

[image: ]





 
 
 

 
Over His Dead Body

 

 
LAURIE BROWN

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2011 Laurie Brown

 



 
The right of Laurie Brown to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2011

 



 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



 
Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

 



eISBN : 978 0 7553 8610 9

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk






[image: 001]

 little black dress

 IT’S A GIRL THING

 



Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you—you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to

 



www.littleblackdressbooks.com

 



where you can:



♥ Enter our monthly competitions to win gorgeous prizes


♥ Get hot-off-the-press news about our latest titles


♥ Read exclusive preview chapters both from your favourite authors and from brilliant new writing talent


♥ Buy up-and-coming books online


♥ Sign up for an essential slice of romance via our fortnightly email newsletter




We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team
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Five interesting things about Laurie Brown:1. I am a true shoe-a-holic and have over a hundred pairs of shoes to prove it. (This addiction probably stems from having to wear ugly brown orthopaedic oxfords as a child.) Now I’ve reached a point where if I buy another pair, one of the others has to go. Either that or my office/overflow closet will become just a closet and then where will I write?

2. Cotton balls make me shiver like when fingernails scratch across a chalkboard. I can’t bear to touch them. I swear they make noise when they’re squeezed, but no one else in my family seems to hear it.

3. Cooking shows on television fascinate me but they haven’t made me any better at coping with kitchen duty. Thankfully my husband is marvellous. Don’t you just love a man who cooks?

4. I love crossword puzzles but must restrict myself to the one in the Sunday newspaper. If I buy those little books of puzzles all I wind up doing is copying the answers found in the back.

5. I can drink coffee anytime, anywhere, any flavour. Love it.






To my husband Brit, my real-life hero.
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When you find yourself somewhere totally unexpected, doing something you never imagined that you’d do in a million years, odds are family is responsible. Only your relatives take you at your word when you say, If there’s anything I can do, just give me a call. They call.

And since Caroline Tucker had made the mistake of telling her sister she wanted to make up for the last ten years of being away, saying no hadn’t been an option. That was why on a warm Saturday in September she was sitting on a rock out in the desert foothills of the Sierra Blanca Mountains of New Mexico, miles away from civilization. She shifted position, trying in vain to find a comfortable spot, yet thankful she wasn’t required to lie on the rough ground like two of the other patients.

‘You have a broken arm, two broken legs and a serious head wound.’

Caroline tried to hide a smile and failed. Her niece  was serious, intelligent and mature for a nine-year-old, but the solemn pronouncement was mitigated by her sweet little-girl voice and faintest trace of a lisp.

‘You’re in terrible pain,’ Julie reminded her with a deadpan expression.

Caroline groaned, acting the wounded patient for five little girls who had eagerly set splints on her limbs and were wrapping them with roll after roll of three-inch-wide gauze and yards of adhesive tape in the single-minded pursuit of the highly coveted First Aid Badge. ‘Oops. Not over my eyes, please.’

The mini-medic who was bandaging Caroline’s head adjusted the last loop with a mumbled apology. She finished taping the turban just as a shrill whistle marked the end of the test period. All activity stopped and everyone turned to face the central area.

‘Good job, girls.’ Troop Leader Trudy Ferris applauded, calling out each patrol’s bird namesake as she slowly turned in a circle.

All the girls joined in the applause. Caroline used her free hand to pat her bandaged arm.

‘I’ll be around to check each patrol in turn,’ Trudy continued. ‘Once you’ve passed inspection, you may start on the next badge activity, cooking dinner over a campfire. Remember the plans you made at the meeting. Clear a flat spot and make a circle of stones before you gather wood. We already have plenty of kindling available by breaking up these tumbleweeds,  so you’re going to be looking for small mesquite branches, some larger ones, and a log or two. Remember, dry wood only. Lay out your fire in one of the patterns we learned, but do not, I repeat do not light your fire until it’s checked or you won’t get credit for that step. Okay. Buddy system, and don’t go farther than fifty yards from this spot.’

One little girl raised her hand. ‘How far is fifty yards?’

‘Stay within sight of the RV,’ Trudy said, pointing to her trailer-sized vehicle that Caroline and one other driver had followed to this remote spot.

Caroline was out of her element acting as a surrogate parent, but unfortunately her sister, Dee Ann, was having a difficult pregnancy. The doctor had put her on bed rest for the next three weeks until her due date. Normally Dee Ann would turn to their other sister, Mary Lynne, for help. The two of them had grown close after Caroline had gone off to California. But now that she’d returned to Haven after her wedding planning business failed, Caroline wanted to reconnect with her family.

Plus Dee Ann didn’t have a lot of choice. Mary Lynne was on a cruise with her husband, daughter Belle, and Dee Ann’s younger daughter Crystal. So Caroline stepped up and agreed to help her niece Julie with her scouting badges. If she’d known what the job entailed, she might not have been so accommodating.

Did Dee Ann know that this so-called leader  allowed the girls to wander off? That she let them play with fire? The sudden protectiveness surprised Caroline, and she had to bite her lip to keep from speaking out. The girls were not appropriate recipients of her opinions.

Their patrol was the last to stand inspection by the troop leader. ‘Good job, Hummingbirds. You pass with flying colours, and can start gathering stones and wood.’

‘Before they take off willy-nilly, may I have a word with you?’ Caroline asked Trudy.

Two of the five girls had already joined hands and skipped off. Julie and the other two stood still and stared at each other with confused expressions.

‘Just a moment,’ Trudy said before turning to the girls. ‘I see we have a dilemma here. Easily solved if the three of you will be buddies.’ When the girls did not immediately jump at the suggestion, she said to Julie, ‘But what a wonderful opportunity for your aunt to be your buddy. If that’s all right with her, of course.’

Caroline could tell from her niece’s big eyes that she wanted her to say no, but she started unwrapping her arm anyway. ‘That sounds like fun.’ Not. But at least her niece wouldn’t be out wandering in the desert on her own.

The other two girls left in a spate of giggles and the leader took advantage of the opportunity to escape and went to sit in the shade of the RV.

‘Wow, this is a lot of gauze,’ Caroline said.

With a roll of her eyes, Julie knelt to help remove the bandages. When the other teams returned with booty and left again, she let out a big sigh. ‘This is taking for ever. We’ll never catch up.’

As soon as she’d freed her arm and Julie had finished unwrapping one leg, Caroline stood to rub her bruised derriere. She tried to flex her cramped muscles and stumbled forward a few steps.

‘Can we go now?’ Julie asked.

‘Ah, did you happen to notice I can’t bend my right knee?’

Julie plopped down on the rock.

‘It won’t take that long to—’

‘If I don’t help with the fire circle and wood-gathering I won’t get the badge.’

The little girl’s bottom lip quivered. Either she was a manipulative genius, or failing to get the badge really was equivalent to the end of the world. Caroline just couldn’t contribute to that happening. She tested walking with a few stiff-legged paces.

‘Okay, I think I can keep up, if you don’t run.’

Julie jumped up with a smile bright enough to toast marshmallows. ‘Let’s go in this direction,’ she said before leading off into the sparse desert plants, three- to seven-foot-tall mesquite bushes and assorted cactus. ‘No one else went this way,’ she added over her shoulder.

After gimping along for twenty or thirty yards, Caroline regretted her decision. The weird gait strained her muscles and the splints had chafed several spots raw. ‘Hey, slow down.’ She plucked at the gauze wrapped around her leg even as she hobbled along. ‘Don’t get too far ahead of me. Julie?’

She caught up with her niece in a small clearing. The girl was tugging on the remnants of a good-sized tree that had apparently been unearthed and washed up there with a bunch of other debris by a long-ago flash flood. ‘Wow, that’s really big. Maybe too big.’

‘Can you help me, please?’

‘Even if we get it out of that tangle, we’d have to drag it a long way back to camp,’ Caroline said.

‘We can do it. It’s going to be the best log anyone ever found. Pleeeze.’

‘Okay. Let’s pull together on the count of three.’ She took a good handhold on a couple of sturdy branches and counted. With the last number she yanked the tree with all her might. It moved about six inches.

‘See. It’s working,’ said Julie.

Caroline blew out a deep breath. ‘Well . . . If I’m going to do any more of this, I need to get this splint off my leg.’ She located a rock and crossed the clearing to sit and unwrap gauze.

‘Too slow,’ Julie said as she followed. She pulled her bum bag around to the front, unzipped it and removed a Swiss army knife.

Fire, and now a knife? What kind of parents were her sister and brother-in-law? Sure, Julie was supposed to be uber-smart, but was that any reason to give her a dangerous weapon?

Julie handed over the multi-tool, opened to the world’s smallest pair of scissors.

‘I thought your leader said to save the gauze for the next practice session.’

Julie shrugged. ‘We probably won’t have any more practices, since we all earned our badges today, but if we do, I’ll replace this stuff out of my allowance.’

Caroline nodded and started cutting the gauze, soon unsure whether using the tiny scissors was any faster than the unwrapping had been. The exertion was bringing her out in quite a sweat. ‘Where is that breeze I felt just now when I need it?’

‘Over by the tree stump.’

‘Breezes don’t work that way. It can’t be there and not here just a few feet away.’

Julie gave her one of those looks from under her eyebrows that plainly said her aunt was not as smart as she thought she was. ‘See for yourself,’ she said with a negligent flip of her wrist. She might just as well have said, I dare you.

Caroline Tucker had never turned her back on a dare.

With her head held at a regal angle, she stood and marched towards the log, her stiff leg spoiling some of  the effect. Standing arms spread near the upended roots, she waited. Nothing. Hah! She turned to bask in her superiority, and stumbled a couple of steps in her haste. As she recovered her balance, she felt a breeze on the side of her face.

Two steps back, no air movement. Two steps forward, steady breeze. ‘Strange,’ she muttered. She repeated the experiment several times, until Julie appeared at her side.

‘Now do you believe me?’

‘It wasn’t that I . . . Okay, I didn’t believe you. You have to admit, it sounded weird.’

Julie shrugged.

‘Grab that branch and let’s move this tree out of the way.’ Caroline folded the knife and stuck it in her pocket. ‘I’ll bet this debris hides a cave opening.’

Julie shook her head even as she pulled. ‘How did you get from breeze to cave?’

‘Change in temperature is the most common reason for air movement,’ Caroline explained as they inched the tree stump along. ‘Most likely this is a cave connected to others further up in the foothills via a system of shafts and tunnels. Warm air rises.’

‘Why?’

‘You’ll have to ask your science teacher that. All I know is that it’s why hot air balloons go up. In this case, warm air going somewhere is creating a breeze.’

‘Into a cave?’

‘Seems the most likely reason, considering the number of caves in this area.’ Then she had another idea. ‘Or it could be an old mine. There would have to be another opening farther up the mountainside for the air to circulate, but that’s possible. Plenty of old mines have been found all over southern New Mexico. Some treasure hunters believe there is a fortune hidden in these hills.’

‘We learned about Chato’s gold and Vanderveer’s fortune at school when we were studying local myths and legends. Mrs Greenly says they’re just colourful stories.’

Caroline squeezed between the branches and a very large rock and came to a sudden halt. A face stared back at her. A scream rose in her throat, and only the awareness of her niece nearby allowed her to stifle it. Though horrified, she couldn’t look away from the face. Well, sort of a face. More like a skeleton’s head. No, a mummy’s. Attached to a dried-up body dressed in cowboy clothes and seated against the wall of a cave entrance.

She spun around and spread her hands in a hopeless attempt to block her niece’s view. ‘Julie, honey, would you go back to the campsite and ask Ms Ferris to come here?’

A long, high-pitched scream was her answer.

‘Or you could just scream like that and she should come running.’

She took her niece by the shoulders. When the girl stopped to catch her breath, Caroline demanded, ‘Look at me.’ She stared straight into her eyes and said, ‘There’s nothing here that will hurt you. I promise you.’

Julie swallowed deeply and nodded.

‘Good. Now do you want to go sit on that rock while I call Travis?’

The girl shook her head. ‘I want to stay with you.’

‘Okay. That’s fine.’ Caroline put an arm around her niece’s shoulder as she dialled. ‘Hello, Phyllis? Is Travis . . . er . . . Sheriff Beaumont available?’

‘He’s out of the office. What’s wrong? Are the girls all right?’

Caroline didn’t question how Phyllis knew she was on an outing with the Girl Scouts. Aside from being on the force for over thirty years, the woman’s network of friends and relatives kept her informed of just about everything that went on around town.

‘They’re all fine,’ Caroline reassured her. ‘Will Sheriff—’

‘Why don’t you call his cell? He’s out with Chief Red Hawk of the Tribal Police tracking some drug—’

‘I don’t have his cell number.’ Why would Phyllis think she did? Just because Caroline had been romantically linked to the man once upon a long, long time ago, that didn’t mean there was anything between them now. When she’d moved back to her home town of Haven, New Mexico, Travis was just another one of  the problems she had to deal with on an ongoing basis. Oh, she was always polite when unable to avoid running into him, which happened way too often, but it was a small town after all. And if her pulse speeded up just a tad whenever he was close, that was of no significance whatsoever and no one knew about it. Not even Phyllis. ‘And I don’t have a pencil or paper,’ she added when the deputy started reciting the number.

Caroline shook her head when Julie offered both. ‘Just let the sheriff know we found a mummy, and I would appreciate—’

‘I’m sorry. It sounded like you said you found a mummy.’

‘That’s all I can think of to call him; well, other than Poor Fred, which is what I’ve named him. Just this second.’

‘You mean you found a body in a Halloween costume, like someone wrapped in gauze?’ Phyllis said.

‘No. That would be me.’

‘Huh?’

‘Never mind.’ She turned, awkwardly due to the half-intact splint, her niece sticking to her side like she was attached with Velcro, and looked at their find. ‘I think Poor Fred is what’s called a natural mummy. Technically I guess you’d call him a dried-up corpse, but—’

‘Can you describe him?’

‘His skin looks like brown leather. Eyes are sunken  and closed, possibly missing.’ Julie groaned, and Caroline patted her shoulder with a muttered apology. ‘But he still has a good amount of dirty hair, could be white, or grey, or maybe even light blond. Hard to say.’

‘Clothes? Distinguishing marks?’

‘He’s dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt like a cowboy or prospector would wear. There’s a lot of Indian stuff, too, beaded belt, jewellery, and several drawstring pouches. Next to him are two bulging saddlebags and at least one Indian parfleche bag.’

‘A what?’

‘Parfleche. A rigid box-like storage container with an envelope closure, usually made of stiff rawhide and decorated with mineral paints.’ Caroline was proud that she could use the correct term for the item, thanks to the research she’d done for a series of articles on Indian life she’d written recently. Fortunately she’d written a few magazine articles back when she’d been the wedding planner to the stars, and those contacts had led to other magazines and other articles. Although writing didn’t pay anywhere near what she was used to making, it kept her busy and just shy of destitute. Oh, for those days of shopping on Rodeo Drive . . .

‘Anything else?’

Phyllis’s question jolted Caroline back to the present. ‘Uh, yeah. There’s a ten-gallon hat with the brim stuck under one saddlebag that looks like something straight out of an old Gene Autry movie.’

‘Any evidence of foul play?’

‘Nothing obvious. He looks rather peaceful.’

‘Well, don’t touch anything. Travis will want to see everything just like you found it.’

Caroline had no intention of getting any closer. ‘You don’t have to worry about that. How long do you think it will take for him to get here?’

‘That depends on your location.’

‘The Petersen ranch.’

‘Well that cuts it down to a few thousand acres.’

She looked around for some sort of landmark. ‘I’m not sure exactly where . . .’

‘Never mind. Give me your cell’s provider name, and with that and your number I can pinpoint your location via the internet. I’ll call you back with an ETA after I talk to the sheriff.’

Trudy, the mothers, and the rest of the girls had arrived. Caroline used her free hand to plug one ear.

‘Are you sure the girls are all okay?’ Phyllis asked. ‘I hear screaming.’

‘That’s just pre-adolescent female communication.’ Something Caroline must have understood at one time but had totally forgotten. Her re-indoctrination lessons had already covered the a yucky bug just landed on the car window right next to my head scream and the sympathetic group-response scream. And then there’d been the omigod I was just thinking about the Jonas Brothers and they came on the radio scream. She still  wasn’t sure if the dramatic response was because of the coincidence, or for the music, or if it was elicited simply by saying the name of the singing group. Using the scream scale, the mummy was almost as popular as the band.

‘I’ll call you back,’ Phyllis promised before she hung up.

Trudy approached Caroline. ‘May I have a word with you?’ She motioned for her to step away from the others.

‘Certainly.’ Caroline flipped her phone closed and gave Julie a little push to encourage her to join the other girls. ‘I was just talking to Deputy O’Connor. She’ll call back with an ETA after she talks to Sheriff Beaumont.’

‘That is a problem,’ Trudy said in a serious tone.

‘Oh, she probably talks to him every day.’ Caroline smiled her best lighten-up-the-situation grin.

Trudy pulled herself to her full height, flipped her long braid over her shoulder and squared her broad shoulders. ‘An impertinent attempt at humour doesn’t change the issue. You should have waited to talk to me before calling the police. Not only are we on my grandfather’s land, I am the troop leader and therefore in charge.’

Although taken aback, Caroline, former wedding planner to the rich, famous and self-important, was not intimidated easily. But she was hampered by the fact  that the other woman was probably right. Why had she been in such a tearing hurry to call Travis? Now he would be arriving soon. Perhaps it would be better if Trudy handled everything. ‘Sorry. I’m not used to this chain-of-command thing.’

‘Apology accepted.’ Apparently mollified, Trudy directed everyone back to the campsite. ‘I think it’s best we continue according to plan until the sheriff arrives.’ Then she removed her cell from a pocket in her badgecovered vest and in an aside to Caroline said, ‘I don’t know what Grandfather is going to say about this. He’s a very private man and not too fond of the police. Oh, not Sheriff Beaumont in particular; he just doesn’t trust government types in general.’ With a sigh, she added, ‘Here goes nothing,’ as she started towards the other side of the clearing for some quiet and privacy.

Caroline turned for a last look at the mummy before heading back to the campsite. For a moment she was too stunned to speak. Julie sat on the ground next to Poor Fred while her friend Savannah Remalard took her picture with her fancy phone. Someone had moved the mummy’s hand and some of his stuff to make room for the girl to sit.

‘Julie!’

She jumped up. ‘Ah . . .’

‘Perfect timing,’ Savannah said. ‘Now, Ms Tucker, if you’ll just step over here, I can get a few pictures of the person responsible for this momentous discovery.’

‘No, I—’

‘For posterity. And my website. I blogged about finding the mummy and the numbers I’m generating are awesome. The video hits are already in the triple digits.’

‘What?’ Blogging, numbers, video hits? Who was this grown-up in a child’s body? ‘How do you—’

‘My dad’s in the internet marketing biz,’ Savannah explained. ‘I was practically born doing stuff on the web.’

‘Savannah is going to be a big-time Hollywood director,’ Julie added.

‘Independent,’ she corrected.

‘Naturally,’ Julie said to her friend before turning back to her aunt. ‘And I’m going to star in her movies.’

Just what she wanted for her niece. Not. Oh, Caroline could tell stories about movie stars. Weddings, like any traumatic, life-changing event, tended to bring out the best and the worst in people. The best of Hollywood was usually saved for the cameras. And the worst was the stuff of nightmares. ‘Well, don’t leave for the coast just yet. Your leader said everyone should go back to the campsite. And we shouldn’t move or touch anything until the sheriff gets here to examine the scene.’

Julie’s eyes opened wide. ‘But I—’

‘Do you think it’s a crime scene?’ Savannah asked eagerly. ‘That would be too cool. I’ll tape the whole  investigation. We’ll call it CSI: New Mexico. I just love all that whole crime-scene stuff.’

‘How about you make a video called Earning the Outdoor Cooking Badge? Because unless you hurry, you’ll miss the fire-starting.’

With sinus-clearing shrieks, the girls took off running.

Caroline decided she wasn’t going to walk another step before getting rid of the leg splint. She found a place to sit, took the Swiss army knife out of her pocket, and selected the scissors. The tiny blades made for slow work, and each layer of gauze had to be cut separately. Despite being well into September, the day was quite warm, over eighty degrees, maybe pushing ninety. She paused long enough to remove her shirt, leaving only her tank top as protection against the fierce sunlight.

Even though the pile of remnants grew, the splint didn’t seem any looser. How many rolls of gauze had that girl used? Just as Caroline was considering the wisdom of moving to a place with some shade, a shadow drifted over her and a shiver inched down her spine. She looked up, expecting one of the mothers, or maybe even an irate Trudy to have come searching for her, since she hadn’t returned to the campsite as directed.

Squinting into the afternoon sun, she couldn’t see much more than an outline. The cowboy hat, broad shoulders, and long legs didn’t match the profile of any of the women, and she recognized the ground-eating  stride of Sheriff Beaumont. She should have known from the familiar shiver that Travis would soon appear. Every since junior high she’d been able to tell if he was near. Still could, although she’d used her talent to avoid him as much as possible for the last three months. What should she say to him? Just as important, what would he say to her?

‘Bad hair day?’

Caroline blinked at the unexpectedness of his comment and unconsciously her hand flew to her head. Dang! She ripped off the forgotten gauze turban, wincing as a few hairs went with the tape. ‘You got here fast,’ she said, fluffing her short auburn curls while trying to make it look like she wasn’t.

Travis took a wide-legged stance and crossed his arms. ‘Deputy O’Connor said you found a mummy. Is this some sort of a joke?’ he asked as he eyed her up and down.

A second man stepped around Travis.

‘We were just over that rise,’ Chief Miguel Red Hawk said as he approached her. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine.’ She held up the scissors. ‘Or I will be once I finish cutting my way out of first-aid bondage.’

‘Let me help.’ He knelt by her leg and pulled a knife from the sheath inside his knee-high fringed moccasins. He paused at her sharp intake of breath. ‘Don’t worry. I haven’t taken any scalps with this. At least not recently,’ he added with a teasing grin. ‘Do you trust me?’

‘Shouldn’t I?’ Although she looked at him, she was all too aware of Travis staring at her.

Miguel shrugged. ‘Apache do not trust easily.’

His casual comment seemed to hide real concern. She smiled at him. ‘Last weekend was . . . awesome. I’m so honoured to—’

Travis stepped forward. ‘I had no idea you two were dating.’

Caroline turned her head to look up at him over the rims of her sunglasses. ‘Maybe that’s because who I see and what I do is none of your business.’ She straightened her spine and faced away from him. ‘But just to clear the air, Miguel and I are not dating,’ she said.

‘At least not yet,’ he said with a grin. ‘I told you, I don’t give up easily.’

She shook her head. ‘We’re working together on a project for the New Mexico Historical Society,’ she explained to Travis without looking at him. ‘I’m writing several articles on the Mescelaro Apache’s contributions to the state. Last week I had the singular honour of attending a private ceremony held by Miguel’s family to celebrate his little sister’s coming of age.’

‘Not for publication.’

‘I’d never betray your family’s trust. But I will write about how deep tribal traditions run, how they are an integral part of your daily life, your very soul.’

‘Then my mother was right in her assessment of you, in her decision to include you.’

‘Thank you.’

Travis pushed the brim of his hat with one finger until it sat on the back of his head. ‘If you two are done with the mutual-admiration do-si-do, can we move along to the reason we came here?’

‘Be right with you,’ Miguel said as he slid the tip of his blade under the gauze on her leg.

A shiver followed the cool flat back of the knife as it traced a line from her ankle to her thigh. The gauze fell away like a morning glory opening to the dawn.

After sheathing his knife, Miguel jumped to his feet and offered his hand. Caroline took it and stood as elegantly as any princess in a ballroom. She thanked her gallant knight and her smile sparkled in her eyes.

Jealousy smacked Travis in the solar plexus and he coughed to cover his surprised gasp. Then he denied feeling anything other than shock. The three had known each other since school, and Miguel had never shown any interest in Caroline. Of course, she’d been Travis’s girlfriend for a lot of that time. Not long ago, Miguel had asked if Travis was getting back together with her. Of course, his answer had been no. Hell, no. And he’d meant it. Had his so-called friend taken that as the go-ahead to make a move on Caroline? Should she be warned about Miguel’s love-’em-and-leave-’em style? Hah! More likely his friend should be warned about her. She hadn’t exactly stuck around when the going got tough.

Travis shook those thoughts out of his head. If Caroline wanted to play footsie with the Apache Romeo, it wasn’t his place to interfere. Good decision, he reaffirmed to himself.

While he’d been lost in his musing, she’d turned and walked to the far edge of the clearing. He had to rush to catch up. Signalling for them to follow, she slipped behind the pile of brush.

Travis felt a breeze on the back of his neck at the same time the dead man came into view, an eerie coincidence. After ten years in law enforcement in the military and on the Chicago police force, he thought he’d seen just about every sort of corpse: floaters, stinkers, headless, in pieces, with parts missing, you name it. But he’d never seen one dried up like a giant golden raisin. The body resembled one of those Egyptian mummies in the museum with the linen wrappings removed. Except this mummy was dressed like a movie star in a 1940s B Western, with guys named Buck, Hoot or Monte.

As if Caroline read his mind, she said, ‘I named him Poor Fred.’ She tipped her head to the side. ‘Sort of sad that he’s been out here all alone.’ She turned to Travis. ‘How many years do you think it would take to . . . do this?’

‘I’m no expert on natural mummification, but I think the time necessary depends on temperature and humidity.’ He squatted next to Poor Fred and mentally catalogued details starting with an imaginary outer  circle and spiralling inward, just as if he were investigating a crime scene. He took pictures with his cell phone of everything. Close-ups of the thick-soled boots, the copper rivets on the denim jeans and the shell buttons on the plaid shirt, which all appeared unusual and might be significant. ‘If it were windy and extremely low humidity, I suppose a body could dry out before decomp set in.’

‘Obviously, it’s possible,’ Miguel said. ‘If he died in the winter, low temps would reduce insect activity.’

‘Freeze-dried? That makes sense.’

‘You guys talk like Poor Fred is a . . . a thing,’ Caroline said.

‘Sorry,’ Miguel said. ‘Emotional distancing is a professional hazard.’

‘Well, he was a real person and I think it’s sad he’s been out here all alone. Surely someone was looking for him.’
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