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A frappin’ dog is a happy dog!
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PROLOGUE

––––––––
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“Be careful,” an exasperated voice said, for the third time in as many minutes. “There are jagged rocks everywhere. If you get hurt, then we’re screwed. There isn’t any help for miles, and I’m pretty sure neither of us have reception on our phones.”

“If you’re that concerned,” a female voice shot back, “then you shouldn’t have brought me all the way out to the middle of nowhere. I don’t care how pretty the scenery might be. Nothing is worth this.”

“I did mention this is a stratovolcano, didn’t I? It’s worth it, I assure you.”

“I don’t care if it’s Mount Olympus. Look how steep that is. I’ll never make it up there.”

“The goal isn’t to get to the top.”

“It isn’t? Then what’s the point of doing all this?”

The first speaker, a man in his late twenties, gave an exasperated sigh. He took his companion’s hand in his own and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Then he pointed northeast.

“There, at an elevation of over 7,000 feet, is a scenic point that overlooks Rascal River Valley. You can see for miles, in all directions. That, alone, is worth the trek up there. Don’t worry. We’re not going all the way to the top.”

“How high is the top?” the woman, also in her late twenties, irritably asked.

“Over 9,000 feet. It’s a doozy.”

“You’re a doozy,” the girl quietly grumbled to herself.

“Do you know who this volcano was named after?” the man asked.

“Did they make a movie about it?”

“Er, no. Why would they?”

“Then no. Of course, I don’t know who this blasted mound of rocks was named after.”

Oblivious to his partner’s sarcastic response, the man eagerly pressed on.

“John McLoughlin. He was a Chief Factor for Hudson Bay Company. This magnificent beast was so named in 1838.”

“Great. Whoopee.”

The man finally turned to his hiking companion and frowned.

“Listen, I know you don’t care too much about this sort of thing, but it’s important to me, okay? Could you at least try to look interested?”

“You’re a geology major,” the woman returned. “I get it. You like rocks.”

“And you don’t? I thought your profile said you enjoyed being outdoors.”

“I do enjoy being outdoors,” the woman angrily returned. “However, traipsing several miles over rugged terrain is not my idea of a good time.”

“Okay, that’s a fair point. I’m sorry.”

“And I’m sorry I ever used that damn dating service,” the woman muttered.

“Look over here,” the man exclaimed. “Do you see this? This appears to be basaltic andesite. I do believe we’re close!”

The woman sighed. “Thank goodness. My feet are killing me. I’d like to sit down for a while.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I meant the base of the volcano itself. The scenic point I was referring to is still about three hours away, so we’d better pick up the pace.”

“I’d like to pick something up, all right.”

“What was that? Do you see something you want to pick up?”

“No. I was just ... what’s that?”

“What’s what?”

“That. I’m talking about that right there. There’s something poking out from underneath that bush by your left foot. Is that a piece of clothing?”

Noting a strip of bright yellow nylon near his left foot, the man bent to retrieve it, only he discovered it was entangled in the bush. The piece of fabric refused to budge, even after he had given the strip a good tug. Intrigued, the man gave the nylon strip a hearty yank, and then gasped with surprise as the object it was attached to came into sight: the grisly remains of what was clearly a human hand. Strips of flesh could be seen dangling precariously from exposed, broken bones.

“That’s it,” the woman declared, catching sight of the mutilated remains. “No more computer dating for me. I’m outta here.”

ONE

––––––––
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Glancing up at the sky, I nodded. It was gorgeous outside. The sky was a brilliant shade of azure, with white, puffy clouds visible as far as the eye could see. There was no wind, the temperature was holding at about 77 degrees, and thanks to the immediate drop in ambient temperature when the sun set, there was a feeling of fall in the air. All in all, it was my favorite time of year. Especially here, in southwestern Oregon. 

Whereabouts in Oregon, you ask? Well, I may be biased when I say this, but I maintain this is the best part of the state. However, I do think the vast majority of the state is absolutely lovely this time of year, especially in the small town of Pomme Valley, which is where I currently live. Oh, I’m sorry. Let me introduce myself. My name is Zachary Anderson, but you can call me Zack. Everyone here does. I am in my mid-forties, I’m six feet tall, have brown hair (with what I keep telling myself is a gentle touch of gray) and blue eyes. I manage to keep myself in reasonable shape, and that’s mainly due to me chasing after my two dogs.

Sherlock and Watson. Where to start with those two? Well, they’re both corgis. For those who are familiar with the breed, they will know there are two variants: those with tails (Cardigans) and those without (Pembrokes). My two are both Pembrokes. Sherlock, whom I’ve had the longest (but not by much) is tri-colored, and Watson is classified as red and white. 

Go ahead and laugh at their names. Trust me, I’ve heard every joke imaginable. Sherlock was already named when I adopted him. As for Watson, well, I was told when I rescued her that ... yes, you heard that right. Watson is a she. She’s a very sweet, timid little girl who loves to snuggle with her daddy and chew on her toys. As I was saying, Watson had been through a number of foster homes, too, and had been called several different names. However, when I accepted her into my home, she became Watson. Why? Well, lemme explain.

Sherlock and Watson, true to their namesakes, have a knack for solving mysteries, regardless of nature, be they murders, robberies, and so on. Somehow, and I still haven’t figured out how, those two little dogs have the ability to locate clues pertinent to the case we’re working on. Sherlock and Watson have solved more cases than the rest of the Pomme Valley police force, combined. 

Oh. I should also mention that the three of us are official Pomme Valley police consultants. I’ll get back to that in just a minute.

As I was saying, Sherlock and Watson have the ability to sniff out clues that will, inevitably, link back to the case I’m working on in some fashion. Lately, I’ve gotten into the habit of taking pictures of anything that catches their interest, in the hopes of somehow being able to piece together what was happening first. But, has it helped? Not one bit. I can’t begin to tell you how many times I’ve gone back through my pictures after a case has been solved and just shaken my head in disbelief.

Trust me, those two dogs are smart. Wicked smart. Smarter than me, even, only that’s not saying much. So, yes, we’re police consultants. Thankfully, those talents aren’t called into service that often, so what do I do when we’re not playing cops and robbers? Well, I’m glad you asked. First and foremost, I’m a writer. A romance writer, if you must know. Romance readers are a very dedicated lot and, once you’ve got them hooked on your books, they’ll typically purchase anything that has your name on it. In this case, it isn’t my name they’re looking for, but my nom de plume: Chastity Wadsworth. Oh, I know that’ll make a lot of you laugh. Then again, it also affords me a very decent living. Ever since moving here a few years ago, and rekindling my desire to write, my books have been burning up the charts.

And, if you don’t think I stay busy enough with those two jobs, there’s a third I need to tell you about. However, to be honest, it’s not one that requires me to do much. I own a local winery, Lentari Cellars. It’s a small, well, small-ish local winery that I inherited, which prompted me to move here in the first place. You see, I was married once before, to a lovely woman by the name of Samantha. Unfortunately, she was killed in an automobile accident a few years ago. To make matters worse, I found out last year that her death wasn’t an accident. I won’t go into details here, seeing how that’s a story I’ve already told, but I will say I am thankful to put that painful experience behind me once and for all.

Now, here I am, engaged to ... look at that. I’m jumping ahead again. I really should introduce my fiancée, Jillian Cooper. She’s five foot six, has auburn hair, and is in her late thirties. She’s also the owner of a local business in town, Cookbook Nook. She and I hit it off right from the start, which pretty much startled the hell out of both of us. It probably has something to do with how many similarities the two of us share. 

Let me give you a few examples.

First off, Jillian was a widow (lost her husband to cancer), and I was a widower. Then, we learned we both enjoy science fiction, be it movies, television, books, or magazines. And, we both love animals. Jillian loves dogs, only she hasn’t had one for quite some time. Her late husband had been deathly allergic to animal dander, so she hadn’t had the opportunity to be around that many. Well, Sherlock and Watson made sure that came to a screeching halt. Both of the corgis absolutely adore her. I think they love her just as much as I do, which brings me to my next point. I never would have thought love could strike me twice. 

Thankfully, I was proven wrong. Jillian and I ended up getting engaged just a few months ago, while we were on vacation in Monterey. Even trying to take a simple vacation proved almost impossible, due to us discovering a dead body. It led to a strange series of events, involving a local numami ... nusimani ... coin collector, seeing how I have forgotten the technical term again, and the world-famous Monterey Bay Aquarium. During the wrap-up on that case, I gathered together our friends and family, unbeknownst to Jillian, and then popped the question, right there in front of everybody.

Like I said, that was several months ago. Now, summer was winding down and fall was rapidly approaching. The nights were cooling off, and before long, it’d be too cold to venture outside. Therefore, I have decided to see about having lunch with Jillian, outside at Casa de Joe’s—PV’s best Mexican-food restaurant in town. However, my fiancée was currently preoccupied, teaching a cake-decorating class at her store. So, following her suggestion, I grudgingly decided to just have lunch by myself and perhaps work on my latest novel. 

Snapping the leashes on both of the dogs, I grabbed my computer and headed out. The weather was warm, the sky was clear, and I decided to remove my Jeep’s hardtop. Jillian didn’t particularly care for riding in my Jeep in the open air. I guess it had something to do with getting windblown hair? I don’t know. Speaking for us guys, as long as our hair is there, it can flap in the wind, turn gray, or turn bone white for all we care. 

As for the dogs, this was the one and only time I’ve ever used seat belt restraints. After all, the last thing I need to worry about was to see one of the corgis stretched halfway over the side of the Jeep as they were enjoying the passing scenery. Trust me, it happened once. I vowed never to let that happen again.

Setting up my laptop before me on the open-air veranda at Casa de Joe’s and then opening my work-in-progress to the current chapter I was on, I skimmed through the last two pages I had written to refresh my memory. However, try as I might, I just couldn’t get the words to flow, and I wasn’t sure why. I knew that writer’s block was something every writer experienced from time to time. As for me, it had happened before, of course, but it was rare. 

I found my mind jumping from topic to topic, like someone rapidly changing the channels on a TV set. When would the winery’s new warehouse be completed? Would it pass all the necessary inspections? Could I really believe I was engaged to be married again? Would the weather cooperate on whatever date Jillian ended up choosing for the wedding?

On and on it went. I waited, fingers poised over the keyboard, to see if my thoughts would settle down, but much to my dismay, they didn’t. Sighing, I pushed back from my computer and reached for the basket of chips on the table. 

Why couldn’t I concentrate?

Movement in my peripheral vision attracted my attention. I glanced over to see what it was, and immediately cringed. It was a who and not a what. Willard Olson, postmaster of PV. He was also president of the Northwest Nippers herding dog club, and had been heckling me like crazy to get Sherlock and Watson to attend their monthly meetings. I had already been duped into allowing them to join, but I’ll be damned if I give up any of my free time to spend it associating with that grump. 

And that was why I was currently hiding behind a menu.

Once the walking beanpole had meandered by, I sighed in relief, and then noticed a group of teenage girls wandering this way. They had to be no more than thirteen or fourteen, which would typically have me recoiling with fright, only I recognized their ringleader: Zoe Woodson, daughter of Spencer Woodson. Zoe was a very bright girl, tall for her age, and had puppy-sat for me on several occasions. In fact, her eyes had just alighted on the two corgis and a wide grin appeared on her face.

“Oh, look! It’s Sherlock and Watson! How are you two today, you adorable bundles of fur?”

Both of the dogs were wriggling with anticipation. Not only were they fond of Zoe, but they had spotted the gaggle of kids trailing behind. Before I knew it, both dogs had gone belly up and were receiving more attention than they knew what to do with. After a few moments of fervent scratches, Zoe looked up at me, as if she just now realized someone else was present.

“Mr. Anderson! Hello! I didn’t see you there.”

“Hi there, Zoe. Don’t worry about it. I get that all the time. How are you and your friends doing today?”

“Just fine, Mr. Anderson. Are you here by yourself?”

I shrugged. “Just trying to get some writing done, only I can’t seem to concentrate today.”

Zoe nodded thoughtfully. “Well, you should take the dogs on a walk through the park. Throw the ball around. I know Sherlock and Watson both love that. It’ll help you clear your head.”

Zoe may only be thirteen, but she sure sounded a lot older. I smiled at the teenager and gave her a nod of thanks.

“I may end up doing just that. Shouldn’t you be in school right now?”

Zoe grinned at me. “Parent-teacher conferences are happening today. We get the day off!”

“I remember those, and I won’t even begin to tell you how many years ago that was. So, where are you off to?”

Zoe shrugged. “Anywhere other than home. We were thinking about catching a movie. There’s a new CGI movie, with animated dogs in it, that looks really good.”

I knew the movie Zoe was talking about, and it did not sound good in the slightest. Then again, to be fair, I was most certainly not in the movie studio’s target demographics.

“I’m sure it’ll be good. Have some popcorn for me. Good to see you, Zoe!”

“You, too, Mr. Anderson. And we will!”

I returned my attention to my laptop when a large family passed by. A large, loud family. I quickly glanced down at the dogs, to see how they were dealing with all the yelling, but thankfully, both corgis were content to watch. Realizing the fine art of people-watching was more entertaining than writing (for the time being), I closed my notebook and shut off my computer.

“Give that back to your brother, Timmy,” the harassed young father snapped.

“But ... he’s had his turn,” a young boy of six or seven pouted. “It’s my turn now!”

“Timothy Daniel,” a woman’s voice began, “if you don’t give that electronic game back to your brother, then I’m confiscating it and you’ll both be out of luck.”

The seven-year-old slammed the game down onto the sidewalk in frustration. A wide-receiver who had just scored a tie-breaking touchdown couldn’t have spiked the ball any better. The toy, understandably, shattered into a million pieces.

“That’s it! I’ve had it! You’ve just lost all your video game privileges,” the father snapped. “All of you.”

This brought cries of protest from the rest of the kids. I could still hear their screams of indignation well after I lost sight of them. I looked down at the dogs and ruffled their fur.

“Wow. Can’t imagine what that household is like, can you?”

Another family then walked by. This one was the polar opposite of the first. The two kids, a boy and a girl who were probably five and six, were laughing, holding the hands of their parents, and clearly having a good time. The kids were well behaved, well mannered, and spoke when spoken to. Sherlock snorted once and then turned to look at me, as if he couldn’t believe two families could be that different from one another.

“I know, right?”

“People watching, huh?”

The voice startled me more than I cared to admit, and I’m ashamed to say that I jumped in my chair, as though I had sat down on a buzzer. Even the dogs let out a few warning woofs. Then, both of them caught sight of who had spoken and they began wriggling with excitement. Again.

“Hey, Vance. How’s it goin’, amigo?”

“You’re jumpy today. Where’s Jillian?”

“Yeah, yeah. She’s teaching a cake-decorating class and will be tied up for the next couple of hours. Since I have some time to kill, I thought I’d grab a bite to eat and work on my latest book.”

Vance slid out a chair and promptly sat, which made me smile. He hadn’t bothered asking for permission. Then again, he also knew he didn’t need to, and that’s what I liked about him. 

“How’s your day going?” I wanted to know.

“It’s goin’,” Vance admitted. 

The waitress arrived just then and looked questioningly at my table’s newest arrival.

“Good afternoon. Welcome to Casa de Joe’s. Can I get you something to drink? A margarita, perhaps?”

Vance shook his head. “I’m still on duty. Do you have Dr. Pepper? I’ll have one of those, thanks.”

“You look stressed out, pal,” I announced. “Overwhelmed at work? Is there anything the dogs and I can do?”

Vance shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not. I’m currently dealing with a rash of burglaries.”

I perked up at this. “Oh? How serious?”

“Just some petty thefts. I suspect it’s just a couple of bored teenagers. I’ve been trying to figure out how to catch them at it. Little punks.”

Thirty minutes later, we were enjoying our lunch and watching a steady stream of people wander by. The waitress arrived with another beer for me, a refill for Vance’s Dr. Pepper, and a fresh bowl of chips and salsa. I took a healthy pull from my bottle, grabbed a handful of chips, and leaned back in my chair. I had just caught my detective friend staring at me again, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he was working up the courage to ask me something. Curiosity piqued, I decided to wait for Vance to speak his mind. Whatever it was, I was pretty sure it wasn’t police related, since if it was, he would have already said something by now. I know he’s not a fan of my writing, seeing how he doesn’t care for the romance genre, so it couldn’t be that. The only thing left was the winery. What, did he want to put a hold on a bottle or two from the next batch of wine? Crossing my legs at the ankles, I stared at my friend and waited for him to tell me what was on his mind.

Vance caught me giving him a quizzical look and ended up chuckling. “Fine. You clearly know something is up. Well, you’re right. I, uh, have a favor to ask of you. And, just to let you know, it’s okay if you tell me no.”

“What’s on your mind?” I wanted to know.

“How long does it take for you to write a book?”

I blinked a few times. Of all the things that could have come out of Vance’s mouth, this wasn’t anywhere on the list.

“Huh? You want to know about my writing? Since when?”

My friend let out a nervous cough. “Er, please answer the question, would you? From start to finish, how long does it take?”

“From the time I think of an idea until a reader is holding a physical copy of the book?” I asked.

Vance nodded.

I grunted and gave the question some consideration.

“Well, when I first started writing, I was releasing one title a year. Now, I’m up to five or six. It usually takes me a month or two to write, depending how the story flows. Then, another month is spent on edits, rewrites, and formatting. All in all, about three months. Level with me, buddy. Where’s this coming from? Why do you ask? Are you thinking about writing a book?”

“Hell no,” Vance said, shuddering. “You gotta know your own strengths and weaknesses. Writing is definitely not a strength.”

“Okay. Well, what’s going on?”

“Look. Tori and I will be celebrating our 15th anniversary next summer. I wanted to do something for her that really stands out.”

“And how do I fit into this picture?” I asked. “And congrats, by the way.”

“Thanks. Listen, I was hoping I could get you to create a character in one of your stories based off of her. We both know she’s a huge fan of your books. I’d like to see her face light up when she realizes she’s reading about a character based on herself.”

I pulled out a notebook and reached for my favorite mechanical pencil, which, as strange as it sounds, I always carry with me.

“So, do you want this story to be about her? Or, do you want the protagonist to look like her and have the same name?”

“Isn’t that the same thing?” Vance asked.

I shook my head. “Not even close. I’ll be honest, pal. I usually don’t model characters off of people I know. But you and Tori are friends, and I will break my own rules for friends.”

“I have no idea what to say to that,” Vance admitted.

“You don’t have to say anything,” I told him. “Now, there’s the easy way and the hard way. The easy way deals with me basing one of my protagonists off of Tori. I’ll make her physically look like her, sound like her, adopt her mannerisms, vocal inflections, and so on. However, this character will still do what I want them to do and follow a specified plot.”

“And that’s the easy way?” Vance asked, incredulously.

“Yep.”

“And, uh, what’s the hard way?”

“That’d be uncharted waters for me,” I answered. “I would listen to your ideas about a story, ask a lot of questions about what Tori likes and dislikes, and craft a fictional story around her.”

“You’ve never done that before,” Vance guessed.

I nodded. “Correct.”

“Sorry, Zack. I never realized it’d be so much work. I’ll just come up with something else to do for Tori. I don’t want to put your other books on hold.”

Vance finished off his soda and promptly ordered a beer.

“Didn’t you say you were on duty?” I casually asked.

Vance nodded and then glanced at his watch. “I was when I sat down, but now? I’m off. Forced time off, if you want to get technical. Chief Nelson said accumulating too much time off looks bad on the books, so starting next week, I’m on a forced vacation.”

I grunted by way of acknowledgment. An idea had occurred, and I was busy jotting my notes while my memory was still fresh. Sadly, if inspiration struck, and I didn’t write it down, then there wouldn’t be a snowball’s chance in hell I’d remember it at a future date. 

“What are you writing in there?” Vance wanted to know.

“Ideas.”

“Ideas? About what?”

“Ideas for a new period piece that just came to me.”

“Would this have Tori in it?” Vance asked.

I nodded. “It would. Tori is Irish, isn’t she?”

Vance nodded. “Right. Her mother’s side of the family practically all came from County Cork, in Ireland.”

“County Cork, Ireland,” I softly muttered, as I hastily scribbled more notes. “That’s perfect. Has she ever been there?”

“No,” Vance said, shaking his head. “She’s always wanted to go.”

“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, as I added more notes.

“Just don’t make her the bad guy,” Vance pleaded.

Confused, I looked up. “Why would you say that?”

“You called her ‘protagonist’ earlier, didn’t you? Isn’t that the story’s villain?”

“Pro,” I clarified. “Protagonist is the hero, or heroine, for that matter. Antagonist would be your villain.”

“Oh. Umm, are you really going to do this? Write a book about Tori?”

“I’m going to write a book set in the mid-19th century,” I corrected.

“The mid-19th century?” Vance repeated, puzzled. “Why?”

“Hear me out, as this just came to me. From the years 1845 through about 1849, I believe, the Emerald Isle suffered through the great Irish Potato Famine. The vast majority of people either starved or died off. I’m thinking I’ll set the story in County Cork, and have our story’s heroine, Tori, battling unsurmountable odds as she struggles to keep her family alive during the worst catastrophe anyone has ever seen.”

“Holy cow, she’s gonna love that,” Vance all but whispered, as a smile crept over his face. “She loves Irish stories, and anything pertaining to Ireland. Hey, umm, I may not know much about writing books, but, er, aren’t you supposed to be writing stories your publisher wants you to write?”

I nodded. “Very true. Lucky for me, I have a completed backlog of five titles, which means if I wanted to take a year off, I could. As it happens, I’m not. Once I finish the title I’m working on now, I was planning on taking the next couple of months off. No, don’t argue, pal. I can do this for you two. Consider it an anniversary present.”

“But what if your publisher doesn’t want to publish it?”

“Then I’ll self-publish it,” I answered. “Vance, don’t worry. I’ve got this. This will be our secret. Well, I’ll probably let Jillian know what I’m doing, but it’ll only be the three of us.”

“Can I pay you to do this?”

I shook my head. “Nope. As it is, if this book happens to take off, then, more than likely, I’ll be splitting the proceeds with you guys.”

“Do you need anything from me?”

I nodded, and pointed to Vance’s jacket. 

“It’s time to pull out your notebook. I’m going to need to know anything you can tell me about Tori. Favorite color, favorite foods, where she likes to travel, likes and dislikes, favorite sayings, mannerisms, and so on. Do you see where I’m going with this?”

Vance was writing so fast in his notebook that I briefly thought the friction of lead on paper would light it on fire.

“I gotcha, pal. Thank you for this.”

“It’s my pleasure. I’ll sketch out a possible outline in the next couple of days, and when I do, we’ll get together, go over it, and see if there’s anything we need to change.”

“I’m gonna owe you big, aren’t I?” Vance groaned.

I grinned at my friend. “Oh, you’d better believe it, amigo.”

“Have you and Jillian picked a date yet?”

“I think we have the date of our wedding narrowed down to fall, but that’s it. September, maybe? I don’t know. I just smile and nod whenever she asks me anything about it.”

“September?” Vance repeated. “Wow. That’s only a month away. You guys don’t waste any time, do you?”

“Of next year, you nitwit,” I chuckled. “We only got engaged earlier this year in Monterey, remember?”

Vance nodded. “Oh, right. Gotcha. Thought that was kinda quick.”

“I’m thinking indoor wedding, but I know Jillian would love for the ceremony to happen outside. The problem with that is ...”

Vance looked up at me after I trailed off.

“What? What’s the problem?”

At that exact moment, both corgis woke from their nap, lifted their heads, and looked out at the street. For the record, they noticed the same thing I had, which caused me to lose my train of thought. 

I should explain. For the past fifteen minutes, Vance and I had been watching the people meander by on Main Street. For the most part, the townsfolk appeared happy, content, and intent on reaching their destinations without lingering too long in one spot. That’s why he stood out so much.

I had trailed off the moment I clapped eyes on the guy. He was short, being no taller than five foot four. He had a slim, athletic build, dark brown hair, and a full, trimmed beard. If I had to guess his age, I’d say he was in his late twenties. I can’t speak for Vance, but my eyes were drawn to this guy because of his outfit: faded blue jeans and a button-down, collared, maroon shirt. But the kicker was the floor-length black duster he was wearing. He almost looked like a young Chuck Norris, only thanks to that black jacket he was wearing, I could now picture him dodging bullets in slow-mo.

Proof positive I’ve watched too many movies.

I looked over at Vance, hooked my thumb at the strange sight, and indicated my detective friend should take a look. Once he did, Vance turned back to me with a quizzical look on his face.

“He sure sticks out, doesn’t he?” he eventually decided. “I wonder who he is.”

“Whoever he is, he’s certainly not from around here,” I added.

As if to prove my point, the stranger looked pointedly up at the nearest street sign, then stepped back a few steps so he could observe the passing townsfolk, and finally, pulled out his cell phone, as if to confirm an address. We saw the stranger look back up at the street sign, nod once, and then began to study the nearby businesses. He was clearly looking for something. After a few moments, he slid his phone back into an interior jacket pocket, but not before allowing us to see the butt of a gun sticking out of a shoulder holster.

“Did you see that?” I asked, as I turned to Vance.

My friend solemnly nodded. “Yeah, I did.”

“Maybe he’s a cop?” I suggested.

Vance shrugged. “Based on his outfit, he more than likely has a CCW permit. Ten bucks says he’s looking for Wired Café.”

I wordlessly pulled out a ten and dropped it on the table. Together, we watched the guy study the stores. Then, as if he knew we were talking about him, the strange guy suddenly turned and looked straight at us. The Matrix wannabe checked his phone again, nodded, and then started walking in our direction. Confused, I turned to Vance.
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