she had told me we could start our work around noon.

			May. I sipped my tea and contemplated the fact that I had now lived in Blue Lake for nearly seven months. It was a place I never would have visited on my own, much less have chosen as a residence. Now, though, it was home. I leaned against a banister of the porch and stretched out my legs on the top step, a vantage point from which I could see the road leading partway down the bluff. I couldn’t see Sam’s house, but I hoped I might see Sam himself walking up the rocky path. His text had said he’d be back sometime this morning, and I was getting restless.

			The sound of a car crunching over the gravel made me sit up, alert. Camilla’s dogs appeared at the screen door, their ears up straight. “Who is it, guys?” I asked them.

			A moment later a Blue Lake police car pulled up to the driveway and parked next to Camilla’s—an honorary spot for Doug Heller, our friend and protector.

			Doug emerged from the driver’s side, looking handsome as always, his blond hair mussed slightly by the wind. He wore a blue oxford shirt that said “Blue Lake PD” on the pocket and a pair of khaki pants. Another man, wearing a similar getup, got out on the passenger side. He looked somehow familiar to me, but as far as I knew I had never seen him before.

			Doug came around the car and approached the steps. “Hey, Lena,” he said.

			“Hey, Doug. You want to come in for some breakfast?”

			“No, I’m on duty. I wanted to introduce you to Clifford Blake. He’s joined us from Saint Louis, and he’s going to be my partner.”

			“Your partner?” I said, automatically shaking the hand that Clifford Blake offered me. He was tall and thin with a stubbly face and brown hair going gray at the temples. I couldn’t picture Doug with a partner; Doug worked alone. Doug was like a superhero in Blue Lake. Then again, I had rarely seen Doug off duty. Maybe he needed some relief. “Nice to meet you,” I said.

			Clifford Blake offered me a charming smile. “You, too. I didn’t know the girls were so pretty in this town.”

			Doug jabbed him in the ribs. “You’re barking up the wrong tree, Cliff. This is the one and only Lena London.”

			Blake’s smile disappeared as he studied my face. “I’ve heard about you, Lena. I followed the Sam West case very carefully, and Doug told me how instrumental you were in sparing him from prison.”

			I wasn’t sure what I thought of Clifford Blake. Something about him had my inner voice murmuring, but not in a way that I could hear. “So is that why you came to work in this little town?”

			Doug sent me a surprised look. “We’re lucky to get Cliff; he’s a decorated officer with an impeccable record. He happens to have family in Indiana, so it was a good time for him to make a move.”

			Cliff nodded. “Sometimes obligation dictates geography.”

			“I would invite you in to meet Camilla, but she’s on the phone with her English relatives right now,” I said.

			Doug shook his head. “We’ve got things to do, but I just wanted you to meet Cliff. Next time you call it just might be him showing up instead of me. Allows us to be in lots of places at once.”

			I nodded, then changed the subject. “Doug, I wanted to tell you that my dad is coming to town. Camilla and I worked it out last night, and he’ll be here in a couple of days. I want you to meet him.”

			“Sure,” Doug said, shading his eyes from the sun. “Be happy to.”

			“And also he’s going to be throwing me a birthday party. You’re invited, of course.” And then, because Clifford Blake was standing right there, I said, “You, too, Cliff.”

			“Why, thanks,” Cliff said with his easy smile. “How nice to have a social invitation on my first day in town. I’m thinking if Doug’s at the party, I’ll probably be on duty, but I appreciate the thought.”

			The radio in Doug’s car squawked. Doug pointed. “Can you check that out, Cliff?”

			Cliff nodded and jogged back to the car, climbing in to hear the message.

			Doug moved closer to me and lowered his voice. “Two things: one, there’s a rumor going around that there are still reporters in town, pretending to be something else. Presumably they’re still looking for anything they can get on Sam West, Victoria West, Nikon Lazos, whatever. So don’t confide in any strangers.”

			“Got it.”

			“Also, can you do me a favor? I know you just got back and everything, and I want to hear all about the trip. But—I wonder if you could talk to Belinda for me?”

			“Belinda? Why?”

			He shook his head, looking bemused. “I don’t know. You thought there was something there, right? With me and her.”

			“Of course. You’re dating, aren’t you?”

			He sighed and kicked at the bottom stair. “It feels like history is repeating itself, you know? I thought things were heating up with you and me, and you ended up with Sam. Then I thought things were going well with Belinda, and suddenly they aren’t. I don’t know if I said something, or did something, or she just lost interest, you know?”

			I stared at Doug Heller’s handsome face and found it hard to believe that Belinda had lost interest. She had been downright smitten with Doug. “Listen, this is none of my business . . .”

			“Except that I’m asking you to make it your business. Just get a sense of things, okay? And then tell me what you think. See what you can find out.”

			“You really like her, right?”

			He sighed, impatient. “Yes. I really like her. Will you do this for me, Lena?”

			Camilla had told me, months earlier, that she saw Doug’s and my relationship as similar to a brother-and-sister bond. I had come to see it that way, as well. “Yes, of course. You would do it for me, so I will gladly do it for you. Give me a day or two and I’ll find a reason to meet with her. Okay?”

			His face creased into a smile. “And put in a good word for me while you’re at it.”

			“Will do.” I grinned at him.

			My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out quickly, hoping it was Sam. I held up a finger, asking Doug to wait. “Hello?”

			“Lena.” It was Allison’s voice, but it lacked all the bright happiness that it usually held. A chill ran down my spine.

			“Allison? What’s wrong?”

			“Lena, you have to come here now.”

			“Come to your house? Why? What happened?” Doug stiffened, on the alert.

			“Something terrible. I don’t know what to do. It’s terrible. I—you have to come.”

			“Allison. Doug is right here. Should I have him come, too?”

			“Oh God,” she whispered. Now I was really afraid. “I don’t know. No. Just come.”

			“Allison?”

			Now Doug was leaning forward, trying to take the phone. I moved backward. “Allison? Tell me what happened. Are you okay?”

			“Lena, just come here. I need you. I won’t touch anything until you get here.” She ended the call.

			I turned to Doug. Cliff had emerged from the car and was loping back.

			I took a deep breath to calm my suddenly jittery nerves. “That was Allison. I have to get going.”

			Doug was wearing his cop face. “What’s going on?”

			“I don’t know. Nothing. I mean, something. I’ll let you know.”

			He narrowed his eyes at me, but Cliff arrived and tapped him on the shoulder. “Paula said, come pick up your messages at the office. And the mayor called.”

			He shrugged and pointed at me. “Keep in touch.”

			“I will.” They went back to their car, and I ran inside to get my keys.

			Camilla appeared in the kitchen doorway. “What’s happening?” she asked.

			“It’s Allison—there’s an emergency at her place.”

			“Go,” she said. “Call later to fill me in.”

			I waved and ran down the steps. Doug and Cliff’s vehicle had already driven off, shooting up gravel in its wake. I paused a moment, watching the retreating car. It was strange seeing Doug with a partner. And why did Doug suddenly need more help in little Blue Lake?

			I shook my head and ran to my car. Allison was my priority now.
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			The body lay at the foot of the hill, and for a moment, in the disconcerting timelessness of the temple ruins, Delia had the odd thought that someone had left a sacrifice for Apollo.

			Then the thought faded, and she was left contemplating a dead man.

			—From Death at Delphi

			I DON’T REMEMBER the drive to Allison’s place—just the way I lurched into her driveway and stumbled out of the car, half-fearful that she would be murdered by some unknown assailant. This was not rational, since she had called me herself, but her tone had left me chilled and frightened. I ran to the door, which was open, and Allison stood inside, trembling.

			“What’s going on? You scared me,” I said.

			Allison grabbed my hand and squeezed it tightly. She was dressed for work in pink hospital scrubs, her hair tied neatly back, her St. Andrew’s ID clipped to her pocket: her smiling face over the name “Allison Branch, Emergency.”

			“I don’t know what to do. Remember I said John had a fight? A fight with the mailman. His name is Eddie Stack.”

			“Okay, slow down. What about Eddie? Did he come back?”

			She nodded, and two fat tears rolled down her face. “He’s in my backyard.”

			“What? What do you mean?”

			“He’s dead.”

			“Allison! Call the police! Call an ambulance. Here, give me your phone.”

			Her hand tightened on mine. “He’s dead, and I think someone killed him. Lena, everyone will think it was John!”

			“What? Of course they won’t. John’s an accountant,” I said nonsensically. “He’s a pacifist. Why would anyone—”

			“Because they had a fight yesterday, about the mail. Eddie started yelling, so John yelled, too. People came out of their houses to see what was happening. They saw, and now Eddie is dead in our yard.”

			“Allison. Take a deep breath. Do it! Okay, now think. First of all, are you sure he’s dead?”

			“I’m a nurse,” she said. “I went out and examined him.”

			“And how do you know he didn’t die of natural causes?”

			She turned pale. “I didn’t turn him over, but there’s blood on the leaves around him. He—there’s blood.” She grabbed my wrist and led me to her living room window, where I saw nothing at all. I turned to her.

			“Allie? There’s no one out there.”

			She pointed. “Look beyond my backyard, to where the forest preserve begins.”

			I peered out and saw, in the shadow of the tall trees, something on the ground. Someone.

			“How did you find him?”

			She sighed. “I like to take a walk in the woods before I go to work. It centers me. This morning I went for a walk, and there he was. I couldn’t believe—I just—this seems like a bad dream. Now I know how you and Sam feel.”

			I put a calming hand on her arm. “Okay. Now think about this. Doug Heller is the one who will investigate this. Doug is one of John’s best friends. Doug hated Sam, and even for Sam, Doug was willing to suspend his dislike to look at the case rationally. And in January, when a body appeared near Sam’s house, Doug didn’t immediately assume that Sam was a murderer. He won’t make a crazy assumption, Allison. Not to mention—when did this body appear? John’s at work, right?”

			“Yes. But I don’t know how long Eddie has been lying there. I just happened to walk that way . . .”

			“We need to call Doug,” I said, looking into her eyes. “Unless you’re telling me you think your husband actually did this.”

			Her eyes grew huge with indignation. “Of course not! I just—oh God, I know you’re right. I might not—I haven’t been thinking straight.”

			I gave her a big hug. “You’ve had a terrible shock.”

			“And now I wonder—I think I’ve been really irrational, Lena—I wonder if I could have made a mistake. Maybe he’s not dead. But I—I can’t bring myself—”

			“I’ll go,” I said, acting brave for Allison but feeling cowardly. I had seen my share of dead bodies in Blue Lake, and a part of me was really having trouble believing I was about to see another one. I let go of her hand and made my way to the sliding glass door, out into the yard, and toward the shaded wood beyond. As I approached, serenaded by birds and caressed by a lighthearted breeze that did not seem to acknowledge the seriousness of death, I saw that the man under the tree was lying disturbingly still, and I felt certain that Allison had been right. Still, I moved cautiously toward him. He was almost entirely facedown, but just slightly tilted to one side. I peered at him long enough to see the stiffness of his features and then, feeling sick, I pulled back, ready to retreat, but something underneath him glinted in a beam of sun. I leaned back in, looking at the small part of his chest that was visible. There, protruding from his shirt, was a silver handle embedded with blue twinkling gems.

			I stood quickly and staggered backward, not sure whether I wanted to retch or cry.

			There was no mistaking the little knifelike object. It was a letter opener; a sterling silver replica of the sword that King Arthur pulled from a stone. I had learned that Sam liked Arthurian legend, and I had purchased the little knife for him on Valentine’s Day.

			Now Sam’s distinctive letter opener was stuck in the chest of a dead man. Once again, Sam’s name would be linked to a murder. Once more he would be in the headlines, where he had never wanted to be again. I wondered briefly what would happen if I put my hands on the hilt and pulled the knife out. Was it all right to tamper with evidence to protect an innocent man?

			Allison called me from the door. “Lena? I did what you said. I called Doug. This is all just a bad dream, right?”

			“A nightmare.” I spared one last glance at the body on the ground, then walked toward her without looking back, depressed and worried. The poor man remained behind me, frozen, just the way that someone had left him there. Despite my feelings of sympathy for the dead man, I couldn’t stop thinking about the living.

			How had my present to Sam ended up in Eddie Stack’s chest? What could he possibly say to Doug to avoid suspicion?

			It couldn’t be happening—and yet it was.

			

			*  *  *

			DOUG AND CLIFF arrived five minutes later, looking official. They marched into Allison’s backyard and came back in almost immediately. “Did you touch anything?” Cliff asked, his face stern.

			Allison lifted her chin. “I touched him to find out if he was in distress. If he needed help. I’m pretty sure he was already dead. I mean, I could be wrong, but—”

			“He’s been dead for hours,” Doug said, covering her hand with his own and sending her a reassuring glance. It was generous of him, I thought, to care about her feelings in a moment when all his thoughts had to be focused on crime.

			Allison looked relieved. “Do you have a minute to talk alone?” she said to Doug.

			Cliff looked surprised; he scratched at some stubble on his jaw, then pointed to the back door. “I’ll call the team from out there,” he said.

			Doug nodded, then turned to Allison, his brows raised. “What’s up?”

			“That’s Eddie Stack. Our mailman. Your mailman.” Doug lived just a block away from Allison and John.

			“Oh wow. Eddie! I thought I recognized the face. Poor guy.”

			“The thing is—he and John had a fight yesterday.”

			Doug’s face remained impassive. “What about?”

			“He was always giving us the mail in terrible condition.” Allison looked near tears. “Mangled magazines and envelopes that were torn. John confronted him, and Eddie got defensive and started yelling, so John yelled back. All the neighbors saw.”

			“So?” Doug asked.

			“So—he’s right behind our house, in our yard. I don’t want you to think John had anything to do with it.”

			“I don’t,” Doug said. “But thanks for telling me. I’ll make a note of it. Maybe a lot of customers had a problem with Eddie.”

			Now the tears were flowing out of Allison’s eyes.
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