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        “The only suspect less trustworthy than a bored retiree is a young woman with the whole world ahead of her.”

        —Death Comes Calling, Season 7 Episode 11

      

      “You guys have seriously got to start ordering DoorDash like normal people.”

      Amber Winslow struggled up to the front gates of Seven Ponds Retirement Community, her arms laden with two trays of iced coffee. In the normal way of things, a burden of this type wouldn’t overset her, but since there was an eight-pound tortoise strapped to her chest and a trickle of sweat sliding between her shoulder blades, she was inclined to be annoyed.

      Especially since it was December freaking tenth. Everyone had warned her that Arizona winters were sunny, but this was ridiculous. Even the Sahara got the occasional cold snap.

      “Ah, my triple macchiato with six extra pumps of caramel. I’ve been dreaming of you all morning.” Julio, the bowlegged security guard who kept nominal watch over the facility, lifted one of the cups from the tray and took a long drink. Then he narrowed his eyes and sipped again. “This better not be what I think it is…”

      If Amber had been a wiser woman, she’d have used his momentary distraction to slip through the gates and make good her escape. Unfortunately, wise wasn’t a word that had ever been used to describe her. Ballsy, yes. Underhanded, sure. See also: For crying out loud, Amber, you’re thirty-two years old. Shouldn’t you at least be able to pretend you have your life together by now?

      She leaned in and pressed a kiss on the rough scrape of Julio’s jaw. He smelled, as he always did, of perspiration-damp polyester and Brylcreem that had long since passed its expiration date. “Yes, it’s sugar-free and decaf, and no, I won’t apologize for it. You know how bad that stuff is for your heart.”

      “My heart is fine,” he muttered, though not before a pleased flush touched his deeply tanned and lined cheeks. “If you really want to know, it’s my knees that won’t stop acting up.”

      She didn’t need the reminder. A stool stood behind him offering him an easy solution, but nothing Julio did was easy. Nothing that any of her grandmother’s friends and fellow true crime podcast members did was easy. They stood when they should sit. They drank martinis so dry that Amber’s mouth puckered to think of them. They took on cases that defied the laws of logic and mankind and, when they inevitably got bored of them, waited impatiently while Amber tied up the loose ends.

      “If you need a break, you could always grab one of these trays and help me make the rounds,” she offered, knowing as she did that it was a futile effort. “Camille is supposed to take me out to finish my Christmas shopping this afternoon, but—”

      A sharp, sudden squeal of tires prevented her from finishing her sentence. It also caused one of the overloaded trays to slip from her grasp and fall crashing to the baked asphalt, but neither she nor Julio—nor, if she was being honest, Tatiana the tortoise—paid attention to the spilled coffees. As a small, fast-moving car came to a screeching halt in front of them, the fender bumped a cactus so hard that the plant started to tilt dangerously to the left. Since Amber had learned the hard way that even accidentally brushing up against a cactus of that size could result in deep, painful lacerations, she was quick to jump out of the way. She was even quicker to run to the driver’s side door, which was being pushed open by a girl with a shaking hand pressed over her mouth.

      “Oh no. I forgot which one was the brake. Did I kill it, do you think?”

      Amber blinked first at the cactus and then at the car before settling on the girl. All three of them seemed the worse for wear—the cactus, because the heavy weight of its arms was dragging it inexorably down to the ground; the car, because the rusted metal and outdated teal color looked as if they’d seen their heyday around the same time Julio had; the girl, because a trail of blood was dripping from a nose that looked to be broken in several places.

      “You poor thing.” Amber gave up on the trays of coffee and rushed to the girl’s aid. One of her greatest life skills was summing up a person’s appearance within a matter of seconds. Thanks to three years of informal private investigator training and six months of questionable detective work on the Death Comes Calling podcast, she could suss out things like age, profession, and general life habits before most people got past the color of someone’s eyes.

      Age: eighteen or nineteen. Despite the girl’s height—which Amber put at just under six feet—and the blood and bruising that shadowed the deep tone of her skin, her smooth forehead and large doe-like eyes spoke of a pre-drinking-age innocence.

      Profession: nanny or babysitter. That inexpert fingernail polish in alternating black and pink, and a T-shirt stained with grape juice could belong to no other.

      General life habits: hmm. Now that Amber was looking closer, those bruises were awfully pronounced in someone who had been in an accident mere seconds before. And was that black tint to her nails really polish, or was it dried blood? And—oh dear—that totally wasn’t grape juice, was it?

      “Honey, are you okay? Do you need to sit down for a spell?” Amber knew she sounded like an octogenarian, but that was the problem with having mostly retirees for friends. Their habits seeped in whether she liked it or not. She ate dinner at four thirty, arrived to appointments half an hour early, and once, much to her own chagrin, referred to her preferred search engine as “the Google.”

      As she wrapped an arm around the girl, Amber cast a harried look over her shoulder. “Julio, call the main facility and have them bring a wheelchair out here, stat. I think she’s in a lot worse condition than she looks.”

      As Amber spoke, the girl gave a start of surprise. It was soon replaced by a heavy, satisfied sink of her body. The musk of her sweat mingled with something else, something sweet that Amber faintly recognized.

      “Oh, thank goodness. It’s you, isn’t it?” The girl’s head dropped to Amber’s shoulder. A thick, wet plop of blood fell on Tatiana, who merely blinked and watched the interaction with his usual disinterest. As a tortoise who had lived almost an entire century, a bloody stranger was nothing he hadn’t seen before. “Amber Winslow, right? The down-on-her-luck deputy from Death Comes Calling?”

      This time, Amber was the one to give a start of surprise. She also checked to make sure Julio was calling for that wheelchair. The girl’s weight was growing heavier by the second.

      “You know the podcast?” she asked.

      The girl’s eyelashes fluttered a few times before she started to sink, taking both Amber and the tortoise down with her.

      “It’s the only thing I know,” she murmured, her words difficult to make out as unconsciousness overtook her. “Everything else is a complete blank.”

      

      * * *

      “Check her pockets for ID. Did someone think to check her pockets for ID?”

      “Lincoln, honestly. We all want to figure out her name, but you can’t just go around shoving your hands into a strange girl’s pants. It isn’t seemly.”

      “In that case, we should ask Nasty Nancy to do it. She’s a nurse. She shoves her hands in all kinds of unseemly places.”

      Amber crossed her arms and planted herself more firmly in the doorway to the exam room where the unconscious, bleeding girl had been carried by a pair of porters. Since there was a doctor in with her, Amber didn’t think any of her grandmother’s friends would rush inside and start patting down the girl, but she didn’t put it past them to try. With only a tepid game of bingo and a winter desert hike to tempt them, Tuesdays were always slow around this place.

      “No one is doing anything to that poor girl until the doctor is finished with her exam,” Amber said with an authority borne of six months’ worth of experience with this particular crowd. “And even then, it’ll be by invitation only. How would you like it if everyone started pushing into the room during your next colonoscopy?”

      At this, she could see everyone preparing to launch into protest—and to issue blanket invitations—but something about her mulish expression stopped them. Which, good. She knew how overwhelming this group could be when they ranged themselves together.

      Taken individually, each member of her grandmother’s true crime podcast was a perfectly nice, perfectly rational human being. Despite his determination to rifle a strange woman’s pockets, Lincoln was a broad-shouldered, bespectacled Black man with a penchant for feeding people in times of strife. Raffi, with his horrible toupee and tweedy sartorial style, could be erudite on almost any subject with a scientific bent. Peggy Lee, in an equally horrible wig of bright clown red, was prone to gossip, but with so much accuracy that it was impossible to find fault with what she said. Camille was a tall, fauxhawk-sporting clotheshorse who could always be counted on to glam up an event, and Julio was, well, Julio. Even though he’d been known to place bets on everything from politicians’ affairs to racehorses, a kinder, more generous friend didn’t exist anywhere in the world.

      It was only Jade McCallan who turned them all into…well. This.

      “Really, Amber. I don’t know why you’re being so selfish.” The woman in question—Amber’s grandmother, the seven-times-married center of attention in every room she’d ever entered—stepped forward. As was her usual custom, she wore a loose flowing dress that left little to the imagination. “Why should you get to keep the mysterious stranger all to yourself? She said she came here for the Death Comes Calling podcast—the whole podcast. In case you’ve forgotten, it belongs more to me than anyone else.”

      Amber hadn’t forgotten it. She couldn’t. Her grandmother rarely gave any of them a chance.

      “She was bleeding, Grandma. And not entirely coherent. The last thing she’s going to want is six overbearing retirees bending over her and asking intrusive questions.”

      Peggy Lee perked up and pushed her bejeweled readers to the top of her head. Her wig slipped back as she did, showcasing the straggling wisps of her downy-soft hair underneath. “If we can’t ask the stranger any intrusive questions, does that mean we can ask you a few instead? It’s only fair after we dropped everything to come rushing to your aid. I was in the middle of strip Sudoku.”

      “What on earth is strip Sudoku—” Amber began but stopped before she made the mistake of finishing that question. She held up her hands. “You know what? Never mind. I don’t want to know. And for the record, yes. You can ask all you want. Just don’t expect any answers.”

      All at once, Amber realized her error. One would think that, with a ninety-nine-year-old tortoise strapped to her chest and a strange girl in uncertain medical condition behind her, she’d be granted some kind of respite from attack.

      One would be wrong.

      “In that case, how was your date with Ethan last night?”

      “Ooh, this makes, what? Three dates already this month? And it’s only the tenth?”

      “According to my friend Yolanda, Amber didn’t come home last night. I wonder what she could have possibly been doing all that time?”

      Amber closed her eyes and cursed the day she’d allowed Peggy Lee to hook her up with a cheap apartment a few blocks down the road. At the time, the offer had seemed like a godsend—an affordable one-bedroom within walking distance of her grandmother’s retirement community, with a generous pet policy for Tatiana and easy access to the bus line—but she should’ve known that Peggy Lee would have spies posted all over the place. And that those spies would be the kind to interest themselves in every aspect of Amber’s personal life.

      Not that there was anything to say about it. Date was a strong word to use to describe trivia night at a local brewery with about fifty other people in attendance, and she had come home afterwards; it was just that Yolanda’s front window overlooked the wrong sidewalk.

      “I changed my mind. Let’s all go in and see how the girl is doing.”

      Amber was only half joking as she uttered the words, so it was for the best that the doctor stepped out at that exact moment. Dr. Lopez, a short, efficient woman who had more patience than anyone Amber had ever met, draped her stethoscope around her shoulders and glanced at the assembled crowd. Even though her expression was one of smiling calm, Amber could make out the lines of worry crinkling the edges of her eyes.

      “I see my patient has quite a few well-wishers,” Dr. Lopez said without a trace of the irony Amber would have felt in her position. “How nice for her. I’m sure she’ll love seeing you just as soon as I clear her for visitation.”

      “Do you know what happened to her?”

      “Is she going to be okay?”

      “Did you happen to check her pockets for ID while you were in there?”

      This last one was uttered by Lincoln, and with such an easygoing smile that the doctor visibly relaxed. Lincoln had that ability with just about everyone—which was fine in a man whose love language was elaborate baking, but not as ideal when he was part of a group of elderly podcasters who refused to take no for an answer.

      “I see you’ve scooped me, Mr. Mayfair,” the doctor said. “The patient is, in fact, suffering from a touch of amnesia. She wasn’t carrying any identification on her person, but I’m sure that, with time—”

      The rest of her commentary disappeared under the shouts of triumph, loudly voiced opinions, and, in Peggy Lee’s case, the assertion that just such a thing had happened on last week’s Flames of the World, and did Dr. Lopez think that soap operas had the ability to predict the future? A lesser woman might have quavered under such an assault, but Dr. Lopez merely let the words roll over her.

      Waiting only for the first lull, she turned to Amber in a low-voiced aside.

      “She’s requested to see you—you and Raffi both, though she refuses to call him anything but Horace.” The doctor’s warm fingers pressed into Amber’s forearm. “Keep it brief, if you please, and try not to upset her. I’ve put in for a hospital transfer, but she refuses to go anywhere until she’s had a chance to talk to you.”

      Amber nodded, feeling very much like her grandmother’s friends when a frisson of sudden excitement zipped through her. She wouldn’t say that she regretted any of her decisions of the past six months—moving to Arizona to start over again, adopting an ancient tortoise who required constant care, making ends meet as a barista while she tried to figure out what she wanted to do with her life—but when the most thrilling part of your day was finding out that old Mr. Carthage had hooked up with the widow Lila and given her the clap for the second time, it was hard not to enjoy the occasional mysterious amnesiac falling into your lap.

      “Of course. Is she really going to be okay? The bruising…all that blood…”

      At this, Dr. Lopez’s brow puckered. “It did seem excessive, didn’t it? That’s why, in her best interest, she should to get to the hospital as soon as possible. She needs an MRI to rule out the possibility of a brain bleed. See if you can convince her for me, will you? She seems oddly loath to involve the authorities.”

      If anything more had been needed to pique Amber’s curiosity, that was it. As a woman who routinely avoided authority figures herself, she understood the impulse better than anyone.

      Was the girl on the run? Hiding from an abusive ex? Or merely trying to find a place where she could lick her wounds in peace while she figured out what to do next?

      With a decisive nod, Amber tightened the knot holding the tortoise to her chest and took Raffi by the arm. “Come on, Horace Horatio. Our services are needed inside.”

      Amber could hear the rest of the group protesting, but Dr. Lopez managed to hold them off long enough for her and Raffi to slip inside the room. As if by instinct, Raffi straightened his posture and did his best to look like the grizzled, hardened detective he played on the podcast rather than a slight, dapper man with the soul of a knight of the Round Table.

      “Oh! Deputy Winslow!” The girl sat cross-legged on the exam bed with her back and head resting against the wall. She looked much the same as she had on the street, the bloodstains and bruising even more ghastly under the bright overhead lights. “You came. And you brought…a man in a bow tie with you.”

      As unruffled as if he regularly attended the sickbeds of injured young women, Raffi gave a bow.

      “I understand you’re not feeling well,” he said, emphasizing the deep voice that delighted so many listeners. “And that you’re in something of a fix. Amber, get out the notepad, if you please. Now that we’re on the case, everything will be fine.”

      Amber rolled her eyes and tried not to look as foolish as she felt. Between the blinking, half asleep tortoise she wore like a newborn and the fact that she was still in her coffee-stained work shirt, she didn’t see the use of pretense. Even someone with a concussion, amnesia, and an enormous plaster bandage over the bridge of her nose could see that they were the least official pair of investigators in the world.

      “You know we’re not really detectives, right?” Amber said as she sat gingerly on the end of the bed. “The roles we play on the podcast are all for show. In real life, Horace here is a retired chemistry teacher who goes by the name of Raffi, and I’m a barista at a coffee shop called—I’m sorry to say—Java the Hut.”

      “Oh,” the girl said again, her eyelashes fluttering. Her eyes were light in color, highlighting flecks of blue mixed with brown. The color would have been striking on anyone, but next to her hazel-rich skin and heavy bruising, they popped even more. “But you’re the ones who solved that case about the missing girl in the woods, right? And the murderer who left the body up on Sunset Lookout? The one that Detective Vega couldn’t solve on her own?”

      Amber and Raffi shared a glance—an uneasy one on her side, and a delighted one on his. In both cases, solved wasn’t the term Amber would have applied. Their theories about the missing girl in the woods had been pure fantastical conjecture, and when they’d recently aired the season on the Sunset Lookout Murders—a scandal that had rocked the local community just a few short months ago—Detective Vega had told Amber, in no uncertain terms, that the next time she meddled in one of her investigations, she’d be hauled up on obstruction of justice charges.

      And since Detective Vega was a gorgeous, capable law enforcement officer who terrified and awed in equal proportions, Amber believed her.

      “Sure,” Amber said mildly. “Why not?”

      Raffi chuckled deep in his throat and added, “Don’t listen to Deputy Winslow here. When it comes to solving unsolvable cases, she’s unmatched. Did you know she used to be a private investigator up in Seattle? She’s seen things the rest of us can’t even begin to imagine.”

      The girl looked so relieved that Amber didn’t have the heart to correct Raffi. While it was true that she’d trained as a private investigator, and that her boyfriend at the time had done everything in his power to stop her from advancing in her career, she’d never held an official position. And since retraining to be a PI in Arizona would take three long, tedious years, she had yet to make the attempt. Slinging coffee and recording true crime podcasts was enough for her.

      For now.

      “Oh, good.” One of the girl’s hands shot out and gripped Amber’s. The dark, crusted blood that Amber had mistaken for nail polish earlier was still there, embedded deep under her fingernails. “I need someone like you. I don’t know… That is, I don’t think…” She winced and touched the bandage over the top of her nose. “I woke up in the car, covered in blood and with a terrible headache, your podcast playing at full volume. That’s the only thing I remember.”

      Amber and Raffi shared another look, only this time they were both on the same page. There was nothing amusing in that confession.

      “You mean you really don’t know your name? Or where you’re from?”

      The girl shook her head and then winced again at the sudden movement.

      Raffi coughed and smiled the kindly smile that had worked wonders on Amber when she’d been in a similar state. Not that she’d suffered from amnesia or been on the receiving end of a particularly nasty set of blows, but the running away to Arizona, the sensation of being lost and adrift, of finding herself in the middle of a bizarre set of circumstances that required a deeper examination of the truth—all of that was achingly familiar.

      “Dr. Lopez said it’s nothing to worry about, and that my memory will probably come back in the next few days, but she was lying.”

      Amber blinked but didn’t let go of the girl’s hand. “How do you know that?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I just do. Like how Horace here was lying when he said you used to be a private investigator but not about how you lived in Seattle.” She paused as though her words hadn’t just entirely drained the room of all its oxygen. “Can I ask why you’re carrying a turtle in a sling? Is it an Arizona thing?”

      Amber’s free hand went instinctively to Tatiana, who had long since fallen asleep and lost all interest in the proceedings taking place around him. “He’s a tortoise, not a turtle. A Hermann’s.”

      “Oh. Is that different?”

      Amber opened her mouth to launch into an explanation of what made Tatiana a highly unique and prized specimen in the world of reptiles, but decided there were more important issues at hand. “Yes, it is. And I’m wearing him in a sling because he likes it. Tortoises aren’t comfortable when their legs flail around.”

      Raffi coughed again, this time in an admonitory way that both women couldn’t help but respect. “Could we perhaps get back to the part where you woke up inside a car with no memory and clear signs of a struggle? I feel we may have strayed slightly off course.”

      “Right. That.” Amber grimaced an apology. She also took Raffi’s advice and grabbed a pad of paper and pen from the doctor’s desk. “Do you know where you woke up? And how you knew to come to Seven Ponds Retirement Community to find us?”

      “I think I was somewhere in Nevada—a highway in the desert, maybe? I don’t remember exactly where. And the address for this place was on the body. Someone had taped a note to Santa’s forehead telling me where to find you.”

      The pen dropped out of Amber’s hand and skittered across the linoleum floor. “I’m sorry. Someone taped what, now?”

      The girl lifted a hand to her forehead in an effort of memory, her fingers moving over her hairline as if tracing the position of the note. “I was hoping you’d be able to tell me.” Her lower lip started to tremble in a way that made Amber wish, for the first time in her life, that she wasn’t wearing her pet tortoise like a suit of armor. No one had ever looked more like she needed a hug. “I don’t think I killed Santa, but what else could have happened? He was stuffed in the trunk of the car, and there was blood all over his face…and underneath my fingernails. Look.”

      She held her hands up to show the encrusted nails that Amber had already clocked, logged, and worried over. The fact that the girl was so willing to share this damning evidence, and with hands that trembled like leaves in the wind, only made her worry more.

      And realize that in their rush to get the girl to the nursing facility, they’d overlooked one very important detail.

      “You mean there’s a dead body in the trunk of your car? Dressed like Santa? That you drove around with all the way from the Nevada desert?”

      Amber blanched as she tried to suppress all her knowledge of bodily decay and putrefaction. What had seemed completely reasonable research for a true crime podcast was less enticing when she considered the real-world applications.

      Raffi seemed to share her thoughts, his nose pinched in fastidious accord, but all he did was press one of his monogrammed handkerchiefs to his brow. “And, uh, are we to assume that your…friend is still in the trunk at this time?”

      The girl nodded. “I thought about going to the police, I really did, but then I figured I’d better go where the note said.” She tucked her hands in her lap as tears started to fill her eyes. All of sudden, she looked less like the eighteen-year-old Amber had first taken her to be and more like a child.

      A terrified, bloody, beaten child.

      “You’ll help me, right?” The girl’s voice cracked. “You won’t let them arrest me until I get my memory back? I don’t think I can go to jail. Not like this. Not when I don’t even know my own name.”

      Amber wasn’t the most responsible person in any room she ever stood in. She had no college degree, her life accomplishments were close to nil, and her social life revolved almost entirely around a parcel of retirees who babied and bullied her in equal proportions. In that moment, however, she felt the weight of the world fall onto her shoulders—and she rose to meet the burden. She didn’t know this girl, and she definitely didn’t want to see what was happening inside the trunk of her car, but she would help her.

      And if it just so happened that they got another great podcast out of the deal, so much the better.

      Hey. A girl had to eat, after all.
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        “As dust we begin, and as dust we return to the earth. Or some such nonsense like that.”

        —Death Comes Calling, Season 7 Episode 2

      

      “I think Amber should do the honors and pop the trunk. She was the one Monica came to see, after all.”

      At the sound of that name—Monica—the girl frowned. “Sorry, Camille, but I don’t think that’s it.”

      Camille took the rebuff in good part. She tilted her head, the long swoop of her dangling floral earring brushing her shoulder as she did. This shoulder was bare since Camille wore a strapless A-line tea dress that wouldn’t have looked out of place at a party with a foreign princess. Paired as it was with her silver fauxhawk and kitten heels, she looked incredible.

      But then, she always did.

      “Moira? Michaela? Maleficent?” Camille pursed her lips. “I feel for certain it starts with an M.”

      The girl’s frown deepened. “Wait. Isn’t that last one a character from Sleeping Beauty?”

      “Aha! We’ve got you now.” Peggy Lee clapped her hands and sprang forward. Of all Amber’s grandmother’s friends, Peggy Lee had shown herself the least credulous of the whole girl-with-amnesia shtick. She’d been the one to insist they scrape some of the blood from under the girl’s nails and save it in a plastic baggie, the one who made her empty her pockets one by one and submit to a few photos being taken—which, according to Peggy Lee, was “just in case I happen to stumble across a facial recognition program next time I’m on the web.”

      All things that sounded perfectly sane from a bored, crime-obsessed Boomer unless you knew—as Amber did—that Peggy Lee’s computer skills surpassed that of most government hackers.

      “So you remember Sleeping Beauty but not your own name or how you murdered Santa Claus.” Peggy Lee eyed the girl anew. “Interesting.”

      “Is it? I mean, I remember how to walk and talk. So some things must still be inside me.”

      Amber decided to put an end to this—and to all other distractions—until they opened the trunk to see for themselves what they were dealing with. They’d only managed to get the girl out of Dr. Lopez’s hands by promising to take her to the hospital themselves, and Amber was eager to fulfill her part of the promise. If they were dealing with a murder, and if this girl had been directed to bring the murdered victim directly to the Death Comes Calling podcast, none of that mattered if her health was at genuine risk.

      “We can worry about your real name later,” Amber said. “For now, just tell us what you’d like us to call you.”

      She shrugged. “Maleficent isn’t the worst.”

      “You can’t name yourself after a Disney villain—” Amber began, but it was no use.

      “Perfect!”

      “I love it!”

      “We can call her Mal for short.”

      The girl looked so pleased to have gotten a positive reaction out of the podcast group that Amber decided to roll with it.

      “Okay, fine. We’ll call you Mal.” She held out her hand. “Now give me the keys and step back—all of you. I doubt this is going to be pleasant.”

      Mal pointed to the driver’s side of the car, which Amber now noted was a late-model Suzuki that looked about as spacious as an ATV. “They must still be in the ignition. I didn’t think to grab them when I hit the cactus.”

      The cactus, which one of the groundskeepers had thought to try and save with a pair of yellow ratchet straps, gave truth to this statement with its sad, straining lean.

      Amber dove into the car before anyone else could beat her to it. Sure enough, the keys dangled from the ignition. She plucked them out, her attention caught by the lone dangling key chain. It was a star-shaped pattern done up in silver, almost like a sheriff’s badge. Only instead of the bulbous tips typical of that kind of badge, each point of the star held a letter.

      “Y-R-A-E-L.” Amber read each letter aloud before wrinkling her nose in distaste. The sickly sweet smell that had wafted about the girl was stronger inside the car, a cloying chemical tang that continued to nag at her. She was tempted to give the glove compartment a quick riffle or to peek under the seats and visor—both standard practices in the PI circuit—but an annoyed voice pulled her away before she had a chance.

      “I’ve opened restaurants faster than you’re getting to this trunk,” her grandmother complained. She rapped her knuckles on the metal, which had grown hot under the morning sun. “Pop this baby open, and pop it fast. I think I hear the police coming.”

      “The police?” Mal’s voice was sharp as she looked past the wrought iron gates to the road leading up to the retirement community. “What are they doing here? You said you weren’t going to call them. You promised.”

      “And we didn’t,” Amber said, but not before Peggy Lee let out a snort of derision.

      “If I had to guess, I’d say this is the work of Nasty Nancy.” Peggy Lee’s head cocked as the sound of tires crunching on gravel and the flash of alternating blue and red filled Amber’s peripheral vision. “Tattling on young, innocent girls is exactly how she likes to spend a Tuesday morning. She was probably lurking in the hallways waiting for her chance to act.”

      Amber groaned as she stabbed the key into the trunk lock and twisted it. She wished she could say Peggy Lee was exaggerating, and that Nasty Nancy, everyone’s least favorite nurse, couldn’t have done something like this, but she’d caught a glimpse of the woman’s rainbow-patterned scrubs as they’d exited the nursing facility. If anyone would have called the police behind their backs, it was that woman.

      “Whoever is here, stall them,” Amber said. “I only need a second to see what we’re dealing with.” And then all the breath left her as the trunk sprang open to reveal the dark gray upholstery inside.

      Only the dark gray upholstery inside.

      Instead of the body of Santa Claus with a note taped to his forehead, she was facing a space holding nothing but the requisite tire iron and a pair of jumper cables. Not by so much as a spot of grease did the trunk appear to have been used anytime in the thirty years it had been traveling the roads.

      “What the—” she said as she glanced first at Mal and then at the rest of the assembled crowd. “Is this supposed to be a joke?”

      Her answer came in the form of Mal crying out and reaching for the person nearest to her—which, fortunately for her, happened to be Lincoln. His strong, ready arms caught her at once.

      “He was in there, I swear!” Mal’s lower lip quivered as she let herself sink into him. “All pasty white and stiff, his feet squished up to where his head was, like he’d been snapped in half and folded in order to fit.”

      Amber rather thought that particular detail would have been helpful to know in advance, since looking at a dead body and looking at a dead body that had been physically mangled were two very different experiences, but there was no time to worry about the details now. The police car had arrived by this time, the rumbling engine cutting off just as Mal’s sobs took over.

      “Well, now. I hear we’ve got ourselves a bit of a kerfuffle.”

      Despite Amber’s general reservations about the police, the officer who stepped out of the car was a welcome sight—and so was his long, bushy mustache. When Amber had first arrived in Draycott, Officer Peyton had played an instrumental part in saving her grandmother from a lifetime behind bars. He wasn’t the brightest policeman in the world, and his partner, Officer Katz, a doddering lump of a man whose stomach strained the buttons of his uniform, wasn’t much better. But they were both kind, and they were both easy to manipulate—and if you asked Amber, those two qualities were some of the best that could be found in someone who held your legal fate in their hands.

      In the old days, Amber would have flashed a flirtatious smile and a little leg to get things started, but she now relied on her less obvious attributes.

      “Hello, Officer Peyton,” she said, coming forward to shake his hand. As she did, she slipped the car key and its strange key chain into her back pocket. “I assume you’re here about our surprise amnesiac?”

      Officer Peyton’s mustache twitched. It was so enormous that his other expressions were difficult to make out, but those dangling bits of light brown hair were all she needed. A more expressive extension of a human face had never before existed.

      “So it’s true?” he asked. “You’ve got a young lady without any memory and a dead body in her trunk? One she failed to report to the police the moment she found it?”

      Nasty Nancy had clearly been doing more than just hovering in the hallway. Amber was inclined to utter an oath, but her grandmother beat her to it—only instead of showing her irritation, she rose to her full grande dame persona.

      “Of all the ridiculous, overblown accusations.” Jade glided forward, her hand outstretched. She held it in front of Officer Peyton until he had no choice but to do something with it. A limp, halfhearted shake of her fingers was all he could manage. “Of course there’s no body in the trunk. Why on earth would a sweet little thing like this be driving around the desert with a dead man?”

      Officer Peyton’s mustache twitched again, this time with disbelief. “That’s not what we were told. Nan—ah, that is, the woman who called in the report said the girl was feigning a head injury to cover up a murder and that all the evidence we needed would be found inside her car.”

      “By all means, check for yourself.” Jade stood back and gestured at the trunk with a full sweep of her arm. “We have nothing to hide.”

      Both officers lost no time in looking inside the very open and very empty trunk. Officer Katz, whose only emotion seemed to be one of chagrined resignation whenever he was forced to inconvenience someone, seemed inclined to leave things there, but Officer Peyton took the time to sweep his hand over the upholstery and peek inside the spare tire well. Until he was through with the inspection, Amber was careful not to breathe.

      But his search, as everything else, was entirely free of blood, bodies, or even the dampness that might be expected if someone had recently scrubbed the area clean.

      “Well, now.” Officer Peyton scratched his chin as he looked Mal over from head to toe. Even though she was still being held in Lincoln’s embrace, her injuries and bloodstains were easy to see. “This is your car?”

      “I don’t know, sir. I have amnesia, remember?”

      Despite the polite reply, Officer Peyton narrowed his eyes. “Mind if we take a peek at the registration?”

      Amber cursed herself for not taking the time to give the glove box a glance before the police arrived, but the worry was a needless one. As Officer Katz swept a clumsy hand inside, it came back as empty as the trunk.

      “Nothing here,” he said. “Odd thing, that.”

      It was, in fact, highly odd. Amber had been in her fair share of cars from the ’90s, and their glove boxes had a tendency to be a treasure trove of outdated registrations, insurance cards, and unpaid parking tickets—if not more damning things like baggies of weed and literal smoking guns.

      Someone had obviously cleared this one out before Mal had been given the keys. But when? And where? And why?

      Officer Peyton cleared his throat before Amber could fall too far down that particular rabbit hole. He nodded at Mal’s bandaged nose. “You look like you got in a bit of a scuffle there. Any idea how it happened?”

      Mal shot Amber a scared look. Amber smiled in what she hoped was an encouraging manner, but she, like Officer Peyton, was starting to grow concerned. If Mal looked that bad and was seeing dead bodies where there weren’t any, then her head injury was probably a lot worse than Dr. Lopez had feared.

      “I don’t know that either.” Mal lightly touched the bridge of her nose. “All I know is that I woke up like this. It was hot and I was thirsty, so I looked all over the car for some water. That was when I opened the trunk and—”

      Jade stopped her with a titter. “And saw just what you see now, gentlemen. A tire iron and empty space. We’re just glad she found her grandfather’s address in her pocket and came straight here.”

      “Grandfather?” Officer Katz echoed. Then he noticed how possessive Lincoln’s arm was around the girl and relaxed. “Ah, yes. Yes, of course. Good to be around family. Difficult time for everyone.”

      Mal looked slightly startled to find herself suddenly possessing a grandfather, but Lincoln merely tightened his hold on her. “Naturally, we’re all very happy to take care of my granddaughter—nothing is too good for her. In fact, we were on our way to the hospital right now. Would you like to come with us and talk to the doctors for yourself? Of maybe impound the car if you suspect there’s a mysterious body hiding somewhere in the undercarriage? By all means, do what the law requires, but not at the cost of my little Mal’s health. She needs rest and relaxation, and she can’t do that while you’re both here interrogating her on the basis of an anonymous—and probably malicious—tip.”

      This challenge was accepted as intended, with both officers taking physical steps back as they beat a hasty retreat to their squad car. Exclamations of “so sorry” and “due diligence” were still being uttered as they slammed the doors behind them.

      “A more gullible pair of law enforcement officers I never met in my life,” Jade muttered as she smiled and waved them down the road. “For all they know, we kidnapped this child and knocked her on the head for our own nefarious purposes.”

      “Indeed.” Raffi added a formal salute to his own farewell. “Buffoons, the lot of them.”

      Amber didn’t join in as the rest of the group continued lambasting law enforcement in general and the Draycott law enforcement in particular. Not because she didn’t agree, but because there were bigger issues at play.

      “Guys, it’s all well and good to mock the police, but the only reason Mal isn’t being escorted to the hospital in the back of a squad car right now is because the trunk is empty. If there was even one shred of evidence in there, we’d all be in serious trouble right now.”

      Camille stopped her with a tsk. “But Amber. There is a shred of evidence. Unfortunately, I don’t think you’re going to like the look of it.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Raffi drew the handkerchief from his pocket and palmed it. With his usual delicacy, he reached into the trunk and pulled out the tire iron, careful not to let any part of his fingertips touch the metal.

      As he pulled it out into the bright sunshine, they all caught the flash of red along one rounded edge. Sure enough, that bit of red looked an awful lot like blood. And more to the point…

      Amber gulped. “That blood is fresh.”
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        “Everyday romance is a misnomer. So is everyday murder, but nobody talks about that one.”

        —Death Comes Calling, Season 7 Episode 12

      

      Amber never thought she’d see the day that she was grateful for the possibility of zoonotic disease.

      She sat on a bench outside the hospital emergency room, Tatiana in her lap and a cool breeze whispering over her face. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be inside with Mal, her grandmother, and Lincoln as they sat waiting for the ER doctor to finish his examination, but it was nice to get a moment to herself. The fact that the tortoise wasn’t allowed inside those hallowed walls—“not even if he’s service animal, so you might as well save your breath”—gave her the perfect excuse to slip out and corral her thoughts into a semblance of order.

      What that order was, however, she had no idea.

      That Mal was in some kind of trouble was undeniable. Amber couldn’t say how much of the dead-Santa-in-my-trunk story was true and how much was the product of a serious head injury, but the girl had obviously been mistreated in some way. Add in the fact that she’d known the address to the Seven Ponds Retirement Community and seemed to have a working knowledge of the Death Comes Calling podcast, and the results were, well, unsettling.

      Dead body or no dead body, amnesia or no amnesia, blood on a tire iron or no blood on a tire iron, strange things were afoot.

      “Did someone call for a pet rescue?”

      At the sound of a male voice, unremarkable in every way except for its extreme dryness, Amber sprang to her feet. “Ethan! You’re here already. I wasn’t expecting you for at least another hour.”

      The man who’d spoken tilted his head to one side as he watched Amber step forward, his expression inscrutable. All of him was inscrutable, but Amber had long since grown accustomed to that.

      Ethan Adler was an impossible man to pin down. He was tall but not tall. His hair color seemed to change every time the sun moved. His eyes carried flecks of the entire rainbow, and even his clothes seemed to blend into the background until it was difficult to tell where he ended and the parking lot behind him began.

      Until, of course, he smiled. In that moment, every part of him came into stark, welcome clarity.

      “I handed over all my appointments to my partner,” he said, flashing her that telltale smile. “Your thing sounded more important than caponizing a pair of roosters.”

      Amber must have looked confused, because his grin deepened before he added, “It means castrating them. You’d be surprised how much quieter and more docile roosters get after you take away their ability to procreate.”

      Amber barely managed to prevent a shudder from overtaking her. Before she’d met Ethan, she’d assumed that most of what veterinarians did revolved around vaccinating kittens and pulling porcupine quills out of dog snouts. The realities were much more grotesque and usually involved the gonads.

      “In that case, I’m not sure I should give you Tatiana. He’ll be traumatized.”

      Ethan reached out and took the tortoise from her, careful not to overextend his reach as he did. Even though he was six months into his hip replacement recovery and had long since dispensed with the walker he’d used when she first met him, he still moved with the caution required of someone who’d recently had their bones cracked open and replaced with titanium.

      “He’s seen worse,” Ethan said as he gave the tortoise’s chin a light tickle. “When we had him in the office last week, there was an emergency amputation that caused a ten-foot blood spray. Tatiana walked through it and left a little trail of red footprints all over the waiting room.”

      Instead of laughing as she was meant to, Amber stiffened at the mention of blood. Ethan reached out and touched her arm with the same light graze he’d used on the tortoise. He wasn’t one to indulge in public displays of affection, but that small touch seemed to unlock everything she needed it to. Especially since small touches were pretty much all she ever managed to get from him.

      Friends, that was what they were.

      Nothing more. Nothing less. Nothing fun.

      “That bad, huh?” Ethan gave a light tsk. “I wasn’t able to untangle everything you said on your voicemail, but if it involves dead bodies and amnesiacs, I bet your grandmother is eating this whole thing up.”

      A truer story had never been told.

      “Camille and I were supposed to go Christmas shopping this afternoon,” Amber said with a sigh. “She knows all the good stores where you can score designer knockoffs on a barista’s salary. But from the way the podcast group is reacting, I’m pretty sure we’ll be forced to postpone the holidays until further notice.”

      His glance was sharp—or as sharp as it could be now that his expression had fallen back into obscurity. “Isn’t that what you wanted? Your parents have been hounding you to come home for the holidays since Thanksgiving.”

      Since her strained relationship with her parents wasn’t her favorite topic of conversation, and there were several other pressing issues to get to, Amber refused the bait. “I can’t believe a mystery like this is happening to us. Again.”

      She quickly outlined the morning’s events, glossing over the more gruesome aspects of Mal’s description of the dead Santa to focus on what was most pertinent: “Regardless of what happened to the poor girl—or why—someone wanted her to come to us. She was sent to Draycott specifically to find the Death Comes Calling podcast group. Of that I’m certain.”

      Ethan twisted his lips in a way that almost always preceded a sarcastic remark—which for him, was at least half of what came out of his mouth. “Or she’s a deranged fan who knows exactly how to get you guys to let her in. A head wound and a bizarre story are two of your grandmother’s favorite things.”

      “No way.” The words shot out of Amber’s mouth before she could think to temper them. “You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen her. The girl is twenty, at the very most, and terrified out of her mind. You know what a good judge of character I am.”

      “A good judge of character? Remind me again…how many years were you with your overbearing, cocky, soul-crushing ex?”

      “Bones doesn’t count!” she protested. Then, feebly, “I blame his shoulders. They clouded my brain.”

      His lips twisted even more. “And how many of your grandmother’s friends did you suspect of murder before you found the Admiral’s real killer earlier this year?”

      “Ethan, that’s not fair. It was an emotionally difficult time for me.”

      “And what was your exact reading of my character the first seven or eight times we met?”

      He had her there. Even after six months, she was still finding Ethan Adler a difficult nut to crack—in large part because he showed no disposition to aid her in the attempt.

      “Okay, fine.” She threw up her hands. “I’m a terrible judge of character. But even you have to admit that I’m a halfway decent investigator, and I’m telling you that there’s more to this than a stalker with a bad sense of humor. Just wait until you meet Mal. You’ll see what I mean.”

      “And the mysterious dead Santa Claus?” he prodded. “Will I get to meet him too?”

      Amber wished she had an answer for him, but she didn’t. At this point, she didn’t even have any questions. Blood on a tire iron was proof of nothing except that someone who’d had access to the trunk in the past twenty-four hours had been bleeding—a thing that Mal very clearly had been, and even more clearly could have been confused about.

      “Thank you for taking Tatiana off my hands for the rest of the day,” she said instead. “If it’s not too much trouble, I’ll come get him sometime this evening. Or you can keep him overnight, and I’ll send someone to pick him up at the vet clinic tomorrow.”

      A soft snort escaped him. “Not a chance, Winslow. There’s no way I’m letting you off the hook without giving me a full rundown of events. I’ll bring the tortoise by your place after work. You’d better be there, or I’m calling the police and launching an investigation of my own.”

      She was more pleased by this demand than she was willing to admit—or to let Ethan see.

      “Oh, so now you’re all about helping battered young women with hazy memories of dead Santas in her trunk? What changed?”

      “Nothing changed,” he said, unperturbed by both her sharp words and the even sharper way she uttered them. He tucked Tatiana securely under one arm. “You just keep getting me emotionally invested in your drama, that’s all. Unfortunately for me, it’s one of the things you’re best at.”

      As he offered her a wave and turned back toward the parking lot, Amber was tempted to run after him—partly in protest and partly in a plea to hear more. Which of her dramas was he most invested in? Just the murder bits, or the part where she was making herself shamelessly available to him only to be thwarted at every turn?

      She didn’t run after him, though. Not only was it dangerous to leave Lincoln and her grandmother alone with an impressionable and traumatized young woman for too long, but she was itching to get some answers.

      As much as she hated to admit that too, Ethan was right. Her life was steeped in an awful lot of drama these days, and like her grandmother, that drama was rapidly becoming her favorite part of the day.

      

      * * *

      By the time Amber made it into the room where Mal was being examined, she was clearly too late to see the doctor.

      A different official, however…

      “Okay, Miss, ah—”

      “We’ve named her Mal. It’s short for Maleficent.”

      The woman standing at the foot of the bed looked pained but nodded. “Okay then, Mal…are you sure you wouldn’t rather do this without the audience? No offense to your grandfather and his friend here, but this whole thing will go a lot faster without the constant interruptions.”

      Amber leaned against the doorframe and allowed Ethan’s driest, most acerbic drawl to flood her voice. “You can try, Detective Vega, but I think we both know that’s an exercise in futility. Dislodging Jade McCallan from someplace she doesn’t belong is as impossible as jumping to the moon.”

      The woman in question—Detective Eliana Vega—turned with a sigh, managing to somehow look both unsurprised and disappointed to find Amber standing behind her.
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