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      It was the kind of night that was made for walking.

      The sun had set hours ago, and now it was cool and crisp with an almost electric energy in the air. Part of that was from Vegas just being Vegas. There was always some kind of energy in the air here. The other part of it was of course that work was over for the night and I had better places to be.

      I had just completed my shift at The Treasury, and it was now pretty late on that cool Friday night. Or, I guess, technically Saturday morning. But I don’t like to count my days like that. Until I went to bed and woke up again, it was still Friday night.

      But I wasn’t walking home, and I wasn’t going to bed just yet. I was going to the Tremonte Casino, owned by my friend—and ex-boyfriend—Jack Weber. He’d sent me a message while I was working, inviting me to come and see some kind of surprise.

      Jack had sweetened the invitation by telling me that my friend Emily would be there, as well as Bridget, my former dog. Bridget was still a dog, but she wasn’t really mine anymore. A tiny apartment that didn’t allow pets wasn’t the best living situation for the furry creature I’d rescued from a now shut-down spa.

      I pulled my hoodie tight against my body as a chill wind picked up. I was walking down a smaller road that ran parallel to the Strip but a couple of blocks back. Having spent the evening working, I had my fill of tourists for the time being. It was nice to have some peace and quiet. Or it would’ve been if it weren’t for the sound of sirens rushing past. They screeched to a halt about a block ahead of me. Curious, I walked a little faster.

      As a private detective, I’m always interested in any crimes that occur. One thing I’ve noticed over the years is that more things than you would think can be connected. And even when they aren’t connected, learning about one crime can sometimes help you solve another. So while I didn’t exactly seek out crime scenes, when they played out right in front of me, I couldn’t help but be even more intrigued than the average bystander.

      There were a couple of cop cars parked haphazardly on the side of the road. Their lights were still flashing but the sirens were now thankfully silenced. There hadn’t been time for a proper crowd to form, and it being so late at night there probably wouldn’t be one. Four or five people were milling around, obeying the police officers’ commands to stay back.

      I casually sidled up to see what was going on. There was a middle-aged woman wearing a beautiful black evening dress staring at the scene. I figured she was staying at one of the hotels on the Strip nearby and had just run across the commotion like me.

      “Did you see what happened?” I asked her.

      “It’s a murder,” she said breathlessly.

      It was clearly a once in a lifetime event for her to witness. Unfortunately, it wasn’t for me. I say unfortunately, but since I made my business investigating crimes, maybe that should be fortunately instead.

      “Yeah? What kind?”

      She blinked at me. “What ‘kind?’”

      “Was it a robbery? A fight? A lover’s quarrel?”

      “I don’t know. When I got here, there was a woman saying she found a body. Said he’d been stabbed. We called the police, and they were here in no time. It was only a few minutes ago.”

      “Yeah, we’re close to the Strip. The cops are always pretty fast around here. They don’t like anything that might upset the tourists.”

      “That makes sense.” The woman leaned in toward me. “Though it’s pretty exciting, huh?”

      “It is,” I said to her.

      Not that I delight in crime, but I’ve been interested in them since I was a kid. I used to borrow those big hardback books from the library about serial killers from times long past, and read everything I could on true crime, as well as my fair share of murder mystery novels. It’s always different when you encounter a serious crime in person, though.

      “Please, everyone, back away from the scene. We’ve got to seal off this whole area. Make your way back to your hotels and homes. There’s not going to be anything to see here.”

      “That ruins all the fun of it,” said the woman to me with a slightly annoyed sigh. “I guess it’s getting late. I should get back to my hotel.”

      “Have a good evening, and I hope this doesn’t ruin your image of Las Vegas. The crime isn’t that bad here, despite what you’ve seen tonight.”

      “I know. I felt very safe.” She stole another glance at the officers and then wrapped her arms around herself. “Until now. Good evening.”

      I skirted around the edge of the crime scene to see if I could glean any more information. I didn’t see any detectives I knew, only patrol officers who were guarding the perimeter. None of them looked like they wanted to talk to me.

      That was okay. I had places to go, anyway.

      Ten minutes later, I arrived at the Tremonte, soared up in one of the express elevators to the executive floor, and entered Jack Weber’s office. Inside, it could have been mid-afternoon instead of after midnight. The room was brightly lit, and everyone in there seemed full of energy and life.

      “Hi, guys,” I said. The words were barely out of my mouth before Bridget almost bowled me over, leaping across the room like a prancing horse. “Hey, girl!”

      Jack, the owner of the Tremonte, and Emily, a friend of mine who was a police officer, stood together by Jack’s desk. Thanks to me playing cupid, the two of them were now an item.

      “Glad you’re here. I know it’s late, but we wanted to show you this as soon as we could. Emily?”

      Emily picked up something off Jack’s desk, held it against her chest, and then turned it around with an enormous grin on her face.

      “Ta-da!”

      The glossy poster she was holding was covered with a large printed logo. It featured Bridget, looking very distinguished in profile, with a golden circle around it, and the name ‘The Bridget Black Wing underneath.’

      “Wow! The Bridget Black wing? You’ve even got my name on there!”

      “Hey, she’s really your dog. So her hospital wing should have your name, right?”

      “I guess. Thanks so much.”

      Jack had recently made a large donation to the hospital in order to build a new children’s wing. One of the conditions was that emotional support animals, which Bridget used to be, would be provided to the patients. Bridget was going to be the face—or at least the fluffy mascot—of the new wing. I hadn’t expected my family name to be on there with her, though.

      It had been a few weeks since I last saw Jack. It wasn’t that I’d been avoiding him, but I hadn’t exactly been seeking out his company either.

      He had given me the tragic news that my missing boyfriend, Ryan, and another dear friend, Stone, had been killed while trying to escape an undercover assignment. I couldn’t believe either of them was gone.

      But Jack insisted it was true. He told me they were dead, that I was being delusional when I insisted they must somehow be alive. But I knew I wasn’t delusional. I knew they were alive. I clung to my belief the way a drowning man clings to a piece of driftwood. I needed to believe in order to survive. Stone and Ryan couldn’t be dead, so I pushed that thought away and focused on the present.

      “You look very professional,” I said down to Bridget, scratching her behind the ears.

      She panted up at me happily, clearly delighted with everything. I couldn’t blame her. She was now basically living in a five-star hotel with her own personal chef, and plenty of space to run around and people to play with. I did miss her, but I couldn’t think of a better place for her to be.

      “Hey, Tiff,” said Emily as she walked over to pet Bridget some more. “What do you think of Austen?”

      “Never been. I hear it’s a pretty fun city.”

      Emily laughed and shook her head.

      “Not Austin, Texas. Jane Austen, the writer.”

      I remembered being forced to read some of her work in high school. But more recently than that, Nanna had been bending my ear about some Austen-related convention that was going to be in town. I guessed Emily was about to do the same.

      “I don’t know. Why? What’s up?”

      “There’s an Austen convention here in a couple of days. People are going to be dressed up, and they’ve got a whole bunch of activities. Some of them sound fun. You interested?”

      “Maybe?” Not being an expert on her or her books, I didn’t want to end up too deep without more details or time to consider. “But Nanna is pretty into it. What kind of events are they having?”

      Emily shrugged as if she wasn’t really sure but then began to list them like she had memorized the schedule. Which she had.

      “There’s cream tea, lawn bowls, a Pride and Prejudice TV drama marathon, Regency ballroom dancing, banquets, book readings, and all sorts of other stuff. An antiques fair too.”

      “I guess I could maybe come along to one or two events. Let me know what sounds the best to you, and I’ll see if I can fit it into my schedule.”

      “Sure thing. Bring Nanna too, if you like. She’s so much fun.”

      “Yeah, she is,” I said with a laugh. She sure was fun. And trouble. But surely she wouldn’t get into any mischief at a Jane Austen convention. But then again, she was Nanna.

      The telephone on Jack’s desk rang and he looked down at it with a frown.

      “Don’t get many calls at this time of night…” His words hung in the air, and I remembered what I’d seen on the way over. Late-night calls usually weren’t good ones.

      He picked up, listened, and then began to bark a series of urgent questions. Emily and I looked on curiously, trying to figure out what had happened from only one side of the conversation.

      I was pretty sure I could guess.

      When he finally hung up the phone, Jack sat down in the large leatherback chair behind his desk and looked up at the ceiling.

      “One of the guests has been murdered.”

      “Downstairs?” Emily asked.

      “No,” Jack and I said simultaneously.

      Emily and Jack gave me a curious look.

      “I forgot to tell you. On the way over, I walked past a crime scene. It seemed a man had been stabbed. That’s the one, right? Or were there two murders just off the Strip this evening?”

      “No, that’s it. The only silver lining is that it happened outside. A murder inside the hotel would be worse.”

      “At least this has nothing to do with the Tremonte,” Emily said.

      “I wish,” Jack said with a frown. “This guy was one of the organizers of that Austen convention you two were just talking about. I hope this doesn’t mess that up.” Jack shook his head. “There’s a couple of hundred people coming in for it, and they’ve booked out a whole block of our rooms.”

      Jack leaned forward again, hand hovering over the desk phone as if considering who he wanted to call first. I took that as my cue.

      “You’re probably going to have some stuff to deal with, Jack. I’m going to head home and get some shut-eye. Thanks again for that Bridget logo, and the name. They’re awesome.”

      He waved his hand dismissively. “It’s nothing.”

      “Jack?” Emily asked. “Can you arrange a limo for Tiffany? I don’t want her walking home with a murderer running around.”

      Statistically speaking, it was probably one of the safest times to actually walk home. The chances of two unrelated murders on the same day in the same area would be slim. But I wasn’t about to point that out when I could get a limo ride home instead. I figured I’d done enough walking that evening to earn myself a bit of luxury.

      “Sure thing. I’ll make the call while you head down. Then I’ll have to start dealing with this mess.”

      “Good luck,” I said, before crouching down and giving Bridget the biggest hug I’d given anyone in a while. “Congratulations, girl. That’s a lovely logo you’ve got.”

      I was pretty sure that Bridget’s happy whine she gave in response was one of agreement.

      “I’ll call you about the convention,” Emily said as she walked me to the office door.

      “Sure thing. Good luck with everything, guys.”

      With a final wave, I went downstairs to take my luxury limo home. An Austen convention and a murder? It looked like it was going to be an exciting week at the Tremonte.
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      A few days later, I was sitting at home on my sofa, hands wrapped around a big mug of coffee while I sipped at it. I wasn’t sure if I was going to get another cup that day and wanted to make the most of it.

      Emily, Nanna, and I were going to have cream tea, apparently. I was skeptical about the experience. I’m more of a coffee person than a tea person, and who would want to put cream in tea anyway? There were two things you put in tea: ice and sugar, and I couldn’t see how cream would improve on that mix at all.

      Bang, bang, bang!

      “Tiffany!” yelled a familiar voice from outside. It was Ian, my neighbor, friend, and detective assistant. I wondered what he wanted.

      I opened the door, and he pushed inside with a smile. Right behind him followed a little white kitten, who was apparently playing at being a dog today. It was Snowflake, Ian’s mischievous little cat. She, like Bridget, was verboten in the building, but it’s easier to hide a little cat than a loud, happy dog.

      “What’s up? You seem cheerful today.”

      “And why wouldn’t I be? I’ve got a date.” Ian bent down and picked up Snowflake, putting her onto his shoulder where she sat down, perching like a fluffy white parrot, digging her claws into the fabric of his sweater.

      “A date? With who?” I teased.

      “What do you mean who with?” asked Ian with mild consternation. “With Sally of course. Who else would I have a date with?”

      Sally was his on-again, off-again girlfriend. He had just gotten back into her good books and was now showing her that he was a real adult who could look after himself. Having recently regained control of his fortune that he earned from selling a tech start-up in college, he was at least financially stable. All that remained to worry about was every single other aspect of his life and personality.

      “Just kidding. Of course your date’s with Sally. So things are looking better for you two?”

      “Yes, I think so. Much better. In fact, Sally’s got several things planned for us.”

      “Oh yeah? Like what?”

      “I don’t know,” Ian said happily. “She says it’s a surprise.” His smile fell to a frown. “But surprises make me nervous.”

      “I’m sure it will be something fun, at least more fun than what I’m doing.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to hang out with a bunch of people who like to pretend they’re living in the Regency era. Today there’s going to be someone doing a book reading, and we’re going to be drinking tea with cream in it.”

      “That doesn’t sound like fun. Why are you doing that?”

      “Good question.” I scrunched up my face as I tried to think why exactly I was going to be doing that. “Emily’s excited, and so is Nanna. Who knows? Maybe it will be fun.”

      “Doubt it,” Ian said with more honesty than optimism.

      “Gee, thanks. Do you need a ride to Sally’s?”

      “Nope, she’s picking me up!”

      “I’ll let you get on your way then,” I said, nodding toward the door to encourage him to leave. “I’d better get ready.”

      For once, he took the hint. He reached up and plucked Snowflake off his shoulder and cradled her against his chest.

      “Okay! See you later then. Say goodbye, Snowflake.”

      Snowflake, being a tiny cat, did not say goodbye. But she did wave her paw with a little assistance from Ian.

      When he was gone, I showered and changed, putting on some nice jeans, a new blouse, and a heck of a lot more makeup than I would normally apply on a Monday morning. I did spend most Monday mornings sleeping though, so that wasn’t necessarily saying a lot.

      I grabbed my black tote bag and keys and headed downstairs to my car. I was meeting Emily and Nanna at Mom’s house. It was a convenient hub, and Nanna seemed to spend more time there than she did almost anywhere else.

      When I got there, I could see Emily’s car already in the driveway, and I let myself in.

      “Hey, anyone there?” I called inside.

      “In the kitchen!” Emily yelled in response.

      Of course they were in the kitchen. Everyone always was. It was the heart of any home, especially my family’s. I’m not saying that we all really like food, but we… did all really like food come to think of it.

      “What on earth are you wearing?” said Nanna, shaking her head at me the second I entered the room. That sure took the wind out of my sails. I thought I looked pretty darn presentable.

      I froze in the doorway. Then I stared at Nanna and Emily. I should’ve been the one asking them that question. They looked like a couple of extras from some old costume drama.

      “What are you wearing?” I countered.

      “Regency dress!” Emily said, seeming to float off the kitchen chair as she stepped up and whirled around for my benefit. Her dress was massive and must have weighed a ton. She also had on way too much makeup that made her look slightly ghost-like and long gloves that reached her elbows.

      “So you dressed up for this, then?”

      “Of course we dressed up,” Nanna said. “You have to. It’s in the rules. No costume, no entry.”

      I tried to act more disappointed than I felt.

      “Oh, no, guess I won’t be able to join you then. I’ll just drop you off. What a shame. I was—”

      “Don’t worry, dear. I knew you wouldn’t be ready. I got you a costume too.”

      “You did?”

      “Yep. It’s on the bed in the guest bedroom. Go and put it on and decide who you’re going to be.”

      “Who I’m going to be? I think I’m going to be Tiffany Black,” I said.

      “Oh, no you’re not,” said Nanna with an adamant shake of her head. “You’ve got to be someone. A character from one of the books. Now, tell me, who’s your favorite?”

      “My favorite? That’s a tricky one…” I wasn’t sure I could name any of them. Jane Austen. What did she write? Aha! Pride and Prejudice, I remembered the movie. “Elizabeth Bennet!”

      Emily and Nanna both laughed.

      “How original,” Nanna said sarcastically.

      “At least you’ll blend in. I’ve heard that half the people at these events think they’re Elizabeth,” Emily said with a grin.

      “And the rest think they’re Emma,” Nanna said, still laughing.

      “Ha ha. I guess I’ll go put this outfit on. It’d better not be too hard.”

      Ten minutes later, I returned to the kitchen and gave a twirl like Emily had done for me. Though I’d been feeling grumpy before I put the dress on, it was actually rather fun. It reminded me of playing dress-up when I was little. Apart from Halloween, I hadn’t dressed in a costume since I was a kid. And Halloween costumes were a completely different kettle of fish. No, this was more like dressing up as a fairy tale princess.

      My dress was a dark burgundy color with white frills near the ankles. I also had a white shawl to drape over my shoulders, and a pair of elbow-length black gloves to go along with it. I approved of the black gloves, as I figured they would be a little harder to stain than the white ones Emily and Nanna had.

      “I got you the black gloves because I thought you’d get the white ones dirty,” Nanna said.

      “You know me too well.”

      Nanna stood up and examined me.

      “You look wonderful, dear. Not sure you’re really an Elizabeth, though,” Nanna said as she peered at me.

      “I think you make a fine Elizabeth,” Emily said.

      “Who are you two then?”

      “I am Lady Catherine de Bourgh,” Nanna said proudly.

      I rubbed my chin while I thought. It had been a while since I’d seen the movie, but I was pretty sure I knew who that was.

      “Wasn’t she the horrible old rich woman? The really mean one?”

      “Exactly right,” said Nanna.

      “Why do you want to be the mean character?”

      “Well it’s fun, isn’t it?” she said with a mischievous grin. “I’m so nice most of the time. It’ll be fun to try the other way around.”

      I turned to my cop friend, who looked very un-law-enforcement-like in her outfit.

      “And what about you?”

      “If you’re Elizabeth, then I’ll be Emma. And anyway, it’s almost like my real name!”

      “I guess so. Okay, ladies, let’s get moving. Let’s see what this tea and cream is like.”

      Lady Catherine de Bourgh and Emma exchanged amused glances before following me as I headed out of the kitchen toward the door.
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        * * *

      

      When we got to the Tremonte, a pair of doormen held the doors open for us, smiling as they eyed our costumes. We clearly weren’t the first ones they’d seen that day. We were directed across to the other side of the building, toward the large Atrium Café. A large section had been separated off for the Austen convention-goers.

      “Look at the flowers,” Nanna said, cooing over a wrought-iron table and the bouquet of roses stuck in a small vase on top.

      “And all the costumes!” Emily said.

      I had never attended a convention where everyone dressed up before, and to be honest I didn’t think I ever would. But here I was, looking as fancy as any of them, in Regency dress. Dozens of people flittered about looking like perfect ladies and gentlemen from a bygone era as they made introductions or rekindled old friendships.

      The café had a large glass ceiling, which let in a flood of natural light. Thanks to the pretty metal tables, the wonderful costumes, and the bright natural light, it felt like a real British garden party. Not that I’d ever been to one, but it was exactly how I imagined one would be.

      Emily, Nanna, and I soon found ourselves a table, and shortly after sitting down a waiter appeared.

      “Cream tea?” he asked.

      “Yes, for three,” Nanna said.

      “Don’t suppose I can have a coffee?” I asked.

      “No way,” Emily said with a rapid shake of her head. “You’ve got to have tea. It’s the rules.”

      “If you insist,” I said. “I am kind of hungry, though. Can we order some cupcakes or something?”

      “It’s a cream tea, dear.”

      Nanna really emphasized the word cream. I know cream is high in calories, but I didn’t think that even pouring half a jug of it into my teacup would be as satisfying as a cupcake.

      “It comes with scones and sandwiches,” Emily explained.

      “Scones? I’ve heard of them. What are they exactly?”

      “Kind of like a biscuit,” Emily said, pursing her lips. “But you eat them with cream and jam.”

      “Not with sausage gravy? Shame.”

      “That wouldn’t be very authentic, dear.”

      A moment later, my fears of starving were relieved when the waiter returned with our cream tea. It was presented on a three-level serving platter.

      On the bottom level were sandwiches. Not big ones with several inches of filling like I usually eat, but little dainty ones in long, narrow rectangles and no crusts. From what I could see, they contained either cucumber, ham, cheese, or egg salad. There wasn’t a single one that would take more than one bite.

      Above the mini sandwiches were what I took to be the scones. They did look a little like biscuits, and served with them were two pots, one filled with thick cream—the kind you could almost spread like butter—and another filled with jam. Then, above that, were what looked to me to be cupcakes.

      “Mini cupcakes!” I said in excitement.

      “Fairy cakes,” corrected the waiter. “They’re much lighter than cupcakes.”

      Whatever. They would do me just fine.

      “Shall I pour?” Nanna asked, pointing her chin toward a large china teapot that had arrived along with the food.

      “Sure. Go ahead.”

      Very daintily, as if she’d been doing it her whole life, Nanna poured tea into each of the China mugs in front of us. They were all decorated with hand-painted flowers.

      “And we just spoon the cream in?”

      Emily giggled at me.

      “The cream is for the scones. Milk?” Nanna picked up another small jug and held it above my teacup.

      “I guess.”

      As Nanna poured the milk into my tea, it turned from a dark red color to a light brown.

      “Let’s dig in.” Nanna immediately snagged one of the mini cupcakes—I mean fairy cakes—from the top level. She knew she’d have to be fast if she wanted any of those.

      In short order, I had sampled all of the fare on offer. The sandwiches were fine, though small. The fairy cakes were delightful, though you needed about four of them to match even one regular cupcake. Even better than the fairy cakes, though, were the scones. What a revelation. They were light and crumbly, but not dry, especially once you heaped some big spoonfuls of cream on top of them followed by a bit of jam.

      “They’re good!” I said after I finished my first scone.

      “They sure are,” said Emily, wiping some crumbs away from her lips.

      “Emily, what time is this reading supposed to start?”

      Emily removed a pamphlet from inside her bag—a small black one that didn’t match the rest of her Regency outfit—and examined it. “Not for another hour. I guess we’ll have a chance to look around once we finish with this.”

      We continued to make progress through the sandwiches, scones, and fairy cakes. I was just about to pick up the last little cake when I was thwarted by my phone, which took that inopportune moment to start ringing from inside my bag. I pulled it out and stared at the screen. The call was coming from an unknown number. I answered it.

      “Hello? Is that Tiffany Black?”

      I was tempted to answer that it was Elizabeth Bennett, but since I received work calls for my detective business on the phone it wouldn’t have been very professional.

      “That’s right. This is Tiffany. How can I help you?”

      I listened while the woman on the other end of the phone explained in clipped tones and with military precision what she wanted. Her name was Ellie Silver, and she wanted to hire me for an investigation. It was too sensitive to talk about over the phone, so she wanted to meet me at the Tremonte hotel if that was possible.

      “The Tremonte? I can manage that. In fact, I’m here already. Where can I find you?”

      Ellie Silver told me that she and her partners—whoever they were—were in a nearby meeting room. I agreed to meet her there shortly.

      “Is that a case, dear?” Nanna asked with slight disappointment.

      “I think it is. They wouldn’t say what it was about over the phone but the woman sounded like she wanted to hire me. She and her ‘partners’—whoever they are—are here in the Tremonte so it shouldn’t take long. Do you mind if I go and talk with them? I’ll come back right after.”

      “That’s fine, dear,” Nanna said.

      “We’ll find some mischief to get in without you,” Emily said with a grin.

      “I’m sure you will,” I said, laughing. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      Leaving Emily and Nanna behind, I went to meet Ellie Silver and her partners.
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      I was halfway to the meeting room before I realized I was still dressed in my regency outfit.

      This new client would just have to deal with it. If they weren’t happy, then so be it. I did regret not bringing my casual clothes with me, though.

      They were situated in a meeting room, in the wing of the hotel that was used for various hospitality events. From large ballrooms to small boardrooms and even smaller meeting rooms, there were a variety of locations for any kind of meeting or convention. The Jane Austen convention itself was going to be using several of the larger rooms over the coming week.

      When I arrived, I realized that there was no reason for me to have worried. Everyone in the room was dressed just the same as I was. Not exactly the same, the costumes were different, but they were all in Regency-wear nonetheless.

      “Hi, I’m Tiffany Black,” I announced.

      There was the sound of chairs scraping across the floor as every person in the room stood up. It was a mixture of men and women, most of them fairly nondescript apart from one man who was the size of a small horse. Actually, not even that small of a horse. He was enormous.

      “You’re an Austen fan?” a woman with short gray hair asked in a clipped tone. I recognized the voice from the phone immediately. It was Ellie Silver.

      “Just a little,” I said honestly, though letting them assume I was being modest.

      There were murmurs of approval from everyone in the room.

      “So you called me about a case? Usually I’m hired by an individual or a couple…” I swung my head from left to right to indicate my surprise at the number of people present.

      “Then this is your lucky day,” Ellie said, without humor. “This time, you’ve got all of us. Why don’t you sit down? I’ll tell you about it. But first, we should introduce ourselves. I’m Ellie Silver, and I’m head of the Board of Directors of the Real American Jane Austen Association. That’s RAJAA, for short.”

      Standing next to her was a short woman who had the air of a hippie about her, apart from her clothing. It was something about her hair and the spacey, easygoing eyes.

      “I’m Beth Appleton. Out in the real world, I’m an artist. But here, I’m Elizabeth Bennett!”

      “Me too!” I said with a grin. Beth smiled at me, but I sensed a couple of other darker looks coming from elsewhere among my new clients.

      Next to Beth was a distinguished-looking man, who I immediately took to be one of Jane Austen’s more desirable male characters. He was tall, with an aristocratic pointed nose, and neat dark-brown hair with sideburns that ran all the way down his cheeks.

      “Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh,” he announced carefully in a British accent. He really was pulling out all the stops. “I flew in from London just a couple of days ago. I’m an actor.”

      “That’s a nice fake British accent,” I complimented him.

      “That, I’m afraid, is not acting my dear.”

      The rest of the board members laughed. They clearly admired this man. “You may know me from the television adaption of Pride and Prejudice. I was only an extra, but…” In a show of false modesty, he let the sentence finish itself.

      “How wonderful,” I said.

      I hadn’t seen the television series. Only the movie, and that was years ago. I gave him another polite smile and shifted my gaze to the next person, or couple, rather, in line.

      “I’m Hetty,” said a short woman who looked to be somewhere between her mid-fifties and mid-sixties, “and I’m Betty,” said the woman standing next to her. They were clearly sisters, possibly even twins.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said with a friendly smile. “And what do you do?”

      “I’m retired,” Hetty said.

      “We’re retired.”

      That was informative. The two women wore modest dresses that were billowier than most of the other dresses I had seen. There were flower patterns sewn into their costumes, and I had the feeling that the outfits they were wearing were not too different than what they wore in the real world when they weren’t dressed up for a convention.

      Hetty and Betty gave the impression of women who had been middle-aged for most of their adult lives, and they would be stuck there for some years to come. Having introduced themselves, they sat down.

      Next was the giant’s turn.

      “And I’m Billy. Or you might know me as the Sumo Daddy.” His voice was so deep it seemed to rattle the light fixtures and windows of the meeting room. From his short introduction, I’d guessed what his job was before he told me. “I’m a professional wrestler. At least, I used to be. Retired now.”

      Nailed it.

      I smiled inanely at the hulk of a man. I’m not usually scared of strangers, but there was so much of this man it was more like meeting half a dozen people at once. No one else in the room said anything, and I got the distinct impression that they were all somewhat wary of him. With nothing more forthcoming, my eyes flicked to the next in line.

      “And I’m his niece, Liz,” said a woman with round glasses and a schoolmarm’s tone. “I’m a teacher.”

      I smiled as I realized I’d pegged her too. A teacher. I was getting good at guessing people’s occupations. I wouldn’t have guessed she was Billy’s niece though. They didn’t look at all alike. Then again, I’d never seen anyone like Billy before. Not in the flesh, anyway.

      Ellie nodded. “That’s the pleasantries out of the way. Let’s get down to business.”

      We all did as Ellie had told us, sitting down primly on our chairs and pulling them up around the large meeting table that dominated the room. Billy’s chair looked like a toy under his enormous mass, and I worried if it would hold his weight.

      “You’re interested in hiring me. So what happened? What’s the case?”

      “You won’t have noticed, but we are actually missing a member of our board. Robert Darcy. He was murdered on Saturday morning.”

      Of course that was it. That must have been the crime scene I walked past, and the person Jack had received the phone call about who was staying in the Tremonte.

      “Are you not satisfied with the way the police are investigating?”

      “Not at all,” Ellie said firmly. “They have told us it was just a robbery. But we don’t believe it. Something suspicious is afoot.”

      “You said his name was Darcy. Could you tell me his real name as well?”

      “That was his real name. Darcy. You’ll notice I said Robert Darcy, though, not Fitzwilliam.” I had not noticed that. But I was now assuming that Fitzwilliam was the first name of the Darcy from the famous book. The things you learn in my job…

      “We just can’t believe that Darcy was killed in a robbery. And with a knife! Who uses a knife? Guns are what people use these days.”

      “I see.”

      While Ellie wasn’t entirely wrong, there were some criminals who couldn’t afford a gun, especially if it was a spur of the moment robbery that went wrong. I didn’t want to be poking too many holes in her theory though. A case was a case. If all I managed to do was prove the police were correct, then it still counted as a mystery solved and paid for, and the board of directors would have their sought-after closure.

      “We think we know who did it. But the police aren’t interested. We need you to investigate him.”

      “Really?” I couldn’t hide my surprise. Why wouldn’t the police investigate a lead given by the friends of the deceased? That didn’t make any sense.

      “Yes. The killer’s name is Fitz Pye, and he was a spy.”

      “A spy?” I couldn’t help but think of Stone. My friend, the former CIA agent, who was now missing in action. Presumed dead. Not really dead. I quickly pushed the unwanted thought away and brought my focus back to the room and Ellie in particular.

      “Yes, he was a spy from… our progenitor organization.”

      “Your what?” I narrowed my eyes. I wasn’t sure what kind of spy this Fitz was supposed to be. It didn’t sound like the CIA to me.

      “You see,” Liz began explaining like I was one of her students, “our organization is an offshoot. A successor, if you will. We were part of a larger Jane Austen organization, but there were disagreements.”

      There were murmurs of affirmation around the table.

      “Our organization, RAJAA, split off from them several years ago, and we’ve been doing our own thing since then. We have our own convention, like we’re having now, our own online groups, our own regional assemblies. We have been very successful since departing from our corrupt original host organization.”

      “And you think this Fitz was from your original organization, and he was here spying on you? And that he killed Darcy?”

      “That’s right. He wanted our organizations back together, and he would go to any lengths to do it.”

      This theory didn’t add up.

      “Including murdering one of your board members. But why? Would that not cause even more of a disagreement between your organizations?”

      “Only if he got caught,” Billy said in a rumbling voice. “But he wouldn’t be planning on that, would he?”

      “No,” I conceded. “But what’s his motivation for wanting this Robert Darcy dead?”

      “Darcy was a bit… difficult,” Beth said, emphasizing the word difficult and waving her hands in the air.

      “I don’t think he was difficult,” Hetty said. “He was just proud.”

      “Proud enough to cause fights wherever he could,” Beth mumbled. Both Hetty and Betty gave her a sharp look.

      “So did he have a fight with Fitz?”

      “Not exactly,” Beth said. “It might have been my fault. Fitz had contacted me about trying to merge our organizations back together again. We had been communicating online. On our first night here—that was three days ago now—I brought it up at our pre-convention dinner meeting. Darcy was furious.”

      “He really didn’t want to rejoin with the old organization?”

      “No,” said almost everyone on the other side of the table.

      “He never would,” Betty said with a firm shake of her head. “He would never go back on his word like that. He promised our organizations would stay apart forever, and he would never go back to serving under their ignorant yoke.”

      “So you think Fitz saw him as the major obstacle to re-merging your organizations?”

      “Of course we do,” Ellie said. “Unless you’ve got a better explanation for what happened to Darcy?”

      “I don’t think you should completely discredit the police’s theory. Sometimes people are just unlucky. Especially in Vegas.”

      There were quiet rumblings of disbelief from among my clients.

      I hadn’t had time to develop any other theories, and I didn’t know much about the victim yet either. But it looked like I knew where I was going to have to start with this case.

      “Don’t you all think it’s just a bit… unlikely?”

      There were confused mutterings from the group. They didn’t seem to understand my point.

      “How so?”

      “You’re saying that he was murdered over what is basically a disagreement over a book club. Doesn’t that seem like an overreaction?”

      They all stared at me.

      Oops. I shouldn’t have said that. It seemed that Jane Austen fans saw themselves as being part of something more than a glorified book club.

      “This is Austen we’re talking about.”

      “Pride and Prejudice! Emma!”

      “Sense and Sensibility! Northanger Abbey!”

      “The greatest female writer of all time!”

      “Colin Firth in a lake!”

      “A book club? We’re so much more than that!”

      “Enough!” Billy barely raised his voice, but him barely raising his voice was like a normal man shouting. Or a train roaring through a tunnel.

      “Sorry,” I lied. “I just mean, usually murders are over life-and-death situations, or huge amounts of greed, or to cover up other crimes. The possible administrative procedure of re-merging two Jane Austen organizations seems a little too mundane a motive to get someone killed to an outsider like myself. But I see passions do run high. I will start by investigating your theory, and if it can’t be proven, move on to other possibilities.”

      “Good,” Ellie said. “So you’re going to investigate Fitz for us then?”

      “Yes, of course I will. But on the off chance that it wasn’t him, are there any other possibilities? Did he have any other enemies in Vegas?”

      They exchanged glances, and I could guess what their answer would be from the shakes of their heads before any of them spoke. It was Beth Appleton who finally replied.

      “He didn’t know anyone in Las Vegas. If it wasn’t Fitz, and it wasn’t a random robbery, then, well… it would have to be someone from RAJAA.”

      For once, there was deathly silence on the other side of the room. None of them wanted to contemplate that possibility.

      “Okay. I’ll start with Fitz and see what I can dig up. Can you all write down your names and phone numbers for me, so I can contact you if I have any questions?”

      “Everyone,” Ellie said, addressing her colleagues. “Do as she says and write down your details.” She turned back to me. “You must be quick with all of this,” Ellie said. “Our convention only lasts five days. You’ve got until Friday, then everyone will be gone, including Fitz.”

      “Understood. I’ll do my best.”

      When I’d collected all their names and phone numbers, I said goodbye to them all and left. It was time to begin my first Janeite murder investigation. And there wasn’t a moment to waste.
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      So I had a client and a case, and best of all, a suspect. Could this be one of those mythical beasts, a case that you take on and solve, all in the same day? I sure hoped so.

      After I left the room, I made my way to the lobby and pulled out my phone. It was time to work my contacts. Well, contact.

      “Jack? It’s me. You know your deceased guest… Yep, I’ve been asked to investigate… uh-huh… You will? Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      In two minutes, I was well on my way. Jack had agreed to assist me by getting his staff to check the hotel’s guest list and send me the appropriate information for this supposed spy, Fitz Pye.

      I leaned back against the wall and waited, casually, just like I imagined Regency-era women never would have dared. The lobby area was busy with people flitting by, and I took a moment to watch them while I waited for Jack’s people to get back to me. I knew it wouldn’t take long.

      Those guests who were there for the convention were all dressed, as required, in elaborate and elegant outfits like mine, while the regular hotel guests and casino customers stared as they floated by, like ghosts from a distant era. Not that Las Vegas had even existed at the time Austen was writing her books.

      My phone buzzed with an incoming text message. This was too easy. Jack’s staff had gotten the information immediately, and sent me Fitz Pye’s room number.

      I’m not stupid, though. I wasn’t going to go walking up to a potential murderer’s room and wander in and ask him if he was a killer. No. I would be at least a little bit more subtle than that.

      I dialed the room’s telephone number, and it was answered on the second ring. “Is that Mr. Pye?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m here with the convention. My name’s Tiffany. I was wondering if I could speak with you?”

      “The RAJAA convention?” There was a pause. “Yes, I can meet. I’ve got a massage booked now, but I could meet you outside the ballroom just before the Regency dancing workshop begins.”

      Regency dancing workshop? I didn’t know about that. But I’d soon find out.

      “That’ll be fine. See you in about an hour. I’m in a burgundy dress.”

      He didn’t sound like a killer on the phone. But then they never did, did they?

      I put my phone back into my bag and headed back to the Atrium Café where I left Nanna and Emily.

      When I arrived back at the airy café, there was a small round of applause. That made me smile. It wasn’t directed at me, but I decided to take it anyway. The clapping was actually directed at a large lady who was up on an elevated temporary stage at one end of the café. On top of the little stage was a stool, which she’d clearly been sitting atop while reading from a book which she was now holding up against her body while she curtsied.

      “How was storytime?”

      “Boring,” Emily said.

      “It wasn’t my favorite activity,” Nanna said diplomatically. “What did you get up to? Did you get a client?”

      “Sure did. You know that murder that happened the other day? I told you it was one of Jack’s guests? Well, he was one of the directors of this convention, and his co-directors have asked me to investigate.”

      “That is exciting,” Nanna said. “Better than that reading was anyway.”

      “Let me know if I can help with anything,” Emily said, “you know, within the confines of what I’m allowed.”

      “Will do. This case may not even take long though. They think they know who their killer is, and I’ve arranged a meeting with him—”

      “You’re not going into a room with him, are you?” Nanna asked suspiciously.

      “Of course not. I’m going to meet him out in the open before the Regency dancing workshop begins. You interested, Emily?”

      “I would be, but unfortunately I’m on the night shift today. I’m going to have to head off soon. Looks like there aren’t any more interesting activities until the dancing anyway.”

      “I think after listening to that woman warbling on for so long I deserve some time on the slots. Excuse me, girls.”

      Nanna stood up, carefully pulling the folds of her dress away from the table so she didn’t rub them on the dirtied plates.

      “See you later. Wish me luck!”

      Emily stood up too.

      “I’d better go. But I think that’s your friend Ian over there, isn’t it?”

      I looked where Emily was pointing, and sure enough, she was right. It was Ian and Sally. He was wearing a dapper outfit, complete with a top hat, and a cane in his right hand. Sally had on a dark green and white dress that clung to her youthful figure, with a pair of long white gloves up to her elbows. To finish the outfit, she was carrying an ornate paper fan with which she was wafting her face as they strolled around the café like it was a park.

      “Say hi to them for me. I’m going to bounce.”

      When Emily was gone, I walked over to Ian and Sally. “Hi, guys.”

      “Why, he-llo there!” Ian said in a drawn-out fake British accent.

      “Good afternoon,” Sally said in a formal tone with a mischievous grin on her young face.

      “So this was your surprise? Looks like we ended up at the same place.”

      “Yes.” Ian rapped his cane against the floor. “I am Lord Bingley.”

      Sally smacked him on the arm. “You’re Mister Bingley, not Lord Bingley, remember?”

      Ian dropped the accent.

      “If I’m not a lord, why do I have to wear all these fancy clothes then?”

      “It’s what everyone wore back then. Except for peasants. And we’re not peasants, are we?”

      “I guess not,” Ian conceded.

      “Well, Mr. Bingley, I have just picked up another case. In fact, I’m going to be interviewing a suspect soon. Do you think you’ll be able to join me?”

      Ian looked to Sally, who smiled up at him and gave a nod. “I don’t want to keep you from your work,” she said.

      “Thank you, Sally,” I said to her. “The interview will be in a little while, but I need to bring Ian up to speed. Do you mind?”

      “Not at all. In fact, I wanted to hit up the slot machines. Mr. Bingley here keeps telling me that the odds are terrible and that I would just be wasting my money.”

      “They are. Putting money into those machines—”

      Sally spun around, blew him a kiss with a flamboyant fling of her arm, and hurried away before he could finish explaining why slot machines were a waste of time.

      “You two still seem like you’re getting along.”

      “I think she might be the one, Tiffany.”

      “Yeah, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up too much yet. I’m sure she hasn’t completely forgiven you.”

      “I know. She says she’s got another surprise for me later, but I’m a bit worried about it.”

      “Why?”

      “When I asked her if it was a nice surprise, and whether I’d like it, she said, ‘Probably not,’ and then she just laughed.”

      “Just keep treating her right and show her that you’re a mature adult, with a job, which you do have, and I’m sure things will continue to go well for you.”

      “I hope so. So what’s this case about?”

      “Sit down and I’ll tell you.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, Ian was as excited as I was to try and wrap this case up right away. He was sure Sally would be very impressed if we managed to solve a murder in just one day.

      We ambled over to the ballroom that was being used for the Regency dancing practice. On the final night of the conference, there was to be a Grand Ball. In the meantime, there were going to be dancing workshops each afternoon so that people could practice and hone their skills, ready to show off on the big night.

      The afternoon’s lessons had not yet begun, but there were a couple of dozen people in the large room already, some of them holding hands as they began to practice a few steps. Many of the others stood against the walls of the room, waiting for the instructor to show up and tell them what to do.

      “Is that him?” Ian asked, nudging me. He was gesturing toward a short man in a bright red military uniform standing near the entrance.

      “Let’s find out.”

      “Excuse me? Are you Mr. Pye?”

      The man raised his head up as he gave me an analytical scan. “That’s right. Mr. Fitz Pye at your service. I assume you are the RAJAA representative?”

      “Yes, I’m the person who called you, but I’m not actually a member of RAJAA. My name is Tiffany Black, and I’ve been hired by their board.”

      “I see. And you want to talk to me? What are you? Some kind of mediator? A counselor to help reconcile our organizations perhaps?”

      Anxious to avoid any confusion, Ian stepped in to clarify before I could.

      “She’s a private detective and she’s investigating a murder.”

      It was a lot less subtle than I would have liked, but it did the job.

      “Oh,” Fitz said. He nodded his head to himself slowly. “Oh,” he repeated as realization flashed across his face. “Let’s see if we can find a seat.”

      There were a number of chairs up against the back wall near the door through which we had entered. Fitz led us over to a trio of them, pulling a couple of high-backed wooden seats away from the wall, and leaving one against it. He sat down on the chair with its back against the wall and indicated the other two for us to sit on.

      “Ian is my assistant,” I explained when we were all sitting. “Now, I’ve been hired by RAJAA because of the murder of one of their board members. I believe you’ve heard about that, right?”

      Fitz placed his palms on top of his knees, sat with his back straight, and then seemed to physically force himself to put a concerned, dour expression on his face.

      “Yes. It’s a terrible business. Poor old Darcy.”

      “You were fond of him then?” I asked, trying to tease out my first lie of the interview.

      “Goodness, no. He was a very difficult man. Deliberately so, I believe. He was the biggest roadblock stopping our two organizations merging back together again. And of course it was mostly his fault we split in the first place.”

      Okay, so Fitz wasn’t going to start with any lies. Maybe I’d be able to catch him in one soon.

      “So you hated him?” Ian asked, leaning forward and talking right in front of Fitz’s face.

      “I disliked him, though I think hate is too strong a word. He was a very, very unlikeable person in my opinion. But not just my opinion. Ask anyone who knew him.”

      “And that’s why you killed him?”

      Ian was going for a tough interview and a quick confession. It didn’t seem to faze Fitz. He just scrunched up his face in a perturbed frown.

      “What? Killed him? No. Of course not. I heard he was killed in a robbery. Isn’t that right?”

      “We’re not sure,” I told him. “That’s what the police think at the moment, but we’re investigating other possibilities. Can you tell me where you were at approximately one a.m. on Saturday morning?”

      “Yes.”

      Ian and I exchanged a look. Was this emphatic yes because he had carefully arranged an alibi? And was it going to be a good one?

      “Well? Where were you?”

      “I got back to the hotel a little after midnight, and I said to myself, I said, Fitz, you need a massage. So that’s what I did. That’s one of the good things about Las Vegas. You can get anything you want twenty-four seven.”

      “And you expect us to believe that?” Ian scoffed.

      “You can believe what you want. It’s the truth. And I’m sure you can check the bookings and the security cameras to make sure of it. It’s the same masseuse I went to see this afternoon. He’s very good. He’s right here in the hotel spa. I’ll give you all the details, and you can check. Okay?”

      “You expect us to believe you had two massages in three days?” Ian asked, his voice dripping with suspicion.

      “Oh, yes. I have a bad back, you see. So when I’m on vacation, I treat myself. Massages every day. I’ve got one booked for tomorrow as well. And the day after. And—”

      “If you could just write down the details so we can check that alibi, I’d be very grateful.”

      “So those RAJJA people think I killed Darcy? That’s why they hired you?” He shook his head to himself in disapproval. “They’re out of their minds.”

      “Then who do you think killed him?”

      “If the police said it was a robbery gone wrong, then I imagine it was a robbery gone wrong. They’re the experts, aren’t they? But I’m no detective.”

      “What if it wasn’t a robbery gone wrong, any other suggestions?”

      “In that case, it was probably one of the RAJAA Board of Directors. The rest of the convention-goers weren’t in town yet, and he wasn’t from around here, so who else would he know?”

      “Do you think any of them would have?”

      He shrugged. “They’re all a little bit crazy if you ask me. I didn’t have any of them tagged as potential killers, but the way they all get so obsessed with all of this…” He shook his head in disbelief, apparently not realizing that he himself was dressed up in costume and just as much of a Janeite as any of them.

      “If they’re so crazy, why did you want their organization to join back together with yours?”

      Fitz lifted his hands off his knees, sat back in his chair, and crossed his arms in front of him.

      “You have a point. I think I’ll have to reassess. Especially if one of them’s a killer. That’s not exactly the type we want to encourage—”

      “Why are you here?” Ian asked suddenly.

      Fitz slowly blinked his eyes in surprise.

      “I was here to watch the convention, and to hopefully see whether we might be able to come to some arrangement between our organizations. I’ve been talking to one of the board members, and they suggested I come along. The hope was, at the end of the convention, we might even be able to sign a memorandum of understanding—or more.” He rubbed his fingers against his temples. “I’m really not sure we’re going to want to do that now. I might just cut this whole trip short.”

      I didn’t want him to do that. He might be useful during this investigation, and I hadn’t even checked his alibi yet.

      “You’re here now. You might as well stay and enjoy the convention.”

      Fitz looked around the room. From behind me, I could hear that the Regency dance instructor had begun the first lesson of the week.

      “I suppose you’re right. Are there any other questions? I was hoping to join the workshop and refresh my memory before the ball on Friday, if I’m still here.”

      “No, that’s all for now, but if you can think of anyone who may have wanted to hurt Darcy, or if you hear anything, could you call me?” I handed over one of my business cards.

      “Will do. Nice to meet you.” Fitz stood up and walked around us to go and join everyone else.

      “So much for solving that quickly,” Ian said as he stood. “I’d better go and find Sally, see what else she has in store for me.”

      “Yeah, I need to get ready for work at the Treasury, but I’m going to confirm Fitz’s alibi first. Have a good time with Sally.”

      Ian walked away, tapping his cane against the floor with each step. I sat on the chair a moment longer to see if I could poke any holes in what Fitz had told me. But I couldn’t. Not as long as his alibi checked out.

      This investigation was only just beginning.
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      BZZZ.

      It was ridiculous o’clock in the morning. The sun had barely even been up a couple of hours. I’d gotten home at some point in the early morning after a tiring but uneventful shift dealing cards at the Treasury Casino, and I could really use some more sleep.

      BZZZ.

      I reached over to my bedside table and felt for my phone.

      BZZZ.

      My hand latched onto the irksome device, and I pulled it up to my ear, not even opening my eyes. I stabbed blindly at the screen with my finger until the call was answered.

      “Ms. Black?”

      “Yeah,” I said in a croaky, half-asleep voice, still thinking about the cupcake I’d been dreaming of. Was it a cupcake? Or was it a guy? Maybe it was a cupcake guy.

      “I’m calling for a status report.”

      “A what now?” Cupcake guys didn’t call for status reports. This was no cupcake guy.

      “The investigation. How’s it going? You don’t need to provide me with a formal written statement, but I would like an update to see how the investigation is progressing.”

      Oh. That’s who it was.

      “Ellie?”

      “Yes, this is Ellie Silver. When can you meet? Is, oh, nine hundred hours acceptable?”

      “Oh what?”

      “Nine o’clock. That’s in thirty minutes. I’ll meet you in the lobby. Make sure you’re wearing your costume. You’ll need to visit some events if you haven’t solved the case yet.”

      “I guess…”

      Ellie disconnected the call and I pushed myself up in bed to a sitting position. I checked the phone; it was only eight-thirty. Far too early to be doing anything other than sleeping as far as I was concerned. Or dreaming. Dreaming of cupcake guys. I furrowed my brow in thought. What was a cupcake guy? Like most dreams, it had faded into a confused jumble of images.

      I forced myself to swing my legs out of bed. There was no time for serious considerations like the nature of cupcake guys. Work called. Work had called. And I only had half an hour to get there and make myself seem like the competent and capable detective I actually was.

      If I had been more awake, I would have pushed back on the ridiculous hour that she wanted to meet. But then again, if I were more awake, I wouldn’t need to.

      I got out of bed, splashed some water on my face, and did my best to make myself presentable in under ten minutes.

      By the time I was at my door, fully dressed in my gorgeous but uncomfortable Regency outfit, there were only twelve minutes left until I was supposed to meet Ellie. I had called a cab while I was still inside. There wasn’t enough time to walk it today. Not that I wanted to walk far in this getup, anyway.

      “Tiffany,” Ian said with some consternation as soon as I stepped out into the hallway.

      “Morning, Ian. Can’t stop, got to get going. Coming with me?”

      “I can’t,” he said in annoyance. “But I’ll walk outside with you.”

      “What’s up with you?” I said as we set off outside together.

      “It’s Sally. Guess what she said she wanted to do last night?”

      “Watch a Jane Austen movie?”

      “No, of course not. That wouldn’t annoy me. No, she wants us to see a relationship counselor.”

      “Oh yeah? That might not be a bad idea.”

      “Of course it’s a bad idea! Why would we need one of those? I don’t need counseling. All we have to do is go out with each other. What kind of advice could she even give us? It’s easy.” Ian slapped his palm against his thigh as we walked. “What do you think’s the matter with Sally?”

      “I don’t think there’s anything the matter with Sally. I think you should give it a go, Ian. You might learn something.”

      He snorted derisively. “Learn something? Yeah, right. I know plenty already.”

      “But you don’t have many successful relationships under your belt, do you?”

      “Only because I didn’t meet the right person before. Now that I’ve met Sally, it’s easy. Or it would be if she didn’t want us to go to the stupid counselor.”

      On the street outside the front of our building were two cars waiting.

      “You called a cab too?”

      “Yeah. I’m running late.” Ian muttered something about stupid counselors under his breath again. “I’m supposed to be there at nine. Catch you later.”

      As Ian hopped into one of the cars, I climbed into the other.

      “To the Tremonte?” asked the driver.

      “That’s right.”

      “Or, wait, don’t tell me. Did you book a cab to the eighteenth century?” The driver slapped his hands down on the steering wheel and laughed at his hilarious joke. I gave him a smile more out of politeness than amusement.

      “Who are you supposed to be, anyway? Elizabeth Bennett?”

      “That’s right,” I said half impressed and half annoyed. Why did everyone around here seem to know so much about Jane Austen?

      “So. Your Mr. Darcy’s dead. Stabbed.” He laughed again.

      “That wasn’t my Mr. Darcy, but I’m not sure you should be joking about it. It’s actually very sad. He was just a tourist. And he was involved in the convention I’m attending.”

      “Yeah, sorry. I just thought it was funny. You know, because his name was Darcy. Like in—”

      “Yeah, I get it. It’s quite a coincidence. But it’s not a laughing matter. He’s dead.”

      That shut the driver up. Normally, I wouldn’t have been so cranky, but there was just something about being forced to wake up at an ungodly hour and having to rush out without coffee or cupcakes in my belly.

      The rest of the short journey passed in silence, thankfully. It gave me a chance to think about what I was going to tell Ellie. Not that there was too much to tell. When we arrived, I handed the driver enough to cover the fare and a small tip.

      “Fare thee well, milady,” said the cab driver, laughing again as I closed the cab door behind me. At least he found himself entertaining.

      I went inside and headed to the small meeting room in which I’d first met the JAFAA Board of Directors.

      When I met Ellie Silver for the second time, she was alone. Like me, she wore a voluminous dress, though hers seemed to be put together a lot more elegantly than mine. She pointedly pulled a pocket watch out and checked the time as she saw me arriving. I knew I was a couple of minutes late, but I didn’t think it would matter that much.

      “I hope you’re better at solving crimes than you are at being on time,” Ellie said with a laugh. She was clearly joking, but it was the kind of joke that had a strong undercurrent of honest truth below the surface. She was not impressed with my tardiness.

      “Haven’t failed a case yet.”

      “Glad to hear it. Give me a status report and an ETA on task completion.”

      I sat down and composed myself before answering. I explained to her that Fitz Pye had a cast-iron alibi and that I had checked it the day before. He wasn’t our killer.

      Ellie gave a firm nod.

      “If it wasn’t him, then it wasn’t him.” Ellie clapped her hands together. “That means it has to be one of our board members, doesn’t it?”

      “If Darcy really didn’t know anyone else in the city, and it wasn’t a random robbery, then yes, one of your board members is our best bet.”

      “Good. Then you’ve got to investigate everyone thoroughly. Including me.”

      “Including you?”

      “You have to investigate everyone, don’t you? If I told you not to bother with me, that would be suspicious.”

      “Yes, you’re right. But people don’t often insist I investigate them when they hire me to look into a crime. Even when I should. I will be looking very carefully at all the board members until I get somewhere.”

      “But don’t take too long. It’s already Tuesday, and our conference comes to a close on Friday. If you haven’t solved it by then…” Ellie made a cutting motion across her neck.

      “You’ll kill me?”

      I was kidding, but Ellie either didn’t realize or didn’t care for the joke. She gave me a curt shake of her head.

      “No, I mean the case will be dead. We won’t be able to afford for you to fly back and forth across the country investigating everyone. And we really are a national organization.”

      “Makes sense. So, Ellie, you’re the head of the Board of Directors?”

      “I am this year. We decided to make it a rotating position. Next year would have been Darcy. We’ll have to rethink that now.”

      “Everyone says he was somewhat of a troublemaker. Is that right?”

      “Yes. He had strong opinions “

      “Would it be fair to say that he disrupted the smooth operation of your organization and this very conference?”

      “Yes.”

      If she wanted me to investigate her as well, then I would. And I was going to be as direct as she was.

      “So his death would have made everything a lot smoother for you, right?”

      “No.”

      “And why not?”

      “Because his death has disrupted the operation of the conference. Obviously, you’re trying to find out if I had a motive here. And if it had happened, say, a month or two ago, you would be exactly right to be looking at that angle. But his death, just a day or two before the conference started? That’s caused a lot of hassle for me.”

      “I see.”

      “Now, if I was going to kill him in order to effect a smoother operation of RAJAA, I would have done it earlier.” Ellie paused, thoughtfully, as she now considered the optimum time to murder Darcy for her benefit. “Or I could have waited a few days until after the conference was over. But just before the conference started? Far more trouble than it would have been worth. No, if you want to investigate me, you need to find a better motive than that.”

      “I’ll see what I can dig up.”

      Ellie gave a nod of approval.

      “Do you have any suggestions as to who among your board members I should start with?”

      “Yes. The night before Darcy was killed, we had a group dinner. At that dinner, Beth brought up the topic of re-merging our organizations. Darcy didn’t like that at all, and he was really going off on her. He was most upset. Liz Bordstrum tried to intervene, but Darcy wouldn’t listen. He told her to shut up, but before he could go any further, her uncle, Billy, grabbed him by the scruff of his shirt. He said to him, ‘You say that to my niece again, and I’ll pile drive you through the floor. And you won’t get up again. Got it?’ Or words to that effect.”

      Ellie did a very good impression of Billy. While she didn’t have his size, her tone was so fierce that I felt almost threatened too.

      “I guess I’ll start with Billy then.”

      “You do that. But you must investigate everyone, okay?”

      “I was intending to. Don’t worry, I’ve had a lot of experience—including with murders—and I can assure you I know what I’m doing.”

      “Excellent. That’s why we hired you. You came highly recommended. I just can’t help but try to assist with any kind of operation. I was a logistics officer in the Army. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to assist.”

      My investigations didn’t tend to operate like military operations, and I didn’t think I needed Ellie’s help.

      “Thank you, but it won’t be necessary. I’m going to start with Billy. Enjoy your day, Ellie.”

      “Will do.” She said in the manner of a soldier replying to an officer with a yes sir. She was going to enjoy her day whether she liked it or not.

      I left Ellie sitting in the meeting room while I took my leave. When I exited, she still had a fierce look of determination on her face, nodding to herself. I was pretty sure she was planning the optimum investigative process I should follow. I hurried so she wouldn’t have a chance to share her conclusions with me.

      It was time to track down Sumo Daddy and find out if he killed Darcy. And if not him, then who?
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      I felt like a movie star when I arrived at the Las Vegas Mega Buffet. (The best value buffet in Nevada!)

      When I walked in, half the restaurant turned to gaze at me. This outfit sure drew some envious looks. But they weren’t the only ones. Others looked at me like they thought I must be a little nuts. Those people were obviously tourists, because you had to do something a lot more dramatic than dressing in an old-fashioned outfit to make you appear crazy to the locals.

      Of the people who weren’t watching me, a good portion of them were staring at Billy Bordstrum. The man-mountain was easy to spot, even from where I was at the entrance. He was standing at one of the long buffet counters, two large plates grasped in his left hand, while his right hand was piling them up with as much food as he could. They looked like teacup saucers in his giant mitts.

      I kept an eye on Billy from a distance, and then when I saw the table he was walking toward, I went to join him.

      It was a table for four, though it looked like a table for two the way Billy managed to dominate one side of it, sitting on a chair which seemed to just disappear beneath his bulk. On the table, there was a stack of plates he had already finished but hadn’t yet been bussed.

      “I hope you don’t mind. I started without you,” he said to me, a fork hovering just in front of his mouth.

      “No, that’s fine. I’ll grab a plate too, if that’s all right.”

      “Yeah, two plates. That’s the best way.”

      “I didn’t mean two plates, I meant a plate too. Too. I mean… never mind.”

      “Make it three.”

      Feeling slightly off-kilter, I went to stack my plate with as much as I could get on it. When I sat down, it looked like nothing compared to what Billy had managed to amass.

      “Looks like you’ve got nearly as much as me there.”

      “No, it doesn’t!” I said defensively. Of all the people in the world to make snide comments about the amount of food on my plate…

      “Just kidding. So. You want to interview me?”

      “That’s right. Ellie says I have to interview everyone equally.” I wasn’t doing it just because Ellie said so, but it was handy to deflect any resentment toward someone else when you’re investigating a potential suspect. Few people enjoy knowing that they are a suspect, whether they’re guilty or not.

      “It was just a joke.”

      I wasn’t sure what he was referring to. “What was just a joke?”

      As soon as I’d finished asking, I began to eat, hoping to use the time he spent speaking to fill myself.

      “The first night when we all met up for dinner. We went to this awful restaurant, and I was in a bad mood. When Darcy started ranting—which he always did—I wasn’t in the mood for it. So I threatened him.”

      “He insulted your niece, and so you threatened to kill him?”

      “Yeah, but it was just a joke. I threatened him with an old wrestling move. The pile driver. You know it’s all fake though, right?”

      The wrestling on TV may have been staged, but I suspected that any wrestling move Billy Bordstrum pulled on a noncompetitive fighter could very well end in severe injury at the very least.

      “Not everyone who was there was convinced it was just a joke.”

      “Yeah, but Ellie is high-strung. She takes everything too seriously.”

      I hadn’t said it was Ellie.

      “I was just in a bad mood. Took it out on him. With my words, I mean. I didn’t touch him.”

      “Why were you in a bad mood?”

      He chuckled, a deep rumbling roar.

      “Because of the restaurant. It was one of those highfalutin ones. You know, portions the size of a pea. We had five courses, and I hadn’t even put a dent in my appetite. The rest of them were saying what a great meal it had been, and I was still starving. It makes me angry when I’m hungry.”

      I could understand the sentiment. I forked some more sweet and sour chicken into my mouth to stave off any upcoming hunger pangs.

      “But you say you were just joking, and you wouldn’t hurt Darcy, right?”

      “That’s right. Anyway, he was stabbed, wasn’t he?”

      “Yes. So…?”

      Billy shrugged. “I wouldn’t need to stab a little twig of a man like that. If I was going to kill him, I’d just snap him in half.” Billy plucked a breadstick from his plate. Snap. “Just like that. And if I had used a knife, it would have kept on going right out the other side. You’d know if Billy Bordstrum took a stab at someone, that’s for sure.”

      I shuddered at the imagery. I put my fork down for a minute. Strangely, despite how scary Billy could be, I believed him. A feeling wasn’t proof, but a good detective never ignores her gut instincts. At least not this one.

      “Can you think of anyone who may have wanted Darcy dead?”

      “Yeah.” Billy paused for effect. “Everyone.” He chuckled again. “Just kidding. Darcy was a difficult guy, if you know what I mean. Take Ellie, for example. She thought he was disruptive. She always used to say, ‘You’re upsetting the smooth operation of my plans, Darcy.’ He was always causing fights. I bet she doesn’t mind that he’s gone.”

      I nodded but didn’t inform him of what Ellie had said about that particular theory—that she would have done it at a much more convenient time if she had been inclined to murder him.

      “Anyone else?”

      “Well, Beth, of course. It was her he was arguing with before I shut him up. She’d been talking to that weird little guy, Fitz, about re-merging our organizations. Darcy didn’t like that at all. Called her a traitor. Said she didn’t deserve to be in any Austen fan group. That could have riled her up. Those two never got along. At least since I’ve known them.”

      “So they had a history of disagreements?”

      “They definitely had some kind of history. But it went back to before my time, so I don’t know.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “Who else is there?” He tapped the end of his fork on the table while he thought. “Oh yeah, Hetty and Betty.” His face turned into a frown.

      “What are they like?”

      “I don’t like them much. Don’t think they had any beef with Darcy though.”

      “Why don’t you like them?”

      Billy leaned toward me. “They teased me.”

      It was probably mean of me to think it, but just the idea of those two little old ladies teasing this giant of a man was kind of funny to me. But it clearly wasn’t funny to him.

      “Why did they do that?”

      “You see, the thing is, I can’t read too good. Dyslexia, they call it. They mocked me for not reading the books.”

      “Oh, like me! I’ve only seen that movie, Pride and whatever it is,” I said with a grin, trying to create some camaraderie between us.

      “You’re dressed like that? And you haven’t read Austen’s work?” Billy shook his head at me in disappointment.

      “You haven’t either! You can’t criticize me —”

      “You’re as bad as them! Listen to me. I said I hadn’t read them books.” He really emphasized the read. “I listened to the audiobooks, because I can’t read good. But Liz says it counts just as much as reading them on paper. They’re unabridged, you know. The whole book! It’s just in audio form. Nothing wrong with it.”

      “Sorry. Maybe I should give the audiobooks a try too.”

      “Why? Are you dyslexic too?”

      “No, but I might enjoy them more.”

      “Well, if you do, don’t tell Hetty and Betty. They won’t let you live it down.”

      “Thanks for the warning. I’ll try not to get in their crosshairs.”

      Our conversation paused while I ate a couple of mouthfuls, and Billy cleared off another plate.

      “So, who else is there in your group? There was an English guy with the long name…”

      Of course I knew his name. But one of the little tricks I’ve learned over the years is that people feel good when they think they know more than you do, or they’re helping you out. So sometimes it’s good to play dumb. Once people are feeling good about you, they can start to let things slip.

      “Yeah. Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh. He’s a good guy.”

      “Yeah? He’s got a good name, that’s for sure. A good long name.”

      “Yep. You can abbreviate it though.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Sometimes we call him Lee Hendricks-Langston-Hugh for short.”

      I covered my mouth to stop from laughing. Billy gave me a wry smile back.

      “Just kidding. He doesn’t like his name being shortened at all. But, yeah, he’s a good guy. A gentleman. You know, he’s charming, and he says clever stuff all the time. This year’s the first time he’s on the board, but he won the best Darcy costume last year.”

      “Best Darcy costume? What’s that?”

      “There’s a competition each year. Several of them. There’s prizes for the best Elizabeth Bennett, the best Fitzwilliam Darcy, and then two more—best overall male, and best overall female.”

      “There are special ones just for Elizabeth and Darcy?”

      “That’s right. So many people come dressed as those two they got their own special categories. In fact, Darcy—I mean our Darcy, the dead one—started a club for the winners. It’s called the Elizabeth and Darcy Competition Winners Club.”

      “But the other costume winners can’t join it?”

      “Nope. Only the Darcys and Elizabeths. Those are the rules. Don’t think much of them myself.”

      “I guess that club won’t be lasting much longer now that he’s gone.”

      “Gone? He’s dead. But no, they’re still planning to have a dinner tomorrow, as a kind of memorial. In fact, Liam has taken over as the host.”

      “What do other people think of this special club, for Elizabeth and Darcy winners?”

      “They don’t like it. I mean, some of the people who are hoping to win the competition like it—they want to join. It’s an exclusive club. But everyone else thinks it’s snobby. Causes unnecessary division. But that’s what Darcy was like, always trying to cause fights. This was his smartest one yet—anyone who complains about his special club just gets called jealous.”

      This was interesting. If this ‘special winners club’ really was that unpopular, then maybe someone who really hated it could have wanted him dead.

      “Then there’s your niece, Liz.”

      Billy’s look went dark again. “You don’t need to investigate her. She has nothing to do with it. She’s a teacher.” He said “teacher” as if it absolved her of any possibility of wrongdoing. As if they were a special class of people, not capable of stooping to committing crimes.

      “A teacher? What kind?”

      “English, of course. You know, she was the one who got me into the audiobooks. Told me it was just as valid a method of reading, after I been complaining to her that I couldn’t get through a single book. Gave me a new lease on life after I had to quit wrestling.” He lifted a big arm in the air and using a chopping board-sized hand patted himself just underneath the back of his neck. “My back. I was getting too old. Couldn’t take it anymore. Quit wrestling and started reading. Listening.”

      “And your niece and Darcy got along? Were they friends?”

      “Don’t matter if they got along or not. Wasn’t her. I told you once, and that’s enough. Got it?”

      I got that he didn’t want me to investigate her, and that was enough for me to want to do the exact opposite.

      I already knew that Darcy had insulted her at that first dinner, causing Billy to threaten him. It wasn’t much of a motive yet, but I was sure there was more I could uncover.

      “I’m going to get some more food,” he said.

      And while he did, I decided to take my leave. One plate was enough for me, and there was an antiques show that afternoon I wanted to get to.

      With my stomach sated, and my mind fed with some intriguing hints, I made my way out of the Mega Buffet and headed back to the Tremonte.
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      After I left Billy, I returned to the Tremonte hotel and casino. I received a message from Ian. It was short, and I could tell that he wasn’t happy. It simply said that he had to go and look after Angel now. Angel was his cousin’s daughter, a cute little toddler but less cherubic than her name implied.

      Good luck, was all I sent in response.

      I smiled at the doormen as they greeted me, one of them giving me a playful, elaborate bow as I entered.

      “Good afternoon, milady,” he said with a grin.

      “Why, thank you,” I said in response. Playing dress-up was actually kind of fun.

      My plan for the afternoon was to check out the ongoing events, and see what board members I could run into. Although I could just simply call them up and arrange meetings, sometimes catching people off guard can be a more effective ploy.

      “Tiffany!” called a familiar voice.

      Jack was striding across the lobby, looking like he owned the place. Which of course he did. He was wearing a fancy tuxedo with a friendly smile on his face.

      “Enjoying the convention?”

      “It is kind of fun,” I admitted with a slightly embarrassed smile. Jack knew that normally I didn’t like to get dressed up or do anything too fancy. The occasional luxury helicopter flight and late-night picnic aside.

      “Any luck with the information I sent you earlier?”

      “It was useful but only eliminated one of my suspects. Fitz Pye was not the killer. He was getting a massage in your spa at the time of the killing. Still, I’m making progress. I think.”

      “Sorry you didn’t get to solve it immediately. What’s next on your agenda?”

      “They’re having an antiques fair in there.” I nodded toward the convention halls. “I’m hoping to run into some of the board members. Do you want to join me?”

      Jack lifted his arm and checked the time on his gold Rolex wristwatch. “Sure. I’ve got an hour to kill. Maybe we’ll find something nice in the antiques show.”

      “Come on then.” I extended my arm and allowed him to interlock his with mine. It seemed like the appropriate way to walk when I was dressed the way I was. Like a stately couple taking a turn before dinner, we went to investigate the antiques fair.

      The event was being held in a smaller hall that neighbored the ballroom where the dance workshops were held.

      Along the edge of the hall were a series of trestle tables, behind which various local antiques dealers had their wares on offer. But the main highlight, at least for most of the convention goers, was what was happening at the front of the room.

      Up on a low stage, there was a group of professional antique appraisers. According to the pamphlet I had examined earlier, every attendee was invited to bring one of their family heirlooms or other antiques for a professional examination and valuation.

      I raised one of my gloved hands and pointed up toward the stage. “That’s Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh up there. He’s on the board. Let’s go and talk to him.”

      “Liam henpecked what?” Jack asked, blinking in surprise.

      “Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh,” I repeated with a flourish. “He’s British. Let’s go and see what he’s up to.”

      By the time we had walked up the small stairs to the side of the stage and crossed to the appraisal area, we were just in time to hear the judgment on his object of pride.

      “And could you tell me the history of this piece?” the expert asked. She was a middle-aged woman wearing half-moon glasses, which she repeatedly raised and lowered down her nose as she examined the object Liam had handed to her. It was a lightly-dented pocket watch hanging from a gold chain.

      “I inherited it from my grandfather on my maternal side. During the war, he was on a ship, which docked in New York, I believe. He said he got it from an antiques dealer, and that it was very valuable. I think he paid a pretty penny for it. A week’s wages, he said, though I don’t know how much he earned at the time.”

      “Is that so?” the appraiser said as she twisted and turned it in her hands, examining it from every angle. “And it has sentimental value to you?”

      “Oh, yes. I’d never sell it. But it’s just interesting to know what its history may have been before my grandfather picked it up.”

      “If it’s got sentimental value, then that’s the most important thing. I’m afraid its history before your grandfather’s time is rather short. This looks like one of a number of this style of pocket watches which were made in New York in the late 1930s and early 1940s.”

      “That’s when my grandfather was there. He said it was very old…”

      “Well, it is getting old now. But it wasn’t old then. They probably had to make it dirty to appear older than it was. And take a look at this little dent here on the cover. I bet you that was made deliberately.”

      Liam slowly shook his head to himself, sighing with what sounded like disappointment.

      “That’s a shame. But in a way, I’m glad to find out today, now that he’s no longer with us. He was very proud of having picked it up for what he thought was a bargain price. If he’d known it was a fake, he would’ve been so disappointed.”

      “At least it still has sentimental value. And better yet, it wouldn’t be worth anyone stealing it from you either.”

      Liam laughed politely, but I could see he wasn’t all that amused.

      “Thank you very much. I can’t say I’m not disappointed, but it is good to know.”

      “If you have anything else, I’ll give you another appraisal to make up for this disappointing one.”

      “Thank you. But I didn’t bring anything else with me. All my other antiques—or fakes, perhaps—are back in the UK.”

      The appraiser smiled and waited for Liam to leave. When he turned around, I caught his eye.

      “Sorry, I just caught the end of that. What a shame.” I pointed toward his fake timepiece.

      He stuffed it inside a pocket on his gray jacket.

      “Not to worry. Got plenty more heirlooms back home.”

      Liam’s eyes flicked from me to Jack, who was standing beside me. He stuck out his hand.

      “Jack Weber.”

      “Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh.” The two men shook hands. “And I’m sorry to say, it looks like I’m not the only one who got taken for a ride.”

      “Oh?” Jack said, looking down at his gold Rolex with a look of mild concern.

      “No, not the watch. Though that is also anachronistic. I mean your tuxedo.”

      “What’s wrong with my tuxedo?”

      “It’s very nice, but it’s not Regency, is it? Whoever rented that out to you was having you on. They must have been out of other costumes.”

      Jack laughed. “Oh, I see what you mean. But this isn’t a costume. I’ve got a dinner appointment later and I won’t have time to get changed again. This is my tuxedo, not a rental.”

      “Oh, I see. I don’t mean to be a stickler for the rules, but everyone here is actually supposed to be in costume. Did you not see the guidelines?”

      “It’s okay, Liam,” I said quickly. “He owns this place. I think he’s allowed to walk around wherever he likes, in whatever he wants to wear.”

      Liam looked startled before recovering with an intrigued smile.

      “Oh, you’re the owner? Then I think we can give you a pass, can’t we?” Liam grinned at him, clearly pleased to have made his acquaintance. “It’s a lovely hotel you’ve got here, really nice. All of the RAJAA Board of Directors are very pleased that we chose it this year.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Jack said.

      “Speaking of dinner appointments,” I said to Liam, “I hear you’re having a special dinner this evening? Something about an Elizabeth and Darcy winners club?”

      “Oh, it’s just a little thing we do. It was started by Robert Darcy, in fact. We were considering canceling it, but then we thought, no, the show must go on! What better way to honor him than to get together and share a meal together?” Liam rubbed his chin for a moment. “Would it be helpful to your investigation if you joined us, Ms. Black?”

      That was just what I was hoping for: an invitation to the dinner. At the very least, I would be able to get more of a handle on RAJAA as an organization. I would be able to glean some more clues too.

      “Oh,” I said as if I hadn’t considered it. “It might be. I’m afraid the lead you all gave me on Fitz Pye didn’t work out, so now I’ve gone back to the drawing board. If you have room for me tonight…”

      “Yes, as you can probably imagine, there’s an extra seat now.”

      I stared at him. He stared at me.

      He’d just offered me a dead man’s seat for dinner.

      I wasn’t sure what to think about that, but I decided to be nice about it.

      “That’s gracious of you, Liam. I’d be glad to join you all for dinner even though I’m not one of your winners.”

      Liam proceeded to give me the details of a nice restaurant located up the other end of the Strip. “The reservation is for seven o’clock. See you then?”

      “That will be perfect.”

      Liam left us, saying he had other things to do.

      “He seemed nice enough,” Jack said.

      “Yeah, he’s popular among the board members. I think it’s just because he’s British though. They feel he adds authenticity to their Jane Austen club.”

      A pair of people close to the stage caught my eye. “Look, there’s two more of the board members. Come on.”

      Jack accompanied me down from the stage as we made a beeline for Hetty and Betty Tinsel.

      “Hello there!” I said in a friendly voice.

      Hetty and Betty both smiled politely at me.

      “What a delight and a pleasure,” Hetty said in a put-on British accent.

      “An honor to meet you again, fair maiden detective,” Betty said.

      Hetty’s eye turned to Jack. “And who is this gentleman, dressed in strange garb? Is he perhaps a traveler from a distant land—”

      “—or the distant future?” Betty finished, in wide-eyed pretend astonishment at Jack’s modern dress.

      “Yes, I’m a traveler from a distant land,” Jack spoke in plain English, which really stood out in contrast to Hetty and Betty’s attempts to sound like they were from another country and another era.

      “I do hope that people are honorable in your distant land, but not too full of pride—”

      “—or prejudice,” Hetty finished. The two women giggled to themselves at their clever little play on words. I forced a polite smile, and I could tell Jack’s amused grin was just as fake as mine.

      “You’re enjoying the convention then?” I asked them.

      “Convention?” Betty asked in a slightly confused voice.

      “We’re enjoying looking around this merchants’ emporium, and at all its modern and current wares,” Hetty said, waving her arm around the room.

      Great. They were stuck in character and weren’t going to get out. It didn’t even make sense. A lot of the products and items here were certainly older than the Regency period.

      “Were you friendly with Robert Darcy?” I asked them. I had to at least try and get something useful out of them.

      “Oh,” Betty said, fanning herself. “Poor, deceased Fitzwilliam Darcy.”

      Wonderful. They wouldn’t even call him by his real name.

      “Such a tragedy, what happened to him. Struck down in the prime of his youth.”

      “Wasn’t he about fifty years old?”

      The two sisters looked at each other, confusion on their faces.

      “Fitzwilliam Darcy was a young, eligible bachelor. The most eligible bachelor in the entire county, in fact.”

      What a load of nonsense. He wasn’t anywhere near as eligible as Jack, but I wasn’t about to besmirch the name of the dead.

      “So you were friends with him then?”

      “Friends? With a man?”

      “How scandalous!”

      “The implications!”

      I dug my fingers into the palms of my hands. “Do you know anyone who may have wanted to hurt him?”

      “Hurt poor Mr. Darcy? While some scoundrel surely did, we couldn’t imagine anyone who would’ve wanted to.”

      “Not at all. Who could’ve wanted to do such a terrible thing?”

      “I can’t imagine. Unless he harmed their pride in some way—”

      “—or they had some terrible prejudice against him for some reason…”

      The two women clutched at each other’s arms and broke into giggles again.

      I caught Jack looking at me with a questioning look on his face. And the question his face seemed to be asking was are these two women entirely out of their minds? I gave a brief nod in his direction. I was pretty sure they were.

      “Hetty, should we take another turn around the room?”

      “What a wonderful idea. Perhaps another young bachelor’s gaze will fall upon us while we do so.”

      “We can but live in hope.”

      “Have a good afternoon,” I said to them. I decided to try one more time before completely giving up. “Before you go, is there anyone whose pride was hurt by Darcy?”

      The two sisters exchanged one more long glance at each other, before taking a step closer to me and leaning forward. Were they actually going to answer a question?

      “There is one young lady.”

      “Oh?”

      “Beth Appleton.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “We don’t know what happened.”

      “We don’t eavesdrop.”

      “And we don’t gossip.”

      “But we did, accidentally, purely by chance, hear one interesting little snippet of a heated discussion.”

      “And not heated with romance, but heated with anger.”

      “What did you hear?”

      They exchanged another glance.

      “We heard Mr. Darcy hinting that he might reveal a terrible secret about Beth.”

      “What was the secret?”

      “Oh, we didn’t hear that. As I say, we don’t eavesdrop.”

      “And we don’t gossip. But we just heard a little whisper, by chance. If you want to know what the secret was, I suggest you ask her yourself. But be careful!”

      “She may be a murderess!”

      I stared at them, trying to figure out if they were actually serious. They seemed to be.

      “Let’s take that turn, Hetty.”

      “Yes, before the sun sets, Betty. Good luck, Elizabeth Bennett,”

      The two women walked off arm-in-air.

      “Why did they call you Elizabeth Bennett?” Jack asked after they left.

      “Because of the costume. It’s who I’m dressed as.”

      “They seem like real diehard fans.”

      “Yeah. But I don’t think they’re the only ones here who are. A lot of these people are really into it all.”

      Jack surveyed the room as if seeing everyone for the first time.

      “I think I’m going to head home, Jack. If I’m going to this dinner with Liam, I want to get changed first. I’ve been in this outfit for two days now.”

      “Enjoy your dinner. I’m off to meet some of the hospital’s Board of Directors to finalize our plans. You’ll be there for the ceremony, right?”

      “Ceremony?”

      “Yes. Don’t worry. It’s right here in the hotel. Up on the roof garden. We’re doing a symbolic check handing over with some local dignitaries and the like. I’ll send you the details. You’ve got to be there to support Bridget.”

      I grinned at that. My little doggie was all grown up. Getting her very own hospital wing. Not many dogs manage that.

      “I’ll be there. Have a good one.”

      With no other suspects in sight, I took the opportunity to head home and change into something more suitable for a nice French restaurant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I put on a nice black dress and had just finished my makeup when Ian showed up. He did not look pleased.

      “How was it?” I asked him when he entered. I could tell from his face how it went, but I was curious about the gory details.

      “The relationship counselor was a disaster. She kept tricking me.”

      Ian walked inside and slumped onto the sofa. I pulled up a chair and sat down in front of him. I could spare a few minutes.

      “What do you mean she was tricking you? What did she do?”

      “She kept telling me to answer honestly, and that annoyed Sally.”

      “Really? How so? I thought she was all about being honest.”

      “Yeah. Like, Sally told the counselor she doesn’t like how I don’t seem to have any clear goals for my future. And the counselor said to me, ‘Ian, how do you feel now?’”

      “That seems pretty normal. What did you say to them?”

      “I asked her if I was really supposed to be honest. And she said yes. So I was.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I said, ‘Right now, I’m feeling hungry, and I want to go for an early lunch when this is finally over.’”

      “You said you were thinking about lunch?”

      “Yeah. And they got mad at me! It’s their fault, right? They’re the ones who told me to be honest.”

      I just about managed not to giggle at him and keep my face looking suitably solemn. Sometimes he took things far too literally.

      “I think they wanted you to be honest in the context of the questions that came before it, not on a more general sense. So if someone asks you how you feel, you can’t give a literal answer.”

      “If they want me to be honest, I can be honest. But if they don’t like the answer, that’s their own fault. And if they don’t want me to be honest, just say so. That’s fine with me.”

      “I’m just trying to give you some advice, Ian. Apart from that, did it go okay?”

      “Sally said we need to go again.” He frowned, before completing his answer ominously, “Soon.”

      “I’m sure with a few sessions things will begin to fall into place. Look, I’ve got to get going. I have a dinner to get to. Let’s talk some more tomorrow?”

      Ian stared at me as if only now realizing that I was dressed up.

      “How do I look?” I asked him with a grin.

      “Do you want me to be honest, or should I lie?”

      Great. Just what I wanted to hear. Somehow, without even answering yet, he’d put a damper on my self-esteem.

      “Honest,” I said through gritted teeth. I knew I was going to regret this.

      “You look nice. But you don’t look like Tiffany.”

      Huh. I look nice… but not like myself. Still, it could’ve been worse.

      “Thanks, I think?”

      “Who are you going to dinner with? Isn’t it with the Jane Austen people?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you should be in your costume. So I take it back. You look bad, because you’re wearing the wrong thing.”

      I rolled my eyes at him.

      “The dinner is at a restaurant across town, and it’s for an exclusive club of Elizabeth and Darcy winners. It’s not the regular convention folk. I’m sure they’re not going to be in costume for this as well. They’ve been wearing them all day.”

      Suddenly I wasn’t so sure.

      “You should check,” said Ian.

      I was annoyed when I realized he was right. I pulled my phone out of my bag and typed a message to Liam. I told myself if he didn’t reply immediately, I was going to ignore whatever his message said. I was going out that door in less than two minutes whether he replied or not.

      I don’t need to wear a costume, right? I hit the send button.

      I rested the phone back down on my knee. Ian stared at it. I stared at it.

      BZZZ.

      He had replied right away.

      “What does it say?”

      I read the message.

      “Darn it.”

      “Told you.”
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        * * *

      

      The restaurant was a fancy French one, and I felt slightly ridiculous when I stepped out of my cab and walked up to the door in my outfit. I didn’t feel any better when the man who opened it rolled his eyes when he saw my costume.

      “Good evening, Ms. Bennett,” he said gratingly. I must have been the seventh Ms. Bennett he’d seen that evening. “Your group is in the private dining room. Please follow me.”

      I guessed he had his fill of Elizabeth Bennetts and Fitzwilliam Darcys that evening already. When I got there, I realized I was the last to arrive. I blamed Ian. If it weren’t for him, I would have arrived early, in normal eveningwear instead of my uncomfortable old-fashioned dress.

      “Ahh, finally,” Liam said as he spotted me. He was seated at the head of a long rectangular table. Along the edges, people were arranged as Elizabeth, Darcy, Elizabeth, Darcy and so on all around. The only other face I recognized there was Beth Appleton. Presumably, Liam and Beth were the only board members who were also members of this exclusive Elizabeth and Darcy club.

      “Sorry I was late.”

      “That’s fine,” said another Elizabeth seated near Liam, her tone frosty. “You’re not a member of the club anyway. We shouldn’t have waited for you.”

      Liam chuckled over her words as if to cover them up, embarrassed by how rude she was being. I was slightly grateful for that. But I didn’t really care whether they wanted me there or not. I was there to investigate a murder, not because I was interested in being a member of their pseudo-exclusive club of adults who liked to play dress-up.

      “There’s one seat left, over there,” Darcy said, pointing down the table. Since originally there were supposed to be an equal number of male and female guests, I kind of ruined the seating plan.

      I had been assigned the final seat on the right-hand side of the table, seated between a pleasant-looking woman in her twenties, and sitting at the other end of the table opposite Liam was another, slightly older Elizabeth. It was going to be confusing with so many Elizabeths and Darcys.

      As soon as I was seated, Liam picked up a little silver bell that was placed on the white tablecloth in front of him, held it high in the air, and then rang it very loudly.

      A moment later, the doors to the room swung open and a waiter appeared.

      “We’re ready for the champagne now,” Liam announced.

      “Of course, sir.”

      The waiter disappeared again to get the drinks.

      “I would like to begin proceedings by welcoming everyone here. For the third year running, the Elizabeth and Darcy winners club is meeting. It truly is an honor for every one of us to be here. But it is also, unfortunately, a sad occasion. The club grows by two members each year, but unfortunately, this year, we are only one stronger. Our club’s founder was snatched away from us just a few days ago, stolen by death while this club is still in its youth.”

      There were sad murmurings around the table.

      “I am sure Darcy—the original Darcy—hoped to watch this exclusive club grow and thrive over many more years to come. But alas, it was not to be.”

      Liam paused as the waiter returned, with a partner this time. One of them carried three bottles of champagne, while the other was bearing a tray of glasses. With much-practiced skill, they distributed the glasses, filled with the fizzing wine. When the glasses were all filled, the waiters made themselves scarce again.

      “Let us all raise a glass. Our first toast of the evening is to our dear departed Mr. Darcy. May he never be forgotten, and may we continue the tradition of this wonderful club that he started until our own dying days.” Liam stood up, holding his glass up high. “To Darcy!”

      And so the Darcys, and the Elizabeths all stood up, saluting the ‘original’ club Darcy himself, myself included. Somberly, we clinked our glasses together and took a sip in memory of the person whose death I was investigating. Glasses clinked and drinks sipped, we returned to our seats.

      “Some of you may have been wondering whether our club will continue without our founder. As you may have discerned from my words so far, I have decided, after consulting several other winners, that it not only should continue, but it must. In Darcy’s memory, we will carry on, meeting every year to commemorate his passing, and to continue the noble tradition he started.”

      There were happy murmurs around the table. Clearly, everyone was pleased to be a member of this illustrious group.

      “Excuse me?” said the woman to my right, interrupting Liam’s continuing trail of thoughts. “But what is she doing here?” asked the woman on my right, who headed up the end of the table opposite Liam. She leaned toward me, and said in a loud stage whisper, “No offense intended.”

      “This is Tiffany Black, and she has been hired by the Board of Directors of RAJAA. She is investigating what happened to our noble founder, and I would appreciate it if you all showed her the utmost courtesy. She is here at mine and the board’s invitation, and I would be grateful if you would treat her as well as Darcy himself would have.”

      “Hear, hear!” said the younger woman on my left. I turned and smiled at her, and she grinned back at me, her young eyes twinkling with amusement.

      Liam had just stated that I should be treated as well as Darcy himself would have treated me. I wasn’t sure how to take that. I couldn’t help but wonder which Darcy he meant. The one from Jane Austen’s books, or the one who was recently killed. If it was the latter, I didn’t expect to be treated all that well. From what everyone had told me, he was a difficult man.

      “Let us call for the first course!”

      Liam picked up the little silver bell again and rang it hard, sending loud ding, ding, dings bouncing around the room and outside.

      The waiter opened the door again with a stiff smile on his face. “Yes?”

      “The first course if you please, sir!”

      “It’ll be out in a minute.”

      While we waited for the food, people began to chat with their neighbors around the table. Not impressed with the rude lady in the hostess position to my right, I turned to the younger woman on my left.

      “Elizabeth, I take it?”

      “Of course,” she said with a laugh. “But in the real world, I go by Parker. But in here, of course, everyone is Elizabeth or Darcy.”

      “But of course.”

      Parker leaned in toward me, clearly curious. “So you’re a detective? That must be amazing.”

      “It has its moments,” I admitted modestly. “Though a lot of it’s a lot more boring than you might imagine.”

      She didn’t look like she believed me. She kept staring at me, a curious smile playing on her face. I could tell she was imagining me being involved in all kinds of adventures and capers. Come to think of it, looking back over my last few years, maybe she was right. Finally, she leaned in toward me again, her voice low but curious.

      “Do you think it was someone here who killed him?”

      “Our current best theory is that it’s one of the Board of Directors. There’s only two of them here in this room, so probably not.”

      Both of us glanced up the table at Liam and Beth, the two suspects who were present. I wasn’t sure why I was opening up to her so much so soon. I think it was because she struck me as being one of the most normal people in the room.

      “Did you meet Liz Bordstrum yet?” she asked me.

      “The teacher? Yeah. I met her and her uncle, but I only met Liz briefly. Have you heard anything interesting about her?”

      “Not heard, no,” she said with a shake of her head. “Experienced.”

      “Oh?” This meal was starting to look like a good idea already.

      While Liz began to explain, a small team of waiters returned bearing bowls of soup. As we spoke, Parker and I took dainty little sips of the soup with our spoons.

      “I won Best Elizabeth last year, but it was no thanks to her. I think she tried to sabotage me. I’m not saying she’s necessarily a killer or anything, but there’s something not right about her.”

      I couldn’t help but think of Billy Bordstrum, leaning over the table with stacks of empty plates in front of him, warning me not to investigate Liz.

      “What did she do?”

      “So, there’s two parts to the competition. There’s the costume—which is what we’re wearing now. But the other part is where we have to give a little speech, in character.”

      “Go on…”

      “Last year, Liz saw me practicing my speech in the corner. She came over and offered to give me some advice. I jumped at the chance. Last year was my first time at one of these conventions, but she was an old hand and on the board.”

      “Makes sense. What advice did she give you?”

      “Well, the thing is, the advice she gave me was no good. It was like she was trying to sabotage me!”

      “Sabotage you? In what way?”

      Liz set her spoon down, checked to make sure no one was listening to our conversation, and leaned in toward me.

      “She told me she was a teacher and an expert on Austen. Then, she told me she could give me some tips. Some little nuggets of information that none of the other competitors would really know. She told me—get this—that the word cool was really popular in the Regency period. She told me I should work it into my speech several times. She also told me I should use the word mad as an adjective. She said it would lend my speech an air of authenticity that the other competitors wouldn’t be able to match. She gave me an example, she said I should wave my fan toward the judges and tell them that a mad cool designer had given it to me.”

      “Doesn’t sound right to me.”

      “Nope. It was completely anachronistic. I was suspicious and I Googled them before adding them into my speech. It turned out she was completely wrong. And she’s a teacher! I just can’t believe it was a mistake. I really do think she was trying to sabotage my entry in the competition.”

      “Why would she do that? Did she have a problem with you for some reason?”

      “I think the only problem she had with me was that I was entering the competition in the first place. I think she wanted to win it. Judging by some of the other things some of the other competitors did, I may not have been the only one. One poor girl put a red bandana around her head, claiming it was a popular form of pirate fashion at the time. That was complete baloney of course. And another girl kept saying fuhgeddaboudit, like she was an Italian mobster. It was odd. I bet Liz got to her too.”

      “Did you report it to anyone? Any of the other board members?”

      She shook her head. “No. Last year was my first time—and I won! But I didn’t know anyone on the board, and I didn’t really know who to complain to. And what did it matter? I didn’t listen to her, and I won. So I put it aside, you know, thinking some people are just mean. But now that I know there’s been a murder… I can’t help but think: if she would try and sabotage a simple competition, what else would she do?”

      “Thank you for telling me. That will definitely be useful. It’s hard to get people to open up sometimes, so I’m grateful for your assistance.”

      “No problem. Now, maybe you can give me some tips? I was thinking about hitting up the casinos later…”

      I spent the next three courses chatting with Parker. She was a total Janeite, but that was only part of her character. She was also into classic cars, ‘90s rock, cooking, and she was learning about poker. A lot of the other convention attendees had only one passion from what I could see, and so the fact that she was so much more grounded than most of them made her company much more enjoyable.

      In fact, I was enjoying myself so much that I didn’t get around to doing that much sleuthing. But thanks to Parker’s information about Liz, I didn’t feel too guilty. It had been a phenomenal start, and I now had a new lead to follow up on.

      Anyway, I told myself, a dinner party like this wasn’t exactly the best place to do detective work. We were all stuck in our assigned places, and there wasn’t much milling around to talk to different people. Not until the end, when the cheese course arrived.

      Ding, ding, ding.

      Liam rang his little silver bell for about the dozenth time. When the waiter arrived again, he didn’t even pretend to smile at him; he just gave Liam a scowl.

      “It’s time for cheese. Please wheel in the trolley! Port, too, if you’ve got it!”

      “Of course we’ve got it.”

      Liam had been relishing his position at the head of the table throughout the meal. I kept an eye on him, watching him as he leaned back in his chair, fork loaded with food, grasped in his right hand, as he held court with the closest Elizabeths and Darcys. He seemed at home at the head of the table, and I wondered if he went to a lot of dinners like this back in England.

      With a clatter, the waiter returned with a trolley loaded with the cheese course. The top level contained a large cheese board with eight different varieties, as well as a selection of crackers and grapes. On the level below were little plates, knives, and napkins.

      “This is a self-service cheese trolley,” the waiter announced before turning and exiting the room again.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if the cheese course was always planned to be self-service or if he was just fed up with Liam and his bell. I suspected the latter, but the waiter returned again a few minutes later with a pair of bottles of port and new glasses for us all. Maybe I was wrong.

      I used the cheese course as a chance to finally get close to Beth Appleton. As the only other RAJAA board member there, she was the main person I wanted to talk to. I managed to time it exactly right so that we both arrived at the cheese trolley at the same time.

      “Beth, wasn’t it?” I asked her with a friendly smile.

      “That’s right. How’s the investigation going? Any questions for me?”

      I smiled and nodded at her. “Sure. I’ve got to talk to everyone. You know, pretty much the same questions. Don’t worry about them. But tell me, did you and Darcy get along? The deceased one, I mean.”

      “Get on with him? Yeah. Fine. He was… fine.”

      “No fights?”

      She shrugged, staring down at the cheese board as she sliced off a big hunk of cheddar. “Did someone hear us?”

      I shrugged noncommittally. Both Hettie and Betty, as well as Billy, had said they overheard a disagreement between Beth and Darcy. Hetty and Betty had also said there was some kind of secret, though I wasn’t sure how much stock I could put in their words.

      “One or two people mentioned it. You weren’t the only one who argued with him, though. What was it about?”

      “It was nothing. I’m sure you’ve heard he was a bit of a difficult man. I just said to him that maybe considering rejoining our organizations may not be a bad idea, and it really upset him. We ended up having a row. The thing is, I don’t even care that much. I’m happy either way. But he wasn’t. He really, really didn’t want to give in, as he put it, and give up. RAJAA ‘til the day he died, he told me.” Beth stabbed the knife into a lump of cheese and left it there. She looked up at me with an amused smile. “And I guess he was RAJAA until the day he died. Just a little more prematurely than he planned, I suppose.”

      I loosened the knife from the wedge of cheese and began to fill up my plate with a selection of each of the cheeses on offer, as well as all the different kinds of crackers and a small bunch of grapes.

      “Is there anyone else who didn’t get along with him? Who might have…” I pulled a face like a death grimace.

      “I really don’t know. But good luck with your investigation.”

      Before I could ask her anything else, Beth retreated to her place near Liam at the head of the table. She wasn’t very talkative.

      But at least I had uncovered some new information from Parker about Liz. It was only a start, but I was making some progress.

      When I went back to sit down next to Parker again, we resumed our friendly conversation. It turned out that she actually knew something about cheese as well. I relaxed while I let her tell me about the differences between brie and camembert, and then the best way to drink my port.

      I didn’t make any massive leaps forward in my investigation, but I did have a nice time. And sometimes, that’s all that matters.
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      The next morning, I was taking some time to relax. Just me, a cup of hot coffee and a heavenly cupcake with heavy frosting. A little dose of peace, calm, and tranquility.

      I was using the time to think about my case. I had plenty of suspects, but I hadn’t managed to eliminate any of them, except for Fitz. What I needed to do was speak to some of them again. Now let me see, I thought, there’s—

      “Tiffany!” Bang, bang, bang. “Tiffany!”

      So much for that plan. I set my coffee down and went to open the door. By the time I’d gotten there, the banging stopped and I could hear footsteps some distance down the hallway.

      Meow.

      Ian wasn’t there, but sitting right in front of my door was Snowflake, his cat. I picked her up, held her close, and stuck my head out the entrance. Ian was down the far end of the hallway, pacing. He spun around as he reached the end, and then his eyes locked onto mine.

      “What were you doing in there? Why did you take so long to open the door?”

      “That wasn’t long. It was five seconds. If that. And I’m not at your beck and call anyway.”

      “Well, you should be,” Ian muttered as he stalked back toward my door.

      Smiling in amusement, I went back inside and sat down again with Snowflake on my lap. The little cat looked up at me, gave another meow, and then began to purr as I petted her. She sure was easier to deal with than any of the people in my life at the moment.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked when Ian finally made it back inside and closed the door behind him. He pulled out a chair and sat down, letting out a dramatic sigh. It sounded like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      “It’s Sally. And that relationship counselor. They’re in cahoots.”

      “In cahoots?” I said in amusement. It was a funny word, and it sounded funnier coming from Ian.

      “Yes. That’s what I said. Cahoots. They’re cahooting cahoots.”

      I tried to keep a straight face. “And what have they been cahooting about?”

      “Sally’s got it in her head that I should learn to drive. Drive, Tiffany. A car. Can you believe it? I think it’s that counselor’s fault.”

      “It’s a pretty useful skill, Ian.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “You sure seem to think it’s useful when you want me to drive you somewhere.”

      “That’s the point, isn’t it? I don’t need to learn to drive. I’ve got you. I’ve got cabs. I’ve got Ubers. There are limo companies. Tons of options. I can even walk sometimes. So what’s the point of learning to drive? There’ll be self-driving cars in a few years anyway. A big old waste of time if you ask me.”

      “But not if you ask Sally.”

      Ian muttered under his breath. I gently rubbed my thumb over Snowflake’s head, enjoying her company. Even if it did come with Ian attached, currently in one of his moods.

      “So… are you going to?” I asked.

      “Going to what?”

      “Learn to drive.”

      “I guess I have to now. Even though it’s a waste of time. Sally already arranged it. There’s an instructor coming to pick me up in a few minutes. That’s why I wanted to see you. I want some tips.”

      “About driving?”

      “Yes. Tell me what I need to know so I can get this lesson over with and get my license.”

      “You’re probably going to need more than one lesson.”

      Ian snorted derisively. “You can drive. It can’t be that hard.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. So go on, give me some tips.”

      Snowflake began to knead at the fabric of my flannel pajama pants and looked up at me with a content look on her face. She sounded like a mini lawnmower as she purred away.

      “My tip is to listen to the instructor. It’s their job to teach you. I’ve never taught anyone to drive. They’re an expert.”

      “Some help you are. How’s our case going?”

      “Good question. I’m not exactly sure. I got a lead on Liz Bordstrum last night. Apparently, she used to try and sabotage people during the Elizabeth Bennet costume competitions. But I can’t see any connection between her acts of sabotage and Darcy’s death. And then there’s Beth. I heard from Hetty and Betty that she has some kind of secret. I tried to speak to her last night, but she wasn’t very forthcoming. She just said that she argued with Darcy, but then everyone did. He was very difficult.”

      “I’ll come and help you with some interviews as soon as I’m done with the stupid lesson. I’ll get the instructor to drop me off at the Tremonte.”

      “Great. And I can’t wait to hear how your first class goes.” And that was the truth. I knew it was going to be a disaster, I just wasn’t sure what kind yet. As long as he wasn’t hurt, I was ready to be entertained.

      “I won’t be able to stay with you all day though. Amber wants me to babysit Angel again this afternoon.”

      “You’re a very busy man, Ian. Very much in demand.”

      “I know,” he said with a sigh, as if he had the hardest life of anyone in Vegas. “Sometimes I don’t know how I cope.”

      I imagined having a massive bank account probably helped. I didn’t say that out loud though.

      “Right.” Ian stood up again and walked over to me, bending over and picking up Snowflake from my lap. “Time to go. The driving instructor will be here in a minute. I’ll see you at the Tremonte later.”

      “Good luck!”
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        * * *

      

      When I got to the Tremonte, my first port of call was Jack’s office, high up in the tower above the bustling casino and convention center below.

      “That dress really is very becoming,” Jack said with an amused smile as he saw me wearing the same outfit for about the hundredth time that week.

      “Every day I like it less and less.” I laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever worn the same outfit so many days in a row.”

      That wasn’t true in the slightest, but I did have some feminine vanity that I wanted to preserve. I went weeks wearing the same pair of cargo shorts, for example. But Jack didn’t need to know that.

      “Any news?” I was sitting on one of the guest chairs in front of his desk, while he sat on the other side, idly spinning in half-circles, left and right, in his large leather boss’s chair. He stopped spinning. A frown wrinkled his normally smooth face.

      “No. Nothing.”

      Of course we were talking about Stone and Ryan. About how they’d gone missing after their light plane crashed trying to escape the criminal outfit they had infiltrated. While I didn’t believe that no news always did mean good news, the fact that no one had seen either of them, or found any sign of their remains, kept me hanging on to hope.

      And I needed to hope.

      “I’m going to push my contact for some proof. See if he can’t find out once and for all what actually happened.”

      Proof. Proof that they were dead. That wasn’t what I wanted him to find. I wanted proof that they were alive. But that was well out of our hands now. Whatever had happened, happened. But my hope persisted, a flame of hope somewhere in my chest. The longer we went without hearing anything, the weaker that hope became. But it wasn’t dead yet.

      There was a knock at the door. When it opened, there was a happy bark, and a moment later Bridget bounded across the room toward me. I held out my arms for her, and she hopped right into my lap. She landed with a heavy thump and I tried to figure out whether she was a hundred or a thousand times bigger than Snowflake.

      “Hey, girl. That was smart, knocking on the door like that.”

      Jack laughed at my joke.

      “No, I had one of the security guys take her out for a walk. I just got completely swamped in here. I know it’s awful of me, but at least she got her walk. Didn’t you Bridget?”

      She was too busy receiving hugs and snuggles from me to respond to Jack.

      “It’s her big day tomorrow, by the way. Don’t forget. It’s going to be out on the roof garden at four o’clock.”

      “Oh yeah, your ceremony. Thanks for reminding me again. I’ll be there.”

      The roof garden. That was the last place I saw Stone before he left Las Vegas on what now seemed like a futile mission to save Ryan. A mission he wouldn’t have attempted if it wasn’t for me. I let Bridget nuzzle some of the guilt out of me and ran my hands through her fur. She could always make me feel better.

      My phone buzzed in my bag. I pulled it out. It was Liz Bordstrum, replying to a message I’d sent her asking to meet up sometime that morning. She said she’d been busy, but could meet me in just a few minutes, in between the morning lecture on Austen juvenilia, and the beginning of an afternoon of lawn bowls.

      “The case?” Jack asked, reading the expression on my face just as clearly as I had read the text message.

      “Yep. Got a meeting with the suspect.” I stroked Bridget’s head while she rested it on my shoulder. “Please, let me know what your contact finds out, Jack. I’m sure they’re alive. I’m sure of it.”

      Jack stopped spinning in his chair and nodded at me. “Tiff… are you sure you’re okay?”

      I tried not to glare too defensively. “I’m fine.”

      “It’s just… Stone got shot. The plane went down. There’s no way anyone could survive that.”

      “If they’re dead then why haven’t the bodies been found?”

      “Maybe the criminals got to them first?”

      I shook my head. “No, Jack. Think. Really think. What do you believe?”

      “Logically th—”

      “Not logically. In your heart. What does your intuition tell you?”

      Jack was silent for a moment, so I went on. “It’s not just all about logic. Don’t you ever believe something, just know it to be true, even though it shouldn’t be?”

      “Ye-es.”

      “Then why can’t you believe they’re still alive?”

      Jack shook his head. “This is different.”

      “No, it’s not. You and I both know that Stone can survive anything. After all he’s been through, do you think a little thing like getting shot and having his plane downed would kill him? And Ryan is just as capable.”

      I couldn’t help my voice rising, and Jack came to sit beside me and squeezed my arm. “Tiff, I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      “I’m not going to get hurt! You can’t see the truth because you’re so scared it’ll hurt me—stop thinking about me for a moment and look inside. Look and feel.” I took a deep breath to calm down and lowered my voice. “What do you really feel? Ignore me. Can’t you feel that the two of them are alive?”

      Jack looked away, and finally he stood up and walked over to a window, staring out at the view of the Vegas casinos all lit up.

      “Emily says we shouldn’t keep our hopes up…”

      Emily was my friend, but I thought she was wrong about this. But she was also Jack’s girlfriend. I didn’t want to criticize her.

      “Forget about me and forget about Emily,” I said softly. “You believe they’re still alive. Don’t you?”

      Jack finally turned to me and sighed. “Maybe,” he admitted.

      I wanted to whoop with joy. But I didn’t.

      He said, “If they’re alive, one way or the other, we’ll find out.”

      I nodded. “We sure will.”

      I pushed myself to my feet, letting Bridget slide down to the floor. She began to prance in happy circles around me as I made my way back across the room. “Thanks for everything, as usual, Jack.”

      “And as usual, it’s nothing. If there’s anything else I can do to help the case just let me know.”

      “Will do.” I crouched down for one last hug. “You be a good girl now. Make sure you get plenty of rest before your big day tomorrow.” Bridget gave me an affirmative bark, and I headed downstairs to meet with Liz Bordstrum.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the glittering lobby of the Tremonte complex, I forced myself to stop thinking about Ryan and Stone. Just outside the entrance to the convention center wing, I saw Billy Bordstrum leaning against a wall as if he was trying to blend in. He blended in about as well as an elephant in a bridal boutique.

      “Hey. Can we talk for a sec?” he called to me.

      “Sure.” I didn’t tell him I was on my way to meet his niece. He didn’t want me to investigate her the last time we met.

      He gestured for me to follow him where we wouldn’t be overheard by anyone.

      “What’s up?” I asked him when he thought we were sufficiently secluded from passing eavesdroppers or prying eyes.

      “I overheard something.” He lowered his head and raised his eyebrows at me as he spoke.

      I imagined Billy trying to subtly overhear a conversation. He was so massive that any attempt to listen in on something must’ve been impossible. There was no way he could overhear anything without the speaker noticing him.

      “Yeah? What did you hear?”

      “It was Beth Appleton,” he said in a low voice.

      A surge of excitement ran through me. It was Beth. Did he mean she was the killer?

      “Go on…”

      “This morning, just before breakfast. I was walking down a hallway to go toward the elevators. It was quiet. I was just about to walk around a corner when I heard her on the phone, and I decided to stop. I don’t know why. It just came over me. I said to myself, Billy, it sounds important. You should listen in. You don’t get many chances to listen in on other people’s conversations without them knowing, and this sounds urgent, so you make the most of it. So I did. I hung out just around the corner and I listened.”

      So there was a big wall in the way, that’s why she hadn’t noticed him listening in.

      “What did you hear?”

      Please be a confession, please be a confession, please be a confession.

      “It sounded like she was talking to someone back home. You know, a sister or a friend or something like that. She was upset. You know, crying. She was worried that if anyone found out her secret, they would suspect her of killing Darcy!”

      “Her secret? What secret?”

      Billy shrugged his massive shoulders. “I don’t know. She didn’t say. But there is one thing…”

      “Yes?”

      “Liz thinks that maybe Darcy and Beth had a fling once. Not recently, but seven years ago, when RAJAA was first formed. She thinks they had a fling, but it didn’t work out. Maybe that’s what the secret is.”

      Billy was now the second person to tell me they thought Beth had a secret. Hetty and Betty had said the same thing the day before. At the very least, it was some juicy info to ask Liz about. But I wasn’t sure how it could tie into Darcy’s death if it happened seven years ago. Some kind of jealous squabble? Or could it even be that Darcy’s wife found out, came to town, and murdered him over it?

      No, that couldn’t be it. He split up with his wife a long time ago. Unless she really held a grudge.

      “That’s some very interesting information, Billy. Thank you very much. I’ll be following up on it.”

      “Yeah, you do that.”

      I left Billy behind and went to go meet his niece in the Atrium Café before the TV drama marathon began.
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      Having left Billy behind, I went to meet his niece, Liz. We had arranged to meet in the café, but I hadn’t even made it there when I found her. She was just outside, deep in conversation with Hetty and Betty.

      I say conversation, but it was more like a lecture. Hetty and Betty were both standing there with very attentive looks on their faces, while Liz, one hand in the air, which she was waving around like she might in front of a classroom, was explaining something to the pair of them.

      I wandered up toward them, listening carefully to see what it was they were talking about.

      “…and she was actually engaged! But only for a day! Actually, not even that long. It was the very next morning, after accepting the proposal the night before, that she broke it off.”

      “What a lady,” Hetty said, wide-eyed.

      “And a romantic. She put her heart above a loveless marriage,” Betty said, shaking her head in amazement.

      “It was a different era,” Liz said, nodding along with them, “but for Jane, love needed to be something that she truly felt in order to get married to someone. But of course, she never found it. And she died still a spinster.”

      Hetty and Betty exchanged a look. They were both spinsters. And they were in their fifties already, which made them much older than Jane Austen when she died.

      “But of course,” Liz hurried to add, “that was a different time. There’s nothing wrong with being unmarried these days. I’m not even married myself, not yet.”

      “Maybe it would be nice though…” Hetty said thoughtfully.

      “A Darcy or a Bingley of our own…”

      “Hello everyone,” I said with a smile.

      “Oh, there you are,” Liz said. “Come on. Let’s go inside. Nice to see you again, ladies.”

      Liz turned and started to enter the café, summarily dismissing Hetty and Betty.

      “Nice to see you,” I said to them with an apologetic look on my face. Liz’s dismissal of them had been a little rude.

      “We’re going to watch the lawn bowls.”

      “Sounds great. Have fun.”

      I went inside the café and found that Liz was already sitting down at one of the English garden style wrought iron metal tables that I had first sat at for the cream tea. I planned to order coffee and a cupcake this time.

      As soon as I sat down, a waiter appeared beside us.

      “We’ll have a pot of tea for two, and two chocolate cupcakes. Quick as you please.”

      “Very good,” said the waiter, quickly turning and leaving.

      Or maybe I wouldn’t be having coffee.

      “Thanks for ordering for us.” I tried not to make my tone sound too grating. Okay, maybe a little grating. “It sure saves time.”

      “No problem. I don’t like to dawdle.” Liz tapped her fingers on the table and glanced up at me again. “I hope you don’t mind that I ordered us cupcakes. They’re not Regency appropriate at all. But you’re not really into staying in character all the time, are you?”

      “Oh, I don’t mind the cupcakes at all,” I said with a wide grin. If Liz was trying to get on my good side, she wasn’t doing a bad job of it. “In fact, they’re my favorite.”

      “I know, but I still feel guilty. They’re just not Regency appropriate.”

      I couldn’t give a fig whether they were Regency appropriate or not. It was fine playing along for a short while, but a whole week of this seemed like too much immersion for me.

      “I won’t tell anyone if you won’t.”

      I placed my hands on the table and clasped them together and pulled my chair in with a scrape.

      “So I guess it’s my turn to face the inquisition,” said Liz. “Usually I’m the one asking the questions.”

      “Yes, as a teacher I imagine you are. English, right?”

      “That’s right, English. I think it’s the best subject. Don’t you?”

      “The best?” I don’t think I’d ever thought about ranking school subjects since I became an adult. Of course when I was in school I had favorites, but I wasn’t sure that from a grown-up perspective you could really rank them. But Liz Bordstrum could. “I’m not sure, but English sure is interesting. So your uncle must’ve had an interesting life.”

      “He has! You know, he left school at sixteen, unable to read or write. Can you believe it?”

      “Some people do slip through the cracks. I think he said he was dyslexic.”

      Before she could answer me, our pot of tea, two cups complete with saucers, and two delicious, anachronistic, cupcakes appeared in front of us, thick with chocolate icing thick enough to swim in.

      We each took a moment to sip some tea and take a first scrumptious bite of our out-of-time cakes.

      “Back to what you were asking,” Liz said, pausing to wipe some crumbs from the corner of her mouth, “he is dyslexic. They weren’t so good at diagnosing or helping kids like him back in the day. I think they just took one look at him, and said, ‘Manual labor, that’s your lot in life.’”

      “I guess he avoided that at least.”

      “Yes, though wrestling is, in a way, not too dissimilar. It still involves a lot of heavy lifting and using your body.”

      “He’s very proud of you, you know,” I said to her. “He says it’s thanks to you that he fell in love with Austen and got into listening to audiobooks.”

      “He’s not wrong. In fact, I’m proud of myself for that. Whoever would have thought a giant wrestler like him would fall in love with Elizabeth Bennett, Fitzwilliam Darcy, Emma, and all the rest? I can’t imagine what his former wrestling colleagues would think! What a hoot it would be if they could see him here now.”

      “It must have opened up a whole new world for him. I hear he had an argument at dinner on your first night in town.”

      I took another big bite of my cupcake and a slurp of tea while I listened to her answer.

      “It was Darcy and Beth who had the argument. Then when I tried to settle them down, and tell Darcy to give Beth a chance to explain, he got angry at me. And of course, Uncle Billy wouldn’t stand for that. So he encouraged Darcy to be quiet.”

      “He threatened to pile drive him through the floor, didn’t he?”

      Liz giggled. “He did. Funny, right?”

      “Kind of. But it’s less funny when you remember that Darcy died the next day.”

      Liz waved a hand in the air, dismissing what I was saying.

      “Yeah, but Uncle Billy was just messing around. I guess, technically, it was a threat, but he didn’t mean anything by it. He was just protecting me. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “No?”

      “Only in the ring. But he was never a violent man outside of it.” Liz rubbed her chin. “Though if he was, he wouldn’t need to use a knife on Darcy. He could’ve picked him up and snapped him in half with his bare hands.”

      That was some imagery I didn’t need right then.

      “What about some of the other board members? Do you think Darcy could have gotten on Ellie’s bad side?”

      “Ellie?” Liz snorted, a hint of derision in her tone. “She’s too bossy for her own good. But she wouldn’t have killed Darcy. I don’t think any of us are murderers, but even so, it especially wouldn’t have been her. She’s all about efficiency. Military efficiency. Darcy caused a lot of disruptions. We lost a whole day of planning dealing with the fallout of his death. And since then she’s been complaining about all the ongoing disruption it’s caused. No, I think you’re barking up the wrong tree there.”

      I took another thoughtful sip of tea. “What do you know about Beth? Are you two friends?”

      “We’re too dissimilar to be friends, I think. She’s—I don’t know how to put it—flighty? Dreamy? It’s like she’s not always all there. She’s always thinking about the future and trying to plot it out with tarot cards or tea leaves. When she offers to help someone, it’s by sending them positive vibes—whatever that means—and she collects crystals. She’s not down to earth, like Ellie or me. She’s always chasing the latest new-age fad.”

      “I heard a rumor that she might have some kind of secret. In fact, your uncle told me he overheard a conversation she had. Do you have any idea what it might be?”

      “Her secret? I don’t like to gossip.” Liz paused, sipping some tea. I could see in her eyes that she didn’t like to gossip; she loved to. But she didn’t love that she loved to, so she put on a pretense of not liking it at all. “But yes.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “It was seven years ago, at our very first RAJAA meeting. You have to understand, our convention was much smaller then. There were probably only about fifty of us. But we had our first competition, and she won Best Elizabeth. Not that she deserved it. I pretty much let her win it. Anyway, she won. And our Darcy, he won the Best Darcy competition. It was fate, if you like.”

      “And? What’s the secret?”

      “I think the two of them… I think they had a fling. I didn’t look into it, of course. I don’t like to pry, and it was far too scandalous for me. Darcy’s married, you know. Or he was, anyway. His wife left him some time ago. And now that he’s dead I don’t suppose he’s anything.”

      What she was telling me seemed to confirm what I heard earlier.

      “A fling between Beth and Darcy? Do you know how long it lasted?”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t. But I don’t think it was very long. I think it happened because we were here in Vegas. We have a saying: what happens at RAJAA, stays at RAJAA. But not too many of our attendees take it to such extremes. At least I hope they don’t.”

      “That saying sounds kind of familiar,” I said with a laugh.

      Liz looked at me curiously. “Does it?”

      “Well, yeah. You know, like what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.”

      Liz slowly shook her head. “No, I don’t know that one.”

      “Do you know if Darcy’s wife was a jealous woman? You don’t think she might’ve snuck into town and got revenge on her husband?”

      “I don’t think so. I don’t think so at all. I think she was glad to be rid of him.” Liz took a bite of her cupcake, chewing on it while she shook her head to herself at the memory she was about to share. She swallowed. “Do you know what he said? You won’t believe this. But on one of our online forums, about six months ago, he told us something he thought was amusing. I didn’t find it amusing, and I don’t think many others did either.”

      “What was that?”

      “He said, ‘My wife claims that I love Jane Austen more than her. She’s wrong, I told her…’” Liz leaned forward, her eyebrows raised at me, making me wait for the punchline, “‘…It’s not Jane Austen I love more than her. It’s Elizabeth Bennett that I love more than her!’ Can you believe it?” Liz sat back in her chair, still shaking her head.

      “I can see why she left him.”

      “Exactly. So, his wife left him, and I don’t think she wanted any more to do with him. She wouldn’t have anything to gain by killing him. And anyway, she’s up in Michigan. I saw her post some photos online the other day. It couldn’t have been her.”

      “This has all been very interesting. Now, who else is there?” I paused thoughtfully. It wasn’t because I’d forgotten who else I wanted to ask about, but because it makes interviewees feel less threatened if you can keep the whole thing feeling fairly casual. “Oh yes, Liam, the English guy. Is there anything you can tell me about him? Did he and Darcy ever argue or fight?”

      “Liam?” Liz leaned forward, the gossip-twinkle back in her eyes again. “You know, I’ve always thought that there was something just not quite right about that guy. He’s just a little bit… what’s the word? Greasy? False? I don’t know exactly. There’s something that just feels off about him though. It’s my teacher’s instincts—I can tell when a kid is going to be trouble even before they’ve sat down or opened their mouth on the first day of class. Liam’s like that. Not that he’s actually caused any trouble… But I have a feeling that he could.”

      “Those teacher’s instincts must be very useful. Did he and Darcy fight?

      Liz shook her head. “No, they seemed to get along very well, actually. Darcy liked that he had an authentic English friend. And he was even in the television adaptation of P and P as an extra! Darcy loved that. And I think Liam saw Darcy as a kindred spirit—they shared a lot of similar views. So no, I never saw them argue or fight over anything.”

      “Then have you ever found him to be untrustworthy at all?”

      Liz tried to conceal a smile with another sip of tea. She had more gossip to spill.

      “As a matter of fact, I have.”

      “Oh? What happened?”

      “It’s very interesting. I arrived here by bus, last Friday morning. But here’s the funny thing. When I was at the bus station, waiting for a taxi, who did I see but Liam, getting off a Greyhound.”

      “So?”

      “He’s British, right? And he flew in specially for the convention. He wouldn’t have been arriving by bus. He told us all that he flew from London, directly to Las Vegas. Why would he have been at the bus station? But I’m telling you, he arrived by bus. Not airplane. And there aren’t many buses from London to Las Vegas.”

      I laughed. “Maybe he flew to another airport or city to save money, and then took a bus over?”

      “Maybe. I mean, he must have. But even so, he told us he flew to Las Vegas.” She shrugged. “I don’t know why he’d even bother lying about something like that. But some people do. As a teacher, I see it all the time. Every class has one. Some kid who just can’t help but lie all the time. Pointless lies, stupid lies, little lies, big lies—it doesn’t matter. They just can’t help themselves. Maybe he flew to LA and then took the bus down and lied to us for who knows what reason—or none at all.”

      This was all interesting, but I couldn’t tell if it was helpful or not. Still, at the very least, Liz broadened the picture I had of all the RAJAA board members.

      “Thank you, Liz. You’ve been a big help.”

      Now that I’d gotten her input on pretty much everyone else, it was time to focus on her. This was the part I had been dreading and looking forward to. What would she have to say in response to Parker’s accusations? I’d saved this moment until I asked about everyone else, because I had a strong suspicion it was going to make her clam up.

      “I heard something from one of the convention-goers. Not one of the board members, just one of the, you know, regulars.”

      “Yes?”

      “She said you misled her.”

      Liz pressed her lips together. “Misled her? Who was it? What were they talking about? They’re probably just confused.”

      “Probably.” I nodded in agreement. I was going to keep things cordial as long as possible. “But she said that you gave her some bad advice for the Elizabeth and Darcy competition. Does that sound like something you might have done?”

      Liz’s mouth dropped open in a theatrical show of shock.

      “Gave bad advice?” I might as well have accused her of assassinating JFK, who died before she would even have been born, with how outlandish she was making the claim sound. “Me? Give bad advice? I’m a teacher, for goodness’ sake.”

      “So you don’t remember that at all?”

      “I don’t remember it because it didn’t happen. I can’t believe it.” She shook her head in a show of bewilderment. “Me, deliberately giving someone bad advice? What kind of teacher would I be if I did that?”

      She seemed completely flummoxed by my statement, as if the mere thought of such a thing was outside of the realm of possibility. But I also remembered Parker from the night before. I couldn’t believe she lied. She seemed to be one of the most sensible people I’d met compared to the board.

      No, if anyone was lying, it was Liz here. She was definitely lying. But why?

      “Oh! Tiffany!” called a voice from a few yards away. Liz and I both looked up. It was Ian, dressed in his Mr. Bingley outfit again, walking toward us, tapping his cane on the floor.

      “Hi, Ian. Liz, this is Ian.”

      She was already standing up to greet him. She stuck out her hand. Ian took it and shook it.

      “Nice to meet you,” she said politely to Ian. Then I realized that Liz hadn’t stood just to shake Ian’s hand. She had stood in order to leave. “Got to go! See you.”

      I stared at Liz as she hurried away, holding her dress with two hands as she quick-stepped across the café.

      “Did I scare her off?” Ian asked, sounding disappointed. “I was hoping to help you interview someone.”

      “No. I don’t think you did. But I think I might have. She didn’t like where my questioning was going.”

      “Oh.”

      Some distance behind Ian, someone else caught my eye.

      “But not to worry. I just spotted someone else we can talk to!” I nodded my head across the room, where Beth was sitting at a table on her own, sipping from a teacup.

      “I’ll fill you in, and then when she goes to leave, let’s see if we can’t grab her for a few minutes.”

      “Okay then. Tell me what you’ve got.”
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      I told Ian everything I’d learned. When we were done, Beth was still drinking her tea and nibbling at a scone. Then I realized I’d forgotten to ask Ian about how his morning went.

      “Say, Ian, how did that driving lesson go?”

      He sat in stony silence for a moment before sucking in a deep breath. I stared at him. Slowly, he blew the breath out.

      “Ian?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “That good, huh?”

      “No, it was not good at all, Tiffany. The driving teacher didn’t have any idea what she was doing.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him.

      “Really? I find that hard to believe.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Why? What did she do?”

      “First, she got annoyed when I stopped to get a drive-thru coffee. She said that isn’t what I was paying her for.”

      “I see.”

      “I told her that getting drive-thru coffee’s very important. I’ve never had to speak into the intercom myself. It’s really stressful. Even more so when you’ve got a witch of an instructor complaining in your ear.”

      “But apart from that, it was okay?”

      “No! It was not okay. As soon as we got going again, I rolled the window down and stuck my elbow on it, holding my coffee. You know, relaxing. Cruising. Like you taught me.”

      “I didn’t… I mean, you shouldn’t copy everything I do, Ian.”

      “That’s what she said. Two hands on the wheel at all times—that’s what she said. I told her she was wrong, because my friend Tiffany Black, who doesn’t have accidents more than once or twice every few months, always does it, and—”

      “You brought my name into it?”

      “Sure. I told her you’d been teaching me to drive.”

      “But I haven’t—”

      “Every time I’ve been in a vehicle with you, I was watching. I learned all the tricks. When to use the horn. How to steer with one hand. Or your knees. The words you’re supposed to shout when—”

      “Ian! I’ve been driving for years and years. You can’t learn by watching me! I’ve been driving since you were in middle school and I’ve probably picked up some bad habits! You should listen to your instructor!”

      “That’s what she said,” he muttered.

      “She’s right! And remember, do as I say, not as I do.”

      “What does that mean? I should speak in clichés?”

      “What? No! I mean you should listen more and copy less. Especially me.”

      He made a kind of hmph noise.

      “I’d rather you teach me to drive.”

      “And I’d rather not.”

      We sat across from each other, each of our arms folded in front of us, in companionable irritation.

      “Look, I think she’s done with her tea. Let’s see if we can manage a walk and talk.”

      Ian looked over his shoulder, his sullenness turning to excitement. It was time for us to do some real sleuthing together.

      When we approached Beth, she was strolling toward the rear exit of the cafe which led outside. From the careful, ladylike steps she was taking she was clearly in no hurry.

      “Excuse me? Beth? Do you have a minute?”

      She turned and smiled when she saw me. Actually, it wasn’t when she saw me, I later realized. It was when her eyes flicked to Ian that her smile really began to appear. He stood beside me in his costume, looking dashing and surprisingly un-Ian-like.

      “For such a dignified and stately looking couple as yourselves, of course I do.” Beth smiled shyly and bent her knees and crossed her ankles in a small curtsy.

      It seemed that, like Hetty and Betty the day before, she insisted on staying in-character. To my surprise, Ian was happy to play along.

      “My name is Mr. Bingley, and I am the assistant to Detective Elizabeth Bennett here,” Ian said formally, rapping his cane on the ground for effect as he spoke. His voice seemed to have dropped an octave or two, and if I wasn’t mistaken he had even straightened his spine to make himself appear taller.

      Beth giggled, clearly enjoying the play.

      “How delightful. I am glad you’re getting into the spirit of things.” She paused, shook her head to herself, and got back in character. “I mean, nice to meet you, Detectives. I, too, am Elizabeth Bennett, and I dabble in art. Of course it would be unladylike for me to have a profession. But I am something of an artiste.”

      “How lucky I am to be with two Ms. Elizabeth Bennets,” said Ian aka Bingley. “It’s a fine day. Let us take a little stroll. Come.” He slowly began to walk us outside, rapping his cane on the ground with each step. Outside, a plastic green lawn made of fake grass had been set up.

      “It is indeed a lovely afternoon for a walk,” Beth said as the hot, Vegas afternoon air began to envelop us.

      It felt more like a lovely afternoon to lounge in a pool if you asked me, but I guess that wasn’t very Austen-like.

      On the fake grass outside, a lawn bowls competition seemed to be underway. Billy Bordstrum was hard to miss, even doubled over, holding what looked to be a minuscule ball in his hand. It was just a regular ball, but it looked more like a marble in his meaty paw. Beside him was his niece Liz, coaching him on how to toss the bowl.

      I watched for a moment as Billy ever so gently lifted his arm back, and then brought it forward to bowl it. Unfortunately, even when he was trying to be gentle, he wasn’t. The ball shot across the lawn, bouncing several times before exiting the other side and rolling for several yards through ornamental gravel before crashing into a cactus and bouncing into a rock, up against which it finally came to a halt.

      Liz patted her uncle on the back while he scowled at the ball, clearly blaming it for its journey across the lawn.

      Hetty and Betty were grinning at each other. They were clearly his opponents in this match.

      “Do you play?” Beth asked.

      “I’m afraid I’m more of an observer than a player of sports,” Ian said.

      There was some truth to that, as Ian was not much of a sportsman; however, I wasn’t entirely sure that lawn bowls was strenuous enough to count as a “real” sport. Even he could manage lawn bowls if he put his mind to it.

      The dozen or so people watching the game clapped as Hetty made a skillful play, knocking Liz’s ball clear away from the target. The three of us watched for a moment, then Beth turned back to face us.

      “So, Detectives, I suppose you have some questions for me?”

      “Yes. I wonder if you could tell us if you know anything about one of those lawn bowl competitors—Liz Bordstrum.” Ian made a slight nod of his head in the direction of the green but didn’t point out too obviously who it was we were talking about.

      “Yes?”

      “It has been brought to our attention,” Ian said in his best impression of Mr. Bingley, “that Liz may have tried to sabotage another competitor’s efforts in the Best Elizabeth Bennett competition last year. Do you perhaps know why she may have done such a thing?”

      I realized I was enjoying Ian being in character as Mr. Bingley. He was being a lot more subtle than he usually was. And polite. While his usual abruptness and plain obliviousness had its place in our interrogations, the change of pace was nice too.

      “You know, I rather think I do,” said Beth. “Do you want to hear about it?”

      Ian stopped walking, and the other two of us stopped beside him. I realized we’d been following a rough perimeter around the bowling green and were now at the far end of it, looking back toward the Tremonte complex.

      “While a gentleman doesn’t like to gossip, sometimes, when working as a detective, we do have to listen to such mutterings. So, please, go ahead. For the benefit of poor, deceased Mr. Darcy.”

      Beth needed no further encouragement.

      “Liz is desperate to win the best Elizabeth competition. She’s been trying for years. I mean, at our very first RAJAA convention I won, and she was really upset about it. I caught her crying at the time. Ever since then, she’s been trying and trying and trying to win. It’s sad, really.”

      “So she’s been trying to win, and that’s why she’s been sabotaging other competitors?” I clarified. It seemed simple enough. But what I really wanted was a reason for her to have killed Darcy, not just gossip.

      “Yes, that’s about the size of it. But the thing is, I don’t think she realized until just a few days ago that she couldn’t win.”

      “She couldn’t win? Why not?” asked Ian, brow furrowed and mutterings playing inaudibly on his lips.

      “She couldn’t win because it wouldn’t look right. Since she’s now a member of the Board of Directors, it would look too much like a conflict of interest to give her the prize. But she didn’t realize that. She kept entering for three more years. It was only last week that we realized that she hadn’t caught on. Darcy took her aside and explained it to her. She was not pleased. She had her heart set on it.”

      “How not pleased?” I asked carefully. “Was she angry enough to do something rash?”

      “Do you mean like kill Darcy?” Beth shook her head. “I wouldn’t have thought so. I mean, it was only a competition, right?”

      Beth was being a lot more forthcoming than the night before. At first, I couldn’t put my finger on why, but then I realized. It was because of Ian. She was really opening up because of him. At least she was, up until that point.

      “Beth,” said Ian, drawing her attention closely to him. We were still stopped at the far end of the plastic lawn, far from anyone else listening in.

      “Yes?” she asked in a slightly quivering voice.

      “We know you have a terrible secret!”

      Beth’s jaw dropped and she clutched her hands against her chest.

      “My secret? You found out my secret? How did you? Are you going to report me to the board? Oh, please don’t, Mr. Bingley. I could never live it down! Save a lady her honor, won’t you? Please?”

      “Report you to the board?” Would they really be concerned about a fling she had seven years ago? “Do you think they would care?”

      “Yes. If they found out… I’d be kicked out. They would call me a faker! And they would be right. I would be a faker, wouldn’t I?” Liz stared sadly down at the ground. “I guess I am.”

      Ian looked at me for guidance, clearly confused by the turn of events. I couldn’t provide him with much. It seemed Beth and Ian and I had different ideas as to what her terrible secret actually was.

      “Tell us how it happened…” I said, trying to lead her on. I couldn’t just say that we didn’t know what she was talking about straight up. We were so close to getting it out of her.

      “Well, I saw the movie of Pride and Prejudice, and I fell in love. And then, I saw the TV drama and loved it even more. After that, I couldn’t get enough of Pride and Prejudice. I went on to watch every television or movie adaptation of every Austen novel I could find. But every time I picked up the books, I just…”

      “Just what?”

      “I couldn’t get past the first chapter! The first page, even. You see, I’m an artist. I’m a visual person. Words just don’t work with me. I need images, preferably moving ones. Movies, ideally.”

      “You haven’t read the books,” stated Mr. Bingley—I mean Ian.

      “No, I haven’t, not a single one.” Beth had turned into a quiet little mouse. Her voice was so subdued we could barely hear it, and what we could hear ached with shame.

      “That’s your terrible secret?” I asked in disbelief. “I had a different one in mind.”

      “A different one?” asked Beth in confusion. “I don’t think I have any other terrible secrets. Surely one is more than enough for anyone. What else do you think I’ve done?”

      “We heard a rumor that you and Darcy—Robert Darcy—had a fling.”

      Beth giggled. “Oh, that! Who cares? That was years ago. And you know what they say: what happens at RAJAA, stays at RAJAA.”

      “Don’t you mean what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas?” Mr. Bingley tapped his cane on the ground while he spoke.

      “Oh, that’s clever! That’s like what we say about RAJAA. I’ve never heard that before.”

      “But,” I pressed her, “Darcy was married back then. Surely that’s more scandalous than not having read the books.”

      “Oh no, not at all. That’s just a mere spot of embarrassment. A spur of the moment act of folly. But not reading the books… that’s my undying shame. It marks years of betrayal by me toward RAJAA. For years, I’ve pretended to be a fan of Austen’s books when in fact I was only a fan of her TV shows and movies. Has anyone ever committed a greater act of betrayal?”

      I couldn’t believe what Beth was telling me. Cheating with a married man was less important than not having read a few books? These people sure had their priorities all out of whack.

      “So why was your fling with Darcy so short-lived? Did you not rekindle it at each new convention?”

      “No.”

      “No? Any particular reason?”

      “Darcy didn’t like me anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know why!”

      “We do?”

      “Yes! That night, with Darcy… I confessed.” Beth threw up an arm to her brow and for a moment I worried she might swoon.

      “Confessed?” Bingley asked.

      “Yes! With our heads on the pillow, the perfume of his cologne making me giddy, I confessed it all! I admitted that I hadn’t read a single one of Austen’s books! I thought he would find it amusing, or perhaps take it upon himself to read them with me together. But he didn’t. He was shocked and embarrassed. He stormed out of my room and said he never wanted to hear from a faker like me again. I was so ashamed. I didn’t even come to the convention the following year. It took me all that time to build up my confidence to come back.”

      “And you didn’t take that time to read the books?” I asked her.

      “Oh!” Beth shouted, flinging her arm back up to her brow again. “I tried! I tried so hard my eyes almost bled. But I just couldn’t do it! I need images and pictures, lights and colors. Words on a page are like poison to a creative soul like mine. Oh, I wish I could read the books. I do!”

      Ian dropped the Bingley act and gave me a worried look. He was concerned about this woman’s sanity, and I couldn’t blame him.

      “Did Darcy threaten to reveal your secret to the other board members this year?” Ian asked pointedly.

      That was the crux of it. If he had, that would give Beth a reason to want to kill him. A silly reason in my book, but for some people it might actually be enough.

      “No! No, he never did. I’ve got to go—I’ve got to go now.”

      Beth hurried away, her hands rubbing her eyes as she did so.

      “What do you think, Mr. Bingley?”

      “I think she’s afraid of her terrible secret getting out.”

      “Afraid enough that she might have killed Darcy to protect it?”

      “I’d hate to think we lived in a world where that was reason enough to get murdered.” Ian leaned on his cane like he was many years older than he was. “But I can’t deny the possibility. She seems slightly unhinged.”

      Ian stood up straight and felt at his jacket pocket. He stuck his hand inside and pulled out his phone.

      “It’s Amber.” His voice and demeanor returned to normal. Even his shoulders slumped a little. “Her client’s schedule has been moved up. She wants me to go and look after Angel right away.” He sighed deeply.

      “You go,” I told him. “That was some very fine questioning you did today, though. You really got her to open up. When I was speaking to her last night, she would barely say a word to me.”

      “I did good?” he asked with a shy smile.

      “You did great.”

      Ian stood there, a satisfied little smile on his face while he basked.

      Then it was my phone’s turn to buzz. I pulled it out and took a look.

      “Another clue?” Ian asked hopefully.

      “Unfortunately not. It would be nice if people would start texting me clues though. It would make things easier. It’s Emily. She wants to meet me for dinner.” The phone buzzed again as another message arrived. I read it, then looked up at Ian with an amused smile. “Or maybe there will be a clue. She says she wants to discuss this case with me while we eat. Maybe something’s turned up on the police end that she can share with me. I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks. Are you not working at The Treasury tonight?”

      “No. I haven’t been getting as many shifts recently. I think they’re busy working some new hires through their probation periods…” I didn’t yet know whether to be concerned or not. They hadn’t told me I was in the doghouse, but the decline in the number of shifts could be cause for alarm.

      “Gives you more time for your detective work at least!”

      “Yeah. That’s some positive thinking, Mr. Bingley. Thank you.”

      Ian stood straighter and pushed his shoulders back.

      “Come! Let’s walk to our carriages together!”

      Amused, I let him interlock his arm with mine as we strolled beside the lawn bowls. If I squinted my eyes so the sun wasn’t quite so bright, and the lawn didn’t look quite so plasticky, I could almost imagine I was in an Austen scene.

      “As long as you’re not going to be driving my carriage,” I said under my breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Emily and I met in a bar on the Strip, and for the first time in what felt like half a lifetime I wasn’t wearing my costume. It was back to jeans and a simple white blouse, and I had forgotten just how comfortable simple clothing could be.

      We met at Island Pete’s, a tiki bar that was open twenty-four hours a day, serving burgers, cocktails, beer, and smiles. It was popular with both locals and tourists in the know.

      Emily was sitting up at the bar, half a cocktail already gone when I stepped in.

      “Hey!” I greeted her. “Come on. Let’s grab a table.”

      Emily slid off her barstool and we walked over to a bamboo table and chairs against a wall decorated with Polynesian knickknacks and murals. We sat below a pair of oval wooden shields.

      A moment later an efficient waitress had been and gone, with orders for a fresh Island Pete rum and hibiscus-based cocktail for me and a replacement for Emily’s Tequila Sunset, which was nearly done. We had also ordered a pair of double bacon cheeseburgers to soak up the drinks.

      “How’s things?” I asked her.

      Emily twirled the straw around in her near-empty glass while she spoke.

      “Yeah, fine.” She didn’t sound all that fine. I would have to get to the bottom of that later, after we’d gotten through a drink or two. You can’t just start an evening off with a heart-to-heart. You’ve got to build up to it. “Did you get anywhere with the murder yet?”

      “Not exactly, but I feel like I’m making progress. What’s happened at your end? Are they still saying it’s just a robbery gone wrong?”

      Emily sucked up the last of her drink while she nodded at me, holding the glass in two hands in front of her.

      “Yeah, but I don’t buy it. It’s not my case, but I’ve been keeping tabs.”

      “Anything in particular?”

      “The murder weapon. It just doesn’t feel right to me. He was stabbed with a really thin knife. Those aren’t common. If someone gets stabbed around here, it’s usually with a kitchen knife. Or it’s some kind of fancy combat knife. But this was some weird, thin little thing. Maybe a stiletto knife? It just doesn’t fit the profile of some hood, even if you ignore that they normally would have just used a gun.”

      The waitress brought over our drinks, promising she’d be back with the burgers in a jiffy. I took a sip of the slightly sour, slightly sweet cocktail while I thought about what Emily said.

      “Yep. It sounds much more likely that it was one of my JAFAA board members to me. An obscure knife sounds like just the kind of thing one of them would have used. They’d probably claim using a modern gun would be cheating or something.”

      Emily snickered at that.

      “Are they really that into it?”

      “The board members sure are. The regular folk who are here for the convention seem completely normal. They’re just there to have some fun, indulging a hobby with a trip to Vegas. But the board members on the other hand…” I spun a finger next to my head.

      “Cuckoo?”

      “Pretty much.”

      I went on to amuse Emily by telling her about some of the encounters I had with Hetty and Betty, as well as the eccentric Englishman Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh, and the rest of them.

      By the time the burgers arrived, Emily seemed a lot happier thanks to my attempts to entertain her. Either that or the cocktails were doing their job.

      The waitress brought over our dinners on two plates heaped with a big stack of fries on the side. They look delicious. But then again, the food always looked good here. It was a popular spot for hospitality workers after their shifts, and for good reason. The fact it was open twenty-four hours a day helped too.

      “So the police aren’t doing anything else?” I finally asked, getting us back on track. While I was certainly there to hang out with my friend, I still needed to find out what else she knew.

      “The guys talked to their contacts in local gangs. Nothing. And they looked at nearby security cameras too. Didn’t find anything.”

      “So there’s nothing to prove the theory that it was a robbery gone wrong.”

      “Nope. But you might be on the right track. Your board members sure sound like they might be capable, given the right motivation. How many suspects have you eliminated?”

      “Just one,” I admitted. “But I’m uncovering plenty of secrets. I’m just not sure which ones provide enough motivation to want any of them to murder Darcy.”

      “Keep attacking it from your end. If I hear anything more, I’ll let you know.”

      We dug into our meals and I felt myself finally relaxing as some of the tension that had built up in my shoulders from wearing my uncomfortable outfit day after day finally loosened. No doubt helped by the cocktail I was still sipping.

      By the time we were done with our burgers, I figured we were ready for that heart-to-heart.

      “How are things with you and Jack?”

      I had set them up on a blind date not too long ago, and as far as I knew things had been progressing well between them. They were a real couple now, albeit still in the early stages of a relationship. But Emily’s earlier response of ‘fine’ had me worried that the relationship might be about to go off the rails.

      “I don’t know.”

      I arched my eyebrows at her, surprised. That sounded ominous.

      “Why? What’s up? Is there something wrong?”

      Emily pushed her empty plate to the side and moved her drink back into center position, straw just shy of her lips, before she continued.

      “Kind of. I’m not sure I really want to say, though. It’s connected to you.”

      Uh-oh. What had I done?

      “To me?”

      “It’s Ryan. And Stone.”

      Oh. I felt my stomach wrench. For a few moments, I had forgotten about them, their fates slipping from my mind. Now it came rushing back.

      “What about them?”

      Emily took another long sip before answering, clearly not eager to go there.

      “I don’t think there’s anything more Jack can do for them now. What’s happened has happened.”

      Don’t say that, don’t say that! I kept my face stoic, emotions hidden, letting her continue.

      “I’m worried Jack wants to get more involved with what they were investigating. But he’s not a cop. He’s not even a—” she waved her hand in front of her “—whatever Stone was. Security specialist? Jack’s just a guy who owns a casino. He shouldn’t be getting involved in anything like that. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He isn’t trained. But if he keeps going, he could get hurt.”

      With my lower lip held between my teeth, I nodded. She was right. But I hated that fact.

      Jack was my only way to stay connected to Ryan and Stone, and the only way to keep that spark of hope alive. If he abandoned them, that would be it. How could I keep hoping if there was no one looking for them anymore? Jack’s insistence on continuing to find out what was happening to them was my only lifeline now. And Emily wanted to snip it.

      I couldn’t blame her. From her perspective, it made sense. But I wanted to blame her anyway.

      “He isn’t getting physically involved himself, is he?”

      “No. I guess not. He wouldn’t know how. He’s using the only tool he’s got—money—to keep going with it. I told him that the Las Vegas police are the ones who should be—who are—investigating. Ryan was… is one of our own. I’m not part of that team, but I know that everything that can be done is being done. I don’t see how Jack’s interfering can help at all. It just puts him in danger.”

      I nodded again, not trusting myself to speak right away. No offense to Emily, but I had a lot of success over the years working outside the constraints of the Las Vegas Police Department. From my own investigations, with the help I received from friends like Stone and Jack, I knew there were myriad ways that non-law enforcement types could investigate and solve all kinds of cases and problems.

      But I didn’t want to tell Emily that. She was my friend, and we disagreed on what Jack was doing, but he was her boyfriend now. Thanks to me.

      We’d lapsed into a silence that wasn’t exactly comfortable. I needed to change the topic of conversation before I ended up saying something I regretted.

      “Hey, are you going to be at Bridget’s big ceremony?”

      That perked Emily up, and her normally cheerful demeanor began to return while we chatted about the new hospital wing and ‘our’ dog’s part in its development.

      And just like that, our evening was back on track.
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        * * *

      

      When I got back to my apartment building, I could hear the TV playing inside Ian’s place. It wasn’t like him. Usually, he used headphones or kept it at a reasonable volume. Curious, but mostly just seeking a little company after having to keep my emotions hidden from Emily, I knocked on his door.

      It took me three attempts before I managed to create enough of a disturbance for him to hear.

      Except when the door opened, it wasn’t Ian. Initially, I thought no one was there. But then I glanced down at the same time as a little girl yelled, “Hi!”

      It was Angel, Ian’s cousin’s daughter.

      “Hello,” I said to her. “What have you done with Uncle Ian?”

      She snatched my hand and dragged me inside Ian’s small but neat apartment. I saw him lying on the sofa, fast asleep. In front of him, the TV was playing a cartoon involving flying horses and unicorns. I could guess who had been in charge of the evening’s entertainment.

      “Uncle Ian!” Angel shouted right against his ear while simultaneously bashing him on the arm with two tiny balled-up fists.

      He sat up in an instant, blinking and staring around.

      “Hey. How’s it going?” I said to him with a mischievous grin. It’s not that I take pleasure in his discomfort, but… nah, I did take pleasure in it. Seeing him being taunted by the toddler had become a source of amusement for me.

      “Tiffany?” Ian rubbed his eyes. “What time is it? What are you doing here?”

      “Ding dong,” Angel said, pointing back toward the door.

      “I heard the TV on and thought you were still up. Apparently not. Someone was, though.” I nodded down at Angel, who beamed back at me.

      “How did you get in?”

      “Angel opened the door.”

      Ian’s expression became stern, and he placed two hands on the shoulders of the little girl.

      “You mustn’t open the door. Only I’m allowed to do that. Okay?”

      Angel found that hilarious, giggling in his face, before spinning around and dropping back down onto the floor in front of the television, completely ignoring what he said.

      Ian let out a long, tired sigh.

      “What’s going on?” I asked him, with a nod toward his young charge.

      “I was only supposed to babysit her for a couple of hours, but Amber ended up having to go to Reno, and then her car broke down. She’s stuck there until tomorrow. And now I’m stuck with her.”

      “Looks like she put you to bed pretty early,” I said with a grin.

      “There’s something about her that’s just so exhausting.”

      “I bet.”

      “Can you help me with something? There’s a travel crib over there. I need to set it up. I’ve never done that before.”

      “Neither have I. Let’s figure it out together.”

      Ian forced himself up off the sofa, and the pair of us got to work, setting up the portable child’s bed and then making it up from a big plastic bag full of sheets and blankets. While we did that, I filled Ian in on what little I learned from Emily.

      “So no clues then.”

      “No. Not really. Only that the knife was thin and narrow. She thought that was weird. Apart from that, zilch.”

      “I had a good idea today,” Ian announced.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yes. I’m going to fire that driving instructor and you can teach me.”

      That was not a new idea. He had suggested that already, and I had shot it down. Hadn’t I?

      “I told you, Ian—I’m not a driving instructor, and you’ll be much better off with a professional.”

      “But she didn’t know what she was doing! She complained about everything I did. She even told me off for honking the horn!”

      “I’m sure she had her reasons. Ian, you’ve got to stick with your instructor. I’d be a terrible teacher. It’s been so long since I learned how to drive I can’t remember the proper way to do anything. I’d just teach you bad habits.”

      Ian considered that for a moment.

      “According to her, you already have.”

      “I’m sure that’s not what she said.” I stepped back from the travel crib which was now looking to be in good shape. “There, it looks pretty great. Doesn’t it?”

      We both admired the crib, which was made up with pink bedsheets decorated with cherubic little angels just like their owner’s namesake.

      “Please, Tiffany?”

      “I’m sorry, Ian, but no. And anyway, I’m too busy with this case at the moment. I’ve only got a couple of days left.”

      “Fine.” Ian said it in exactly the opposite intonation you would use if everything actually was fine. I felt a twinge of guilt, but everything I said was true. And I couldn’t imagine that Ian would be a good pupil anyway.

      “Bedtime!” Angel shouted from down by our side, where she had suddenly appeared.

      “What?” Ian said in confusion.

      I could hear the closing credits of one episode of her TV show. I hurried to turn it off before another could begin.

      “Bedtime, bedtime, bedtime,” Angel shouted over and over again.

      “Yes… Good… Umm… brush your teeth?”

      Angel nodded her head up and down. “Brush teeth!”

      Angel crouched down on the floor and opened up a bag that had obviously accompanied her when being handed off by Amber. From inside she pulled out a small wash bag. “Bye-bye.”

      While we watched in amazement, Angel headed off to the bathroom to brush her teeth by herself.

      “She’s very good, isn’t she?”

      “No,” Ian said emphatically. “It’s an act. Before you got here, she was being a little devil.”

      “Angel!” came a yell from the bathroom.

      Ian just shook his head silently at me.

      “Well, she seems to like you. I bet you’re her favorite uncle.”

      “All the others must have fled the country.”

      I snorted in amusement.

      “I’d better get to bed myself. See you at the Tremonte tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow? First, I’ve got to get Angel back to her mother. Then I’ve got counseling, and then another driving lesson. I can’t come until the afternoon.”

      “Okay then. Bridget’s got her big ceremony for the new hospital wing at four o’clock. Should I pick you up?”

      “Okay. Hope I’m done with everything by then.” He let out another exhausted sigh. “I don’t know how people with jobs manage to get anything done.”

      As someone with two of them, I pretty much agreed. It wasn’t easy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I was back in costume and back at the Tremonte. No rest for the wicked, or the actually very nice. That’s how the saying should go.

      When I stepped inside the front door of the development, a security guard eyed me and then started approaching me. I immediately felt guilty. Not that I had done anything wrong, but the way he was walking toward me incited a certain feeling of nervousness.

      “Tiffany Black?”

      It was nice to be greeted by my real name instead of Elizabeth Bennet for once.

      “Yes?”

      “There’s a letter waiting for you at the front desk.”

      “Thank you, I’ll go fetch it now.”

      I looked at the security guard, who was watching me with an awkward expression. I wondered what was up with him. Surely they didn’t recognize every single guest and visitor and know when they had received letters. Did they?”

      “Follow me,” he said before turning on his heels and heading toward the front desk. I knew perfectly well where it was, but if he wanted me to follow him, that’s what I’d do.

      “The letter?” he said, knowingly, when we reached the front desk. There were several people working there, but it was to the manager on duty that he spoke.

      “The letter? Oh, right. Of course.”

      The manager gave me a careful look-over before reaching down under the counter and returning her hands above it with the missive.

      “Here it is.”

      As I took the letter from her, she began smiling at me nervously. I glanced back at the security guard, and then to the manager again. They were both acting strange.

      “Thank you.”

      I hurried away in the direction of the convention center so that I could open it without being observed by the odd pair.

      “Elizabeth Bennet!” called one voice. “Over here!” called another, very similar.

      It was Hetty and Betty, and they were gesturing for me to join them. They were standing just outside the entrance to the convention area. They looked thick as thieves and had a pent-up energy about them as if they had something rather exciting to share. They were huddled close, exchanging nervous glances, and almost bouncing up and down in excitement. I couldn’t imagine what they wanted.

      “Good morning, ladies. If you would just give me one moment.”

      “Of course.”

      I tore open the envelope and pulled out the letter that was inside it.

      “A letter!” Hetty said.

      “From a gentleman?” Betty asked.

      I didn’t reply to either of them. I was too busy staring at the unfolded piece of paper in my hand. It was standard letter paper, emblazoned with the Tremonte hotel’s logo at the top. But it was the writing that first intrigued me. It was in a large, flowery script that took me a moment to adjust my eyes to. It was clear the writer had been aiming for some form of archaic script, though I had no idea whether it was Regency-authentic. When I finally read it, my blood ran cold.

      

      Dear Tiffany Black,

      

      If you know what’s good for you, you’ll drop your investigation. Tell RAJAA you couldn’t find anything. If you don’t, you’ll end up like Darcy. Dead!

      

      Yours faithfully,

      Friend X

      

      Some friend. The contrast between the beautiful, elegant script and the contents of the sentences themselves was jarring. If you were to hold the letter out at arm’s length and ignore the actual words, it would look not just innocuous, but positively beautiful. But reading the words told another story.

      Hetty and Betty were leaning in toward me, trying to peer at the paper. I folded it up again and stuffed it back into the envelope.

      “What a beautiful letter.”

      “It must be from someone very elegant.”

      “A gentleman’s handwriting, no?”

      “I don’t think she wants to talk about it. We should mind our own business.”

      I was torn. I wanted to see if I could figure out where this letter had come from, but with Hetty and Betty hovering right in front of me I couldn’t very well just run off.

      “Come on,” Hetty said, taking hold of one of my arms. “We need to talk to you.”

      That made my decision for me. I let them lead me toward the café, where we sat down near the door.

      “No, thank you!” Hetty said in a loud voice as soon as she saw a waitress approaching us, shooing her away.

      I wouldn’t be having any coffee that morning then.

      “What can I do for you, ladies?” I asked as nicely as I could. I was itching to see what I could find out about the letter. The security guard and the manager at the desk knew something. That was why they had been giving me such strange looks.

      “We figured it out.”

      “We know who killed Darcy.”

      I sat up straight in my chair. Maybe the letter could wait after all.

      “What? Who was it? What did you find out?”

      “Get the phone, Betty.”

      Doing as she was told, Betty dug into her bag and pulled out a smartphone, which seemed terribly anachronistic in her old-fashioned costume.

      “We weren’t spying, as such,” Betty said with an excited little smile on her lips. “Were we, Hetty?”

      “Oh, no! We don’t spy. But if we see something interesting…”

      “…We jump on it!”

      The phone was placed in front of me, and Hetty leaned over as she began to swipe through the camera roll, showing me a series of grainy, poorly lit pictures. They had obviously been taken at nighttime, and in some kind of bar.

      For a moment, I wondered if it was the bar I’d been in the night before. Had they been spying on me? But when some slightly clearer pictures came up, I saw that it was all clean marble and neon lighting, rather than the tiki torches and casual vibe of where Emily and I met up.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “How do I make it bigger?”

      “Pinch and zoom,” Betty said to Hetty, who was working the screen with a distinct lack of skill.

      “There!” Hetty tapped on the screen three times, zooming the picture out again. “Do you see?”

      I put my own hand on the phone and zoomed in the picture myself to what they were trying to show me. I could vaguely make out a pair of shadowy figures, both of which seemed to be masculine from what I could tell from the poorly lit photo.

      “Who are these people?” I asked, becoming increasingly frustrated. It felt like doing tech support with Nanna. Except they were way less competent than her, despite their comparative youth.

      “That’s the wrong picture! Get the good one!”

      “Let me,” I said, zooming out and then beginning to swipe through the camera roll to find a better image. After several more swipes, I finally found a picture in which I could make out most of what was going on.

      “I pretended to be going to the bar to take that one,” Hetty said proudly. “I don’t think they spotted me at all! Do you see? It’s Fitz Pye!”

      I stared at the picture. It did look like Fitz Pye. He appeared to be committing the dreadful crime of having a drink in a bar. I was beginning to lose faith, and any remaining patience, in Hetty and Betty.

      “What was he doing?”

      “Drinking in the bar!” Hetty said, tapping at the screen again repeatedly for emphasis. Every tap messed with the zoom of the picture, the final one swiping the camera roll back to one of the grainier pictures.

      “Could you give me a bit more information, ladies? I’m not seeing the big picture here.”

      “Zoom it out again!”

      “It’s gone to the wrong picture!”

      “No, not that kind of big picture. I mean, Fitz Pye was in a bar, but what does that mean? What are you getting at here?”

      Hetty leaned back in her chair with a laugh. Mimicking her sister, Betty did the same.

      “We thought you were the detective.”

      “But it looks like it’s us!”

      They exchanged self-satisfied smiles.

      “Do you really not see it?”

      “Maybe she doesn’t read the same kind of books as us. That’s why she doesn’t get it.”

      “We read detective books as well as Jane Austen. All kinds of mysteries. We would be very good detectives. Wouldn’t we, Betty?”

      “Oh, yes. We’d be excellent.”

      I was tempted to get up and head straight back to the front desk. Even when these two weren’t insisting on playing their regency characters, they were infuriating to talk to.

      “Yes, I’m clearly not as perceptive as you two sleuths. Could you dumb it down for me and explain what you saw?”

      “Look at the guy Fitz is talking to. He’s clearly no good. Look, he’s got a beard!”

      “Never trust a man with a beard,” Hetty pronounced with all the authority of an expert.

      I couldn’t help but wonder whether Hetty and Betty had been oblivious to the last two decades, when beards came back into style. But even before then, having a beard wasn’t grounds for suspicion.

      “And look at his broad shoulders. He’s clearly a hoodlum.”

      The man in the picture did have broad shoulders. In fact, although the lighting was still very poor in this picture, he actually looked rather attractive.

      “And what does that tell you?” I asked them.

      “You still don’t get it? He’s talking to Fitz. Fitz!”

      “Spell it out for me, please.”

      “He’s a killer! A hired killer! That’s why Fitz was able to have an alibi on the night of the murder. He was getting a massage at the time, but he’d hired this assassin to murder Darcy.”

      “You got all that just from that picture?” I asked them.

      “Not just that. From their body language. And the way they were talking to each other. We watched them for more than half an hour. Didn’t we, Betty?”

      “That’s right. We couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I know they were up to no good. What else could they be talking about?”

      They could have been talking about literally any other subject on the planet. I didn’t want to upset the ladies by being too dismissive of their detective work, though. At least they were attempting to be helpful, unlike some of the other board members.

      “That is some very interesting information, ladies, but I’m afraid it’s not quite enough to prove anything yet though.”

      “Are you sure?” Hetty asked.

      “She is the expert,” Betty said with noticeable disappointment.

      I realized that Hetty and Betty were talking to me in what passed for normal with them. Instead of insisting on playing the role of an Austen character, they were actually talking to me as people for once. I hadn’t really had a chance to talk to them as themselves and decided to make the most of the opportunity before they lapsed back into their characters.

      “While I’ve got you here, I was wondering if I could ask you a few more questions?”

      “About Fitz?”

      “I’ll get back to him soon. Don’t worry about that. But do you think you could tell me a little about some of your other board members? What about Ellie?”

      “Very good, very efficient,” Hetty said with a satisfied little nod.

      “An excellent organizer. She was in logistics in the Army, and it shows!”

      “She’s just what we needed. Gets everything done and dusted before you know it.”

      They had nothing bad to say about her as far as I could tell.

      “What about Liam?”

      “A fine young man.”

      “Very charming.”

      “Trustworthy. And very honorable. You can just tell.”

      Hetty leaned in close to his sister, grabbing her by the arm. “It’s his accent that gets me.”

      “Me too!” The pair of them giggled like elderly schoolgirls.

      “You’ve never seen anything to make you a little wary of him?” I thought about what I heard about him arriving by bus instead of at the airport as he’d claimed.

      “Oh, no.”

      “Never.”

      Clearly, they had no suspicions on that front.

      “Did you investigate Beth?” Hetty asked suddenly. Both the sisters locked their eyes on mine, intense curiosity coming from them.

      “I did, actually. It turns out she had an affair with Darcy several years ago.” I wasn’t telling them this because I wanted to spread gossip. But because I wanted to see what their reaction was—and how they’d interpret any possible fallout that may have occurred.

      “No!”

      “With Darcy? I thought he was a gentleman!”

      “And with her, of all people? This is disappointing.”

      “It’s so dishonorable. Years ago, you say? He was married then.”

      “He clearly has bad taste in women.”

      From the shock and consternation of the two ladies, I could tell they had been admirers of Darcy and were disappointed to realize that he wasn’t all that he had seemed over the years. But it also made me realize that he was something of a catch. A taken one at the time—but a catch nonetheless. Maybe Beth wasn’t the only one who had a fling with him.

      “Do you know if Darcy had any other affairs? A lover perhaps?”

      “No!” said the two women in unison. Betty continued, “I should certainly hope not. Are you sure you had your facts right about him and Beth?”

      “It’s what she told me.”

      “If she said it, then it must be true. How disappointing.”

      Their reaction to this revelation had been very interesting, and quite different to the way Beth herself had portrayed their affair. She acted like it was nothing, but it was clearly a pretty big deal to at least these board members.

      “Darcy was very serious about Austen and her books, right?”

      “Of course. We all are. Those of us on the board, anyway. Some of the regular members are just in it for the fun. But not us. We’re serious.”

      “What would you think if one of the board members hadn’t read all of the books?”

      “Like Billy?”

      “No, he listened to the audiobooks. I mean someone who didn’t read them at all. Just watched the movies and TV shows.”

      Their expressions went dark.

      “Are you saying that Beth hasn’t read the books?” Betty’s eyes had gone steely.

      “That conniving, cheating, sniffling—”

      “If it wasn’t Fitz, then perhaps she did it! Did Darcy know about this?”

      I nodded at them. They looked at each other, eyes wide and mouths agape.

      “A secret like that… She’d kill to protect it, wouldn’t she?” Hetty asked her sister.

      “Forget Fitz. You’ve got to investigate Beth! If she never read the books, then who knows what other ways she could have deceived us? Murder seems paltry in comparison.”

      I gave them a skeptical look. Murder did not seem paltry in comparison to not reading a few old books.

      “I really feel like she’s betrayed us.”

      “Like a dagger in the heart.”

      I hadn’t quite realized how much of a hornets’ nest I’d be poking up by letting them know Beth’s secret. The whole thing could blow up in my face and wreck any chance of a successful investigation with it.

      “Ladies, could you do me a favor? To help me out in the investigation?”

      “Of course.”

      “Could you keep what I told you about Beth to yourselves, at least until the end of the convention? It might help my investigation.”

      “But she should be kicked off the board immediately!”

      “But even so? To help me? To help figure out who killed Darcy?”

      “Maybe we could hold off just for another two days?” Betty suggested.

      Hetty reluctantly nodded back at her sister.

      “We’ll do it. So you can catch her.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” My phone began to ring. I pulled it out. It was Jack. “Excuse me.”

      “Tiffany? It’s Jack. Did you get a strange letter by any chance…?”
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      Before I arrived at Jack’s office, I was wondering how he knew about the letter. As the owner and CEO of the Tremonte, surely he had a lot more on his plate to concern himself with than every note left for someone at the front desk. But I couldn’t help but remember the way the manager and the security guy had been looking at me when the letter had been handed over. They knew something was up.

      “Have you been keeping tabs on me?” I asked with a smile.

      Jack had been standing in the middle of his office, and I suspect he had been pacing. He often did that when he was thinking about something.

      “No, but I do have security keeping me informed when something gives them concern, and that letter had them worried. Were they right?”

      “Yeah. It’s a threat, telling me to stop investigating Darcy’s murder. But it’s written with flowery, ornate writing. It’s definitely someone from the convention, or someone pretending to be from the convention. Why was your staff so worried?”

      “It was the delivery of the letter. It raised their suspicions. Mine too, when they told me about it.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “It was delivered by a guy—we’re pretty sure it was a guy—who came into the lobby wearing an oversized trench coat, a large fedora, and giant sunglasses that covered most of his face. He also had on a beard, which the person at the front desk thought looked suspiciously like a fake. Basically, he was a caricature of someone trying to disguise themselves.”

      “Who was it?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “Then it sounds like the disguise worked.”

      That’s the thing about a disguise: if it prevents you from being identified, it doesn’t matter how ludicrous it looks.

      “Yeah. I guess it did. According to the receptionist who took the letter from him, he spoke to her in a weird New York wise guy kind of voice. Like an impression of a 1930s gangster or something.”

      “So he disguised his voice with an over the top speech pattern as well. I guess if it works, it works.”

      “Yeah. I guess so.”

      “Anything on the cameras?”

      “Yeah, I pulled it up, but it’s exactly how the receptionist said. The guy came in through the front doors, spoke for a brief moment, handed over the letter, and then he left immediately.”

      “And?”

      “He got in a taxi, but not right outside, a little bit down the street. It was just on the edge of our cameras and I couldn’t catch the license plate.”

      I sat down on one of the leather chairs arranged around a glass coffee table. Jack came to join me.

      “So it was someone in a ridiculous disguise, and we have no idea who they were.”

      “That’s about the size of it.”

      I drummed my fingers against my knee while I thought. It must be someone I was investigating, thinking I was getting too close.

      “And how sure are we that it was a man, and not a woman in a disguise?”

      “Not very. As I said, most of the face and head were covered up with the hat, glasses, and beard. They weren’t particularly tall or short. And who knows? If they’ve gone to so much trouble to get a disguise, maybe they were wearing lifts in their shoes as well.”

      “I guess the only person I can rule out is Billy Bordstrum. He’s the size of a minivan.”

      Jack laughed. “Hey, an elimination is an elimination.” He paused thoughtfully for a second. “Though not to depress you, he could have hired someone to deliver the note.”

      Ugh. He wasn’t wrong. And it reminded me of what Hetty and Betty said.

      “You’re right. In fact, two of the RAJAA members were trying to convince me that the one suspect I had eliminated—Fitz Pye—had in fact hired a contract killer to kill Darcy.”

      “Did they have any evidence?”

      “Nope. They thought they did. They caught him talking to someone in a bar. For them, apparently, that was enough.”

      “But you need a little more than that to go on?” Jack had an amused twinkle in his eye.

      “Yeah. And so do the police.”

      “Hey,” Jack said, his face lighting up as he changed the topic. “Four o’clock today. Don’t forget.”

      I grinned. “How could I? Speaking of which, where is she?”

      “Bridget’s at the beauty salon. Getting a proper wash and brush up before the ceremony.”

      “How exciting for her.”

      “For all of us.”

      My phone buzzed. “Just a moment.” The message was from Nanna, asking to be picked up from Mom’s to be driven to the event. She was offering me lunch as payment and had already invited Ian to join.

      “Nanna wants me to pick her and Mom up. Ian too. I’m going to be my family’s chauffeur this afternoon, looks like. Emily’s coming too, right?”

      “Yep. She had an early start today so she can make it.” Jack’s voice was tense, the levity forced, and I could see there was something else he wasn’t saying. After my conversation with Emily the night before, I could guess what it was.

      “Is everything okay?”

      Jack slowly shook his head to himself, as if he wasn’t quite sure.

      “It’s just Emily. She wants me to drop looking into what happened to Ryan and Stone. She says it’s police business, and I shouldn’t get involved any more than I already have. I know she’s just worried about my safety, but…” Jack’s words trailed off.

      He didn’t know what else to say. Nor did I.

      I didn’t want him to drop looking into Ryan and Stone’s disappearance. But nor did I want to cause friction in their relationship.

      “No news?”

      “Not yet. But I’m sure there’s something I’m missing. I just don’t think we can give up hope yet. I’ve tried to tell that to Emily, but she won’t listen.”

      “It’s because she cares about you. She’s just being protective. You understand that, right?”

      “Right. I guess I’m just not used to it—having someone watching out for me. It’s usually the other way around. Kind of overbearing, isn’t it?”

      He said it apologetically, as if he may have made me feel the same way. But he hadn’t. Jack had helped me out a lot the last few months, especially since Ryan’s disappearance, and I’d been grateful for everything he’d done for me.

      “It’s nice to have people look out for you, Jack. And I’ve really appreciated everything you’ve done for me. You haven’t been overbearing in the slightest.”

      That seemed to cheer him up a little, and he gave me a grateful smile. My phone, which I was still clutching in my hand, buzzed again, and I stared down at the screen.

      “Trouble?”

      I tilted my head in a gesture of maybe.

      “It’s Ellie Silver, the head of the RAJAA Board of Directors. She wants me to meet her at,” I used my fingers to make air quotes, “fifteen-thirty.”

      “Ex-military?”

      “You got it. It makes her very efficient, but annoyingly so in my opinion.”

      “I can imagine.” Jack pushed himself to his feet. “Sorry I couldn’t help you with the letter. I told my guys that if a New York wise guy in a trench coat and oversized hat and glasses comes back in, they should nab him.”

      I laughed while I stood up.

      “I think they might be waiting a long time. Thanks, though. See you at the ceremony.”
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      The plan was to go to mom’s for lunch, and then for me to drive Nanna, Mom, and Ian all to the Tremonte to watch Bridget’s big event.

      When I arrived, I let myself in. I could hear Mom and Nanna talking in the kitchen from the hallway.

      “I’m just so proud of our little girl,” Nanna said.

      “I know,” Mom said. “She’s come so far. I used to worry about her before, but now—”

      “—she’s all grown up!”

      I walked into the kitchen, a big smile on my face. “My ears are burning.”

      Mom and Nanna looked at me, slightly confused.

      “We were talking about Bridget, dear,” Nanna said.

      “Oh.”

      “But we’re proud of you too,” Mom said, less convincingly than when she was talking about my dog. “But if you could just find yourself a nice—”

      “Don’t say it, Mom.”

      She desperately wanted me to find a nice guy and settle down. She wanted to be a Nanna too.

      “Sorry, dear.”

      With Ryan who knows where, and Stone gone along with him, I wasn’t on the lookout for a replacement boyfriend just yet. Even if, as Nanna claimed, Ryan and I had been officially broken up the second he disappeared to go and work undercover, I still needed closure. Or time. Preferably both.

      “What’s for lunch?”

      “I made lasagna!” Nanna said proudly. “I managed to save all of the Killer Cook’s recipes before they got removed.”

      I stared at Nanna. “We’re having murderer’s lasagna?”

      Nanna giggled and waved my reluctance away.

      “I know—I shouldn’t. But his recipes really are very good.”

      Sometimes she was insufferable. The Killer Cook, as we now called him, had been a popular chef, but unfortunately he turned out to be a killer as well. Nanna and I had spent an afternoon with him and even eaten a meal prepared by him. Though that meal had been undeniably delicious, the next time I ate something prepared by him he tried to poison me. And here was Nanna cooking up one of his recipes.

      Of course, she did have a point": his food had been delicious.

      “Any sign of Ian?” Mom asked.

      Ding dong!

      “I think that’s one,” Nanna said with a laugh as she walked out of the kitchen toward the front door.

      When Ian and Nanna returned, I could see that we were in for an interesting lunch. If you could call listening to Ian complain about things interesting, that is.

      “How’s it going?” I asked him with a friendly smile.

      “Don’t ask!”

      “Okay,” I said with a sweet smile. Ian glared at me.

      “Tell us all about it,” said Mom, stroking his arm soothingly.

      “It’s Sally. And Angel. And Amber. And my driving instructor. And our relationship counselor.”

      “Not much then?” I remarked.

      Ian told my mom and Nanna all about his woes. I knew most of them already, apart from the updates from that morning. He didn’t get around to them until we were all sitting around the dining table digging into the exceptionally delicious lasagna.

      “…and then she fired me!”

      Mom and Nanna’s eyes bulged. I think mine did too.

      “Your driving instructor fired you? Can they do that?”

      “That’s what I said! I told her, ‘You can’t fire me! I’m the customer!’”

      “What did she say?” Mom asked.

      “She said it’s her car, her business, and she can choose whoever she wants as a client. And she didn’t choose me. She made me get out of the car right there and then.”

      “Where were you?”

      “At the drive-thru. I was just getting another coffee, and she went crazy.”

      “She sounds completely unreasonable to me,” Nanna said, resting a supportive hand on Ian’s shoulder.

      “I had to take a taxi here!”

      “I don’t see why you shouldn’t be allowed to get a coffee during your driving lesson.”

      “I know, right? She complained when I got my first bagel, and then she complained again when I went to the drive-thru bank—you know, I’d never been to one of those before, because I don’t drive—and then when I wanted a coffee for the road? She lost it!”

      I didn’t want to say it out loud since everyone was being so supportive, but I wasn’t sure I blamed the driving instructor. Having Ian as a pupil would be a nightmare.

      I was glad I’d gotten into detective work instead of teaching people to drive.

      “Oh! I’ve got a good idea!” Mom said breathlessly.

      “What is it?” Nanna asked.

      Uh-oh. No. Please, no. Don’t suggest it, Mom. Please don’t. I don’t want to—

      “Why don’t you get Tiffany to teach you, Ian?”

      “What a good idea,” Nanna said. “Wouldn’t you love to help him, dear?”

      No!

      “I…”

      “That’s what I said!” Ian said excitedly. “But Tiffany said she didn’t want to,” he said, managing to sound like a disappointed child.

      “You didn’t!” Nanna said, giving me a stern look.

      “I’m sure you could spare a few minutes to help Ian learn to drive,” said mom in support of her own mother and Ian.

      I glared down at my delicious plate of lasagna. I stabbed a fork in it.

      “Fine.”

      “Oh, thanks, Tiff! I’ll be the best student ever.”

      I shoved a forkful of the mouthwatering dish into my mouth and chewed it solemnly. I did not believe that Ian was going to be a good driving student. And I wasn’t confident in my own abilities to be a driving instructor either.

      “Now, tell us about your counselor…”
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      Ian sat next to me in the car, while Mom and Nanna were in the rear.

      “Now watch what she does very carefully,” Nanna ordered Ian from her command position behind my chair.

      “But not everything she does,” Mom said. “Not her potty mouth.”

      “I don’t have a potty mouth,” I said, keeping my hands very tightly gripped on the steering well.

      “Yes, you do,” Ian said. “But only at out-of-towners. And old people.”

      “Old people?” Nanna questioned from behind.

      “I do not swear at old people or out-of-towners. Only at people who don’t know the rules of the road. Like that guy! He’s about to cut into my lane and he isn’t signaling.”

      My passengers all stared at the blue Buick in the lane next to me, and sure enough, just as I predicted, he slipped in front of me without a turn signal.

      “If you knew he was going to do it, there was no need for any swearing,” Mom said.

      “I didn’t swear!”

      “Shouldn’t you be turning up there?” Ian asked, pointing to the junction just coming up. He was right. I’d been so distracted by my passengers I’d lost track of where I was going.

      I flipped my turn signal switch down and skillfully weaved the car across two lanes of traffic to make my turn. We were surrounded by loud honking.

      “I think the other drivers are swearing now,” Nanna commented.

      “Maybe they just swear at young drivers,” Mom said, barely suppressing a laugh.

      “When I tried to drive like that, the instructor grabbed the wheel from me,” Ian complained. “I hope you’re not going to be like that.”

      I couldn’t get there fast enough.

      The short journey seemed to take a lifetime, thanks to all the helpful comments from the three extra members of the driving team as they seemed to think of themselves. With blood pressure elevated and sweat on my brow, I parked at the Tremonte and led my intrepid group of family members and Ian inside.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t change, dear,” Nanna said when we were all safely in the lobby. She was looking pointedly at my Regency costume.

      “Darn it!” I should have changed. Now I was going to be at Bridget’s big event in a costume instead of something more normal. I was sure to draw some funny looks.

      “I still need to do some work,” I said, not wanting to admit my mistake. “I’ve got a meeting.”

      “We’re going to talk to Ellie Silver, right?” Ian confirmed.

      “Right. Mom, Nanna, you go ahead. The ceremony starts at four so we’ve got just over half an hour. We’ll see you up on the roof garden.”

      With Mom and Nanna safely in the elevator heading up, I took Ian to meet Ellie Silver in the meeting room where I had first met the RAJAA Board of Directors. It had become a kind of base of operations for them, and the table was now stacked full of props, pamphlets, costume items, and other bits and pieces. Ellie Silver was already in there, staring out the window when we arrived. She turned when we entered.

      “I said fifteen-thirty. It’s fifteen-thirty-two.” Her gaze narrowed as she stared at Ian. “What you wearing?”

      “A suit. I’m going to watch an important high society event in a minute.”

      “A suit,” Ellie said as if she had never heard of such a thing. “It does not become you.”

      “I think it looks very nice,” I said to Ian quietly. He didn’t take criticism well, and I didn’t want to find out what behavioral tics he may have picked up from Angel.

      “Sit.”

      Ellie said it in such a brusque manner that I couldn’t help but wonder whether she forgot she was no longer in the military, and that Ian and I weren’t her subordinates. Nonetheless, we both sat in chairs at the end of the meeting table. Ellie sat at the other end.

      “I’m disappointed.”

      “Disappointed?”

      “You’ve only got two more days. I’ve been expecting daily updates and status reports. But I have not been receiving them. Your time is running out. I have seen no sign of any serious progress.”

      I managed not to roll my eyes. The thing about cases is that things tended to happen all at once. You feel like you’re getting nowhere, and then boom, everything comes together in a rush. But I couldn’t explain that to her. I needed another explanation.

      “Ellie,” I said, sweet as honey, “you have to remember that you’re one of the suspects.”

      She stared at me.

      “As such, it wouldn’t be appropriate for you to receive detailed reports on the progress. However, I can assure you, the case is moving forward smoothly. In fact, just this morning, I uncovered another large clue.” Okay, I hadn’t uncovered it as such, it had been left for me at the reception desk. And it was more of a threat than a clue. But it was progress, of a sort.

      “Well, can you tell me anything? Anything to give me confidence that selecting you to investigate Darcy’s murder wasn’t an error of judgment on my part?”

      I considered telling her about Beth’s secret. The problem was, I didn’t think Ellie would keep it to herself. I could see her calling an emergency meeting to have Beth expelled, and the resultant chaos wasn’t likely to do my investigation any good. But I still had other bones I could toss her way.

      “Despite being a suspect, the facts and evidence aren’t really pointing to you, Ellie. So I guess we can go over a couple of things.”

      Ellie gave a short, sharp nod, as if that was all she expected, and that it was good enough for her. I decided to start with what Hetty and Betty told me, even though I thought it was ludicrous. It would at least make her feel like she was being kept informed.

      “First, I’ve been pointed in the direction of Fitz Pye, again. It has been suggested to me that he may have hired a contract killer. Any thoughts on the matter?”

      “Fitz? Hire a killer?” She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I could, conceivably, be persuaded that he would commit a crime in the heat of the moment—almost any human can—but he’s not a cold-blooded killer. No way. We actually used to be friends, before our organizations split. He may have chosen the wrong side in that battle, but I can’t imagine he would hire someone to kill on his past.” She paused a moment for further consideration. “And I can’t imagine he could afford to hire a killer. He’s not rich. Hired killers, even cheap ones, cost tens of thousands.”

      “Do they?”

      Ellie’s cheeks seemed to flush a moment. “At least they do in the Middle East. I assume they’re no cheaper here.”

      We stared at each other in silence. I raised my eyebrows at her to encourage her to continue, which after a brief hesitation she did.

      “I was in the military there. That’s why I know.”

      “I see.”

      That was interesting. The regular public didn’t tend to know how much it cost to hire a killer. It was something to keep in mind.

      “Show her the letter,” Ian said, nudging me.

      I considered it for a moment and then nodded. It wasn’t a bad idea. I pulled it out of my bag.

      “I received a threatening letter this morning. I wondered whether you might recognize the handwriting? Or have any idea who may have sent it my way?”

      Ellie leaned over the table and peered at it. She sucked in a short sharp breath when she saw the writing.

      “I…” She peered closely at it as if making sure of what she’d seen.

      “You what?” asked Ian.

      “I think I do recognize the handwriting.”

      A thrill of excitement ran through me. Was this the case’s big break that I’d been looking for?

      “Who’s is it?”

      Ellie took a moment before she answered. Her face had paled, and she seemed to be in a mild state of shock. “I think it’s Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh’s writing. I could swear it is. But why he would write a note like this I can’t imagine.” She put her head down even closer to the paper, squinting at it as if she might discern some motive by examining the ink up close. “I just don’t understand.”

      “Unless he’s the killer?” Ian asked pointedly.

      “Liam? He can’t be. He’s so… he’s just… Well, he’s English.”

      Ian and I both snorted at that.

      “You think they don’t have murderers over there?”

      “He was an extra in the television dramatization of Pride and Prejudice!”

      “It’s often the person you least suspect,” I told her.

      Could Liam have been the killer? I couldn’t immediately think of any reason why not. And then there were the other facts we uncovered about him, about how he seemingly faked his arrival. And that wasn’t the only fake thing about him. He had brought a fake antique to be appraised as well. Neither of those things necessarily pointed to him being a killer, but they were clues as to his character.

      I tried to think about where else I’d seen him. He had seemed very much on form at the Elizabeth and Darcy competition winners club, though there was something niggling at me about that. I just couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was.

      I thought back to him, lording it up at the end of the table, leaning back in his chair, fork hovering in front of his mouth as he held his wineglass up in his left hand, waving it around, as he commented on something. There was something about that scene…

      “Tiffany?” Ian asked. “We’ve got to get going in a minute.”

      Oh yeah. Bridget. And Jack. And Mom and Nanna, and whatever dignitaries they had managed to rustle up for the ceremony.

      “Thanks for your time, Ellie. I’ll let you know if there’s anything else I need to talk to you about.” I stood up. “You’ve been very helpful.”

      “It was me who called you here,” Ellie said in annoyance.

      “We’ll let you know if we need anything,” Ian said to her before taking me by the arm and leading me toward the door. I was still trying to think about what it was about Liam that had seemed wrong at that dinner.

      There was definitely something.

      But what?
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        * * *

      

      Of course I was the only one at the ceremony wearing Regency clothing. The event to present the oversized check to the hospital for the new Bridget Black Children’s Wing had nothing to do with the convention going on downstairs. As soon as I arrived, I drew a number of glances, some admiring, some curious, and some downright suspicious. A good number of the great and good from Las Vegas were in attendance, all there to bear witness to the generosity of Jack and my dog.

      Ian and I got there just as the official ceremony was beginning. A small stage had been set up under a marquee to protect from the sun. Up there, behaving herself perfectly, Bridget sat beside Jack, who was standing at the lectern. Also up on the stage were senior figures from the hospital, as well as a representative from a local children’s charity, and an animal shelter that would be assisting in providing support animals.

      “…join me on the stage, Tiffany Black!”

      Jack had spotted me immediately, and his eyes were now locked on mine. Heads began to turn my way. Putting on a nervous smile, I pushed to the front of the crowd and walked up the four steps to the small stage. Bridget barked a happy greeting at me. Jack handed her leash to me.

      “Excuse me, excuse me,” came a familiar voice. A moment later Nanna was standing beside me up on the stage. “Give me that,” she said to Jack, pointing at the microphone.

      With an amused smile, Jack handed it over as if the possibility of embarrassment never even occurred to him. I was clearly more nervous than him as I stood on the stage next to Bridget, while Nanna began what must have been a completely impromptu speech.

      “Hello, everyone!” Nanna said. She was greeted with polite applause. “I just want to say how proud I am of Bridget.” She beamed down at my dog. “If you’re wondering who I am, I am her step-great-grandmother.” There were some confused mutterings from the crowd. I don’t think many people had heard of a step-great-grandmother to a dog before. “And I’m very proud of her, and also of my own real granddaughter, Tiffany Black.”

      My cheeks flushed, and I grinned at her. When the crowd gave me a polite round of applause, I curtsied, or at least did my clumsy impression of one. Curtsying doesn’t come up in my daily life very often, so I was somewhat out of practice. In fact, I don’t think I’d tried to curtsy since I was a child playing dress-up. Which was, coincidentally, what I felt like in my Regency dress.

      “Oh, and if you’re wondering why she’s dressed like that, it’s because she’s an undercover detective working on a case.” Nanna turned to beam at me. “I’m very proud of her.”

      Despite her best intentions, there was something about the way Nanna made her announcement that made it sound like I was a little bit out of my mind. I wanted to explain to everyone that yes, I really was conducting an investigation, and my outfit really did have a reasonable explanation. But I couldn’t start talking about any of that when we were there to celebrate the building of a new children’s ward for a hospital.

      The round of applause that followed seemed to be one of sympathy. Jack didn’t seem to notice though, giving me a proud smile of his own. My cheeks burned hotter than they ever had on a stage before. In the crowd, several people began snapping pictures of me. I squeezed my hands into tight little balls, desperate for the ceremony to be over as soon as possible.

      I wasn’t brought into the spotlight again during the rest of the ceremony, thank goodness. While a number of dignitaries gave speeches, I stood on the stage politely, Nanna next to me, Bridget on the other side, trying not to look too crazy.

      While the speeches droned on, I found my eyes running out over the crowd, looking at all the different people who had come to this event. Some of them were clearly employees of the hospital and the Tremonte. Others were local members of high society who no doubt turned up at any charitable event they could cram into their social schedules. And one or two looked like they may have just been there for a free lunch.

      My eyes narrowed as I saw someone seemingly doing just that.

      At the back of the marquee, there was a man helping himself to the best food items from the buffet, which was clearly meant for after the ceremony had finished.

      When the man had finished piling up his little plate, he lifted his head up and looked toward the stage. I stared at him, and then my eyes bulged in recognition.

      It was Liam!

      He had no idea what I had recently uncovered, and his eyes did not linger on me for even a second. He had no reason to be wary of me yet. I kept my eyes on him, watching exactly where he went. I was tempted to jump off the stage and tackle him, but that didn’t seem like it would go down well with this crowd, so I bided my time.

      Hurry up! Let’s get this over with.

      The wait was interminable. While dignitary after dignitary babbled on, I kept my eyes on Liam, watching him as he cleaned first one plate, then drank two glasses of wine from bottles he opened himself, followed by piling up another plate with fruit and dessert items.

      “…thank you!”

      I realized I hadn’t listened to a word that had been said over the last twenty minutes, but I recognized the final pair as being the conclusion of the ceremony. I glanced at my side to make sure I was right. I was. People were heading off the stage.

      “Look after Bridget,” I hissed to Nanna, shoving the leash into her hands.

      I hurried off the stage and made a beeline for Liam, grabbing Ian by the wrist on the way over for backup.

      “Liam’s at the back over there, stuffing his face. Let’s see what he has to say for himself.”

      Ian gave me a startled look, as if he couldn’t imagine how I could possibly know that.

      “I could see him from the stage! Come on!”

      We marched together toward the back of the marquee, along with most of the rest of the crowd who were now turning their attention to the tables laden with food and drink.

      “Where is he…” Now that I was off the stage, I had lost direct sight of him, but I knew where I’d last seen him. Finally, we spotted him, standing just outside the edge of the marquee in the sun, a fresh glass of champagne in his hand.

      He wasn’t wearing a Regency costume today, but instead a regular suit so that he blended in with everyone there. He was talking to what I took to be a society lady in a rather smart gown. He didn’t see us coming.

      “…can’t beat New York’s shopping,” he was saying.

      I froze. That wasn’t Liam speaking. But the words were coming out of his mouth. I looked to Ian, who seemed just as confused.

      “Identical twin?” he whispered to me.

      “Only if they were separated at birth and one grew up in New York!”

      Then I realized with a start what had been bothering me ever since the Elizabeth and Darcy competition winner dinner. That was it!

      When he had been seated up at the head of the table, he had been holding his fork in his right hand while he ate. Like an American. If he had really been the high society British person he pretended to be, the fork would have remained in his left hand the whole time.

      Liam wasn’t a Brit. He was a faker!

      “Liam?” said Ian loudly, drawing the man’s attention.

      He stared at us, blinking, clearly caught off-guard.

      “Good afternoon,” he said in his British accent.

      The woman he’d been talking to gave him a strange look. “I thought your name was Tony?”

      “Middle name,” he mumbled in something in between the British and New York accent.

      I pulled the letter out of my bag.

      “You sent me this, didn’t you?”

      His eyebrows shot up, and his arm shot out, throwing the contents of his wine glass directly into my face and eyes. Blinking and rubbing at my eyes, I worked to get the acidic drink out of my eyes.

      “Get him!” I shouted to Ian, as I made a grab for him with one arm myself.

      Liam neatly stepped out of the way, a shadowy blur in my vision. I continued to rub at my eyes while Liam ran off, Ian giving chase.

      “Here, have my napkin,” said the woman he’d been talking to, handing one over. I used it to dab at my eyes. “What a rude man!”

      I blinked a few more times. My vision was almost back to normal, though with a slight sting in my eyes.

      “Yes, he is!” I said, shoving the lady’s napkin back at her into her startled hands.

      I gave chase after Liam and Ian. The faker had almost made it to the doors leading inside, Ian right behind him. It didn’t look like Ian was gaining on him though. He was going to get away.

      And he probably would have.

      But I bet he wasn’t expecting an off-duty police officer, in a gorgeous red dress, to tackle him in the legs and knock him to the ground.

      But that’s exactly what Emily did. She dived through the air like a red arrow, wrapping her arms neatly around his knees and sending him tumbling to the floor.

      While Liam fell with a screech, Emily sat astride him, knees pressing and pinning his arms to the ground. When I arrived, she was holding a fist menacingly above his face.

      “Emily!” I said as I closed in on them.

      “This one of yours?” she said, nodding her chin down.

      “Sure is. In fact, I think he’s the one we’ve been looking for.”

      Emily raised her eyebrows to confirm I meant the killer. I nodded back at her. She gave me a little smile of congratulations.

      “What’s happening? What’s going on?” Jack asked with concern in his voice as he approached.

      “This is the guy who sent me the letter. And I think it may be who I’ve been looking for all along. I need to talk to him inside.”

      “Security will help you. We’ll get him downstairs. You can have a chat with him there, and we’ll decide what we need to do with him.”

      “I better make myself scarce,” Emily said. “You know, because of my job.”

      “What job?” Liam asked from the ground.

      She ignored him. She was right though. If I was going to have a chat with Liam before he was handed over to the cops, Emily couldn’t be present. She would be breaking a whole host of rules.

      “Don’t you worry about that,” I said to Liam. “Let’s just go inside for a little chat.”

      In less than a minute, two of the Tremonte’s security staff had appeared by our sides. They promptly helped Liam to his feet, each of them holding one of his arms as they did so. They did not let go once he was upright again.

      “Let’s go inside.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It turned out the Tremonte had a full-on interview room just off of their security office. On one side of the table sat Liam—assuming that was even his real name.

      After making sure we were going to be all right, the lead security guard had left Ian and ,me to it. The pair of us sat on the opposite side of the table to our faker.

      Jack, of course, was still upstairs with the dignitaries. The little garden party after the ceremony would last another hour or two yet.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Liam—”

      “Don’t bother!” Ian smacked the table with his hand.

      I almost jumped, but just about managed to maintain my composure.

      “Okay,” said the man who was most definitely not Liam, dropping his British accent. His shoulders slumped and he looked down at the table. “My name’s Tony Lorenzo. I’m from New York. I’m not British. Happy?”

      “Of course we’re not happy.”

      “You sent me a death threat!”

      He stared down at the table sullenly, not answering.

      “How long have you been pretending to be Liam?” I asked him.

      He kept staring at the table as if considering his options. Finally, he looked up at me, breathed an annoyed sigh and began to answer.

      “Since the beginning, pretty much. Ten years ago, I used to participate in the discussions online, but everyone ignored me. I thought if I was someone different, someone special, they’d pay attention to me. So I invented Liam, the fancy Brit. And they did pay attention to me. Especially when I told everyone that I was an extra in the Pride and Prejudice TV adaptation. It snowballed from there.

      “When RAJAA split off from the parent organization, I went right along with them. I could be a big fish in a small pond with RAJAA. They welcomed me with open arms. When they held their first convention, seven years ago, I decided to join in. I’ve always been good at accents, and I fooled them all. It’s one of the things I do. It helps me in my line of work.” He slammed his mouth shut suddenly.

      “What is your line of work?”

      “Just… you know… a bit of this, a bit of that. Can’t tie me down. I do some work here, do some work there…”

      “You sound like a grifter to me,” Ian said.

      “There are two kinds of people in this world: givers and takers. Your man up there? With the dog and the fancy check? He’s a giver. He gave us the buffet too. He can afford to be a giver. I’m not a giver. I’m a taker. If people want to leave stuff lying around, well, better in my hands than theirs. And I’m also teaching them a valuable life lesson.?”

      “So you’re a liar, a thief, and a cheat. Great. And I guess you’re a murderer too, right?”

      The con artist formally known as Liam, now known as Tony, shook his head. “No, no, no. You’ve got it all wrong. I don’t hurt people. Never. And Darcy was my friend.”

      I pulled out the letter from my bag and slammed it on the table.

      “You wrote this. Looks like a threat to me.”

      “Yes, I wrote it. But just because I wanted you off the case! I didn’t want you investigating me. I thought that if I could just scare you off, just for a couple of days, I could get back to New York and put this all behind me for another year. I didn’t want you to find out about me.”

      “Because you’re afraid I’m going to tell the others, right?”

      “Of course. That’s all I was trying to prevent. I promise you: I had nothing to do with the murder. And I wouldn’t hurt you either. I’m sorry for sending you the death threat.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Ian said. “Got any proof?”

      “Actually, I do. The murder was on Saturday, right?”

      “That’s right,” said Ian with a firm nod.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve got an airtight alibi?” I asked him.

      “Actually, I do. I was here, in the Tremonte. There was an event for a dolphin charity downstairs with a wonderful dinner. I wrote my name on the guest list. You’ll be able to see me on the cameras. It went on right into the wee hours of the morning.”

      I stared at him, trying to work out whether he was bluffing. I had a feeling he wasn’t, but I wanted to make sure.

      “Wait there.”

      I hurried out of the room and asked the security guy outside to pull up the cameras from that charity event. I knew the Tremonte security team had been extra diligent about making sure the cameras were working since an unfortunate incident at a staff party not too long ago when they would have been invaluable but had unfortunately been disabled.

      The security guard told me he would get right on it. I went back into the interview room to find Tony and Ian staring at each other across the table.

      “Can you keep my secret? Please?”

      “Why should we? You sent Tiffany a death threat!”

      “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just that being a part of RAJAA is the first time I’ve ever felt like I really belonged somewhere—”

      “But you don’t belong. You’re only accepted there because they think you’re someone you’re not. If you tell them you’re some guy from New York, they’re not going to want to see you again.”

      “I know. That’s why you’ve got to keep my secret. Please?”

      I gave him the most brutal stare I could muster across the table.

      “I just love Jane Austen so much, and I really wanted to belong. Guys like me? If we try to make friends with Janeites in New York, we just get laughed at. But when they think I’m a real Brit, instead of a blue-collar New Yorker, they respect me.”

      “Not our problem,” Ian said.

      “I’ll help you! I can help! It’s got to be one of the RAJAA members, right? I’ll look into them. I’m good at that. I’ve got contacts, I’ve got friends, I can find stuff out. Let me see what I can do. If I don’t find anything out to help you by the end of the conference, you can go ahead and tell everyone about who I really am. But if I do find something, you keep my secret. Deal?”

      Time was running out. And if he could actually help me…

      “I want to ask you a few more questions. Answer them honestly, and I’ll consider keeping your secret for now.”

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

      I glared at him. I hadn’t actually agreed to maintain his secret yet. But he was acting like I had.

      “Was Darcy popular with the ladies?”

      Tony tilted his head and gave me a little nod, as if he was admiring my perceptiveness.

      “He was, actually. I know you didn’t know him, but he could be quite the charmer. I mean, he was also abrasive as well, don’t get me wrong, but when he wanted to be, he could really turn on the sweet-talking. A lot of the women liked him. Even if they never admitted it. You know, he could’ve been a good grifter too, if he hadn’t become an accountant instead.”

      “Did you know he had a fling with Beth?”

      “Oh, yeah. Of course I did. We were friends. He told me.”

      “Do you know how long it lasted?”

      “Just one night, wasn’t it? At the first RAJAA conference. He told me it was just a bit of fun.”

      “So you didn’t hear any reason as to why it didn’t go on any longer?”

      “No, it was just a bit of fun from what I heard. Neither of them wanted it to go anywhere. He was married, after all. Now this year…”

      “His wife left him, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Was he seeing anyone else? Maybe one of the board members?”

      “The board members? No way. But he wouldn’t have turned down some of the Elizabeth Bennett competition winners, I can tell you. They were more his type.”

      Tony paused and held up his hand, and then began to count off the fingers as he continued. “I mean, who do we have on the board? There’s Beth—been there, done that. Liz? No, too teacherly, too much like his old wife. Ellie? I don’t think she’s anyone’s type. She’s too tough and mean. I don’t think she likes any man, either, if you know what I mean.”

      “And Hetty and Betty?”

      Tony snorted.

      “Too old for him. And anyway, how would you choose? They were always stuck together like magnets.”

      “They must be close to Darcy’s age.”

      “Even so. They’re a lot older than their age, if you know what I mean.”

      I hated to admit it, but I knew exactly what he meant. And they were a little strange. No, I think I believed Tony when he explained that none of the board members would likely have been in any kind of romantic relationship with Darcy this year.

      “Oh yeah! And they’re Emma!”

      “What?” Ian asked, confused.

      I think I got it though. I’d spent more time around these people than him.

      “Hetty and Betty both dress up as Emma Woodhouse. But Darcy is an Elizabeth Bennett man. You know, and it feels a little bit bad to speak ill of the dead, I actually think that’s why he founded the Darcy and Elizabeth Winners Club. Don’t tell anyone else I said this. But I think he saw it as his way to find himself an Elizabeth Bennett of his own. If not a fresh one every year.”

      I pulled a face at the very idea of it. Darcy creating his own harem of Elizabeths through the competition winners each year? What a creepy thing to do.

      “None of them would have been in town yet when he died though, right?”

      “Correct,” Tony confirmed. “And I don’t think any of them would have killed him even if they had been. I mean, even if they rejected his advances, murder seems a bit over-the-top, doesn’t it?”

      “I guess.”

      I couldn’t help but think Darcy may have been killed by some kind of love interest or love rival though. All the secrets I’d uncovered about him seemed to lead in that direction.

      The security guard appeared at the door again.

      “Alibi checks out. He was there until we kicked them all out at two a.m., he was one of the last to leave. He wasn’t walking too straight either.” The security guard gave Tony a knowing look.

      “Yeah, I got my money’s worth. It was a fun night. We raised so much money for the dolphins.”

      “Oh yeah?” Ian asked. “How much did you donate?”

      Tony smirked at us. “My jovial presence encouraged people to open their checkbooks wider than they otherwise would have.”

      I didn’t think I was going to get much more out of him.

      “No more crashing events at the Tremonte, okay?”

      He shrugged.

      “Okay. Fine with me. I’m nearly done here anyway.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I’m flying back to London in a couple of days.”

      Ian and I both rolled our eyes at him. This guy was unbelievable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt like a proper lady as I sat in my kitchen, sipping a mug of coffee, in my regency dress. Only two more days. Then I could return it and be done with it forever.

      Maybe I should make the most of it, I considered. I wasn’t likely to get another chance to wear a dress like that any time soon. Not unless I became a Janeite myself.

      Just as I finished my coffee, Ian arrived, clutching a newspaper in his hand.

      “Good morning!” he said with more exuberance than I was accustomed to when I let him inside.

      “Good morning,” I answered suspiciously. “What have you got there?”

      “It’s the newspaper. Look!”

      Ian held the newspaper in front of me, folded in half. The section he was showing me had a picture of Jack and Bridget, with a large check being handed over to the head of the hospital. It looked like a lovely piece to save for posterity.

      “That’s lovely, Ian.”

      “I know. But not as lovely as…” He flipped the paper over so I could see the story below, “…this!”

      There was a headline reading, “Jane Austen Obsessives Take Over the City.”

      “That’s me!” I said as I recognized myself.

      The newspaper had cropped a picture of me from the same shot of Jack and Bridget, and it showed me standing out like a sore thumb on the stage in my regency dress. There was a caption underneath reading, A Jane Austen obsessive escaped the confines of her convention to mix with regular society. How bizarre!

      “Funny, isn’t it?” Ian said. “They think you’re one of the Jane Austen superfans! But you’re just investigating them.”

      They were using me as an example of what they called Jane Austen fanatics. The story was all nonsense. Now, had it just been about the RAJAA board members, they may have had a point. They were smearing all the regular convention-goers as obsessed when they weren’t. Having seen how nice some of them were, like Parker, it didn’t feel right.

      The fact that they were using me as the poster girl of a Jane Austen obsession didn’t exactly endear me to the journalists take on the matter either.

      “You should get this framed,” Ian said.

      “Maybe the top half of the page. But not the bottom. It’s a horrible hit piece.”

      “I think it’s interesting.” He folded the newspaper back up. “Come on. It’s time for us to drive!”

      Ian needed to be dropped off at Amber’s office for some babysitting that morning. The plan was for him to drive us there, while I gave him some pointers from the passenger seat. It was not something I was looking forward to.

      “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Cheer up, Tiff. It’s going to be fun. And anyway, I already have the basics down from the teacher I fired.”

      “She fired you, remember?”

      “Whatever.”
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        * * *

      

      Ian sat in the driver’s seat, both hands on the wheel as I had insisted, while we slowly made our way through some heavy traffic.

      “Should I honk the horn?”

      “Why? What would that achieve, Ian?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. But the traffic is backed up. Maybe if I do, people will speed up. You do it all the time.”

      “I do not! That’s the other cars you’re hearing.”

      He glanced at me suspiciously, one hand hovering over the center of the wheel contemplatively. He put his eyes back on the road, and both hands gripped the wheel again.

      “If you say so.”

      The road ahead began to clear, and Ian managed to accelerate in time with the traffic, moving us forward as if he actually knew what he was doing.

      “Look at that!” he suddenly yelled, his head whipping to the right.

      I did not look. I was too busy latching my hand onto the steering wheel to keep the car straight so we didn’t swerve along with his head turn.

      “Ian! You can’t do that!”

      “Sorry. But there was a guy in a clown outfit. I wonder what he was doing?”

      “It doesn’t matter what he was doing. You have to keep your eyes on the road, and you can’t swerve the car.”

      “What? I’m just supposed to stare forward the whole time? Not look at anything?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I’d rather take a taxi,” he said with a sigh.

      The rest of our journey passed somewhat uneventfully, if you ignored the dangerously high rate of my pulse. Eventually, we pulled up at Amber’s office, and Ian parked in a spot he could drive straight into. I was glad I didn’t have to teach him about backing up just yet.

      “I did great,” he announced with evident self-satisfaction when the engine was finally switched off.

      “Not bad. But remember, you’ve got to—”

      “I know, I know. Keep my eyes on the road. Blah, blah, blah.”

      I walked with Ian up to Crystal’s office door, not in any particular hurry to get back to the Tremonte and carry on my investigation just yet.

      I felt like I wanted just a few more minutes to psych myself up for another day of it. Of them.

      “Uncle Ian!” yelled a loud, high-pitched voice. Angel crashed into Ian’s legs as she latched on to him.

      Amber was sitting behind her desk, pen held in one hand, phone in the other, while she scrawled something down. She gave us a brief eyebrow raise as a greeting.

      “How are you, Angel?” I asked her.

      “Uncle Ian!” she shouted in response to my question. It was just like talking to a RAJAA board member.

      Angel released her grip on Ian, grabbed his hand, and dragged him toward the back room Amber had set up as a nursery.

      Ian gave me an apologetic look over his shoulder. Amber still sat behind her desk, looking as busy as ever. I stared at her for a moment, once again not believing just how alike to me she seemed. It wasn’t just that we looked similar; the way she was holding her phone against her head, and the way she was doodling onto her notepad, reminded me of the same way that I did it.

      “Bye,” I said to the room.

      Amber gave me a half-wave. Ian and Angel had already disappeared into the back. It didn’t look like I was going to find any distractions here to stop me from getting to work.

      I exited the office and got back into my trusty car. I realized Ian hadn’t put the handbrake on. I’d have to remind him about that. With no more excuses or delays, it was time to get back to work.
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        * * *

      

      The end of the convention was approaching, and time was now of the essence. I felt some regret that Liam hadn’t been the killer—or should I say Tony—but at least I had eliminated another suspect. I was going to have to take another look at the remaining ones.

      In the lobby of the Tremonte, I spotted Fitz Pye. He was dressed in a business suit rather than Regency attire. Curious, I went over to speak to him. I thought I might as well follow up on Hetty and Betty’s theory that he had been speaking to a hired assassin in the cocktail bar two nights earlier. No matter how unlikely it seemed to me.

      “Mr. Pye?” I called to him.

      He turned to me with a start, a nervous smile on his lips.

      “Oh, yes, it’s you. Hello.” He stared at me, his eyes wide, offering no further attempt at conversation.

      “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      “Ye-es?” he answered as if he wasn’t sure himself. That only serve to heighten my interests, which had initially been lacking.

      “Let’s sit over there.”

      I walked him over to some chairs set up near the hotel’s reception desk and we both sat down.

      Fitz Pye didn’t seem pleased by my initiative. “What do you want?”

      “I want to know who you were speaking to in the cocktail bar two nights ago.”

      His mouth flapped open and then slammed shut again. He blinked at me three times. “How do you know about that?”

      Oh, this was very interesting. Were Hetty and Betty really onto something? I decided to play it tough.

      “This is my city, Fitz. I’ve got people all over it. You can’t order a plate of fries without Tiffany Black hearing about it.”

      His mouth fell open again in shock.

      “So, who was it?” I hoped he wouldn’t point out that if I really did know everything going on in the city, I would know who it was already. But my question had clearly knocked him off-kilter enough for him not to realize that.

      “I… it was…” He looked over his shoulder toward the entrance, as if considering making a run for it.

      “Don’t bother running. We’ll catch you in an instant. You won’t get anywhere.”

      “Running? Why would I run anywhere?”

      “You tell me.”

      “I wouldn’t. Who do you think I was meeting?” he asked me curiously now. He had obviously figured out something that I hadn’t yet.

      “A middleman? A contract killer?”

      He slammed his hand up to his face to cover up a burst of laughter.

      “Oh, no. You’ve got it all wrong.” He leaned back in the chair, relaxing somewhat. “If I tell you who I met, can you keep it to yourself?”

      Great. Another secret someone wanted me to keep.

      “I can’t promise anything if it will affect my investigation.”

      He shook his head rapidly. “No, it has nothing to do with your investigation.”

      “Well, okay then.”

      “I was meeting a representative from one of the casinos. It was a kind of informal interview. You see, I work in Atlantic City at the moment. But that’s not where the future is, not if you really want to work your way up in the casino world. Vegas is where you’ve got to be. But I don’t want word getting back to my casino, where I’m currently employed, until I’ve got a contract agreed and signed.”

      I tried not to gape at him. “You were talking to someone about a job? A guy with a beard?”

      Fitz gave me a puzzled look. “A beard? What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Nothing. Just confirming who it was you were speaking to.”

      “Look, here’s his business card.” Fitz pulled out a card from his pocket and handed it over to me. “You can look him up online if you like and check it out.”

      I took the card off him. “Thanks.”

      “Did someone tell you they thought I was talking to a hired assassin in a cocktail bar?” Fitz chuckled to himself. “I must say that’s the most interesting rumor I’ve ever heard about myself.”

      “I bet it is. Thanks for your time, Fitz.”

      Feeling slightly dejected, and annoyed at myself for having ever believed the rumor, I headed toward the convention center.
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        * * *

      

      I checked the schedule of events and saw that there was a watercolor painting class happening in one of the smaller conference rooms. I decided to go over there and check it out.

      When I arrived, there were around a dozen people standing in front of easels, and at the front of the room was a large projected image of what I took to be the English countryside. All of the painters were busy working away at mimicking the image, while an instructor walked between them, giving pointers and tips. I scanned the room to see if there was anyone I needed to talk to.

      There was. Liz Bordstrum.

      Liz was standing on the far right-hand side of the room, up against the wall, her easel in front of her, and her tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth as she stared at the painting she was working on.

      “Liz? Could I talk to you for a moment?” I asked her as I approached. She glanced around as if considering whether she could escape before giving me an awkward smile.

      “I’m in the middle of a painting class, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s okay. I won’t take up much of your time.”

      She shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Well, okay,” she said finally.

      Liz didn’t put her paintbrush down and kept her gaze flicking back and forth between me and her picture. It was clear where her focus lay, and it wasn’t with me.

      “What do you want?”

      “I think you lied to me. I think you did give bad advice to Parker, who won the Elizabeth Bennett competition last year. Now, why would you do that?”

      Liz stared at her picture angrily, her paintbrush hovering above it. I worried that she might start smearing the whole canvas with paint. But then, she took a deep breath and turned to face me again.

      “Fine. I admit it. I did it. I wanted to teach her a lesson about how the world really works, so I told her a few stupid lies.” Her expression turned darker. “But she didn’t even listen to me. She won, didn’t she? I didn’t do any harm.”

      “But why would you do something like that?”

      I’d already heard theories from other RAJAA members, but it would be good to get it from the horse’s mouth.

      “It was Darcy’s fault,” she said bitterly.

      “Oh?”

      “He told me that I would never win the Elizabeth competition while I was on the board. It wasn’t fair. I’d been trying so hard, for so many years. And then for him to shove that in my face? Telling me I couldn’t win just because I was on the board? It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right.”

      “So that really upset you.”

      “Of course it really upset me! It would upset anyone, wouldn’t it?”

      I leaned in close to her and asked in a loud whisper, “Upset you enough to want to kill him?”

      Liz took a step back, the expression on her face going from anger to surprise. “No! It was a competition, not life or death.”

      Her surprise at the question surprised me. Hadn’t she seen it coming? But the way she said it would be ridiculous to kill him over such a minor thing was pretty convincing. It was what I had been telling myself. I stared at her, trying to work out if she was just putting on an act.

      Liz reached over and grabbed my wrist. I stared down at it warily, tempted to snatch my arm back. But that wouldn’t be very dignified.

      “Can you not tell anyone about what I did last year?” Her voice was hard and fast and urgent. “I’m thinking of resigning from the board so I can win the Elizabeth competition next year. But if they find out what I did…”

      “Do you think you deserve to win, after what you did?”

      I couldn’t believe I was defending the competition. But the idea that Liz, who had tried to sabotage who knows how many competitors over the years, might go on to win that competition struck me as being very unfair.

      “Of course I deserve to win it! I deserve it more than anyone! I’m the best Elizabeth Bennett you will ever find. Sometimes I wonder if I wasn’t reincarnated…” She looked up toward the ceiling contemplatively.

      A reincarnated fictional character? Once again, it seemed to me that one of the board members was completely off their rocker. I glanced around the rest of the room. Everyone else there seemed fine. It was just the board members who seemed dangerously obsessed. But that’s probably how they got on the board in the first place.

      “Please?”

      “Fine. I won’t mention it unless someone brings it up. Okay?”

      “That’ll have to do. Can I get back to my painting now?”

      I didn’t have much more to ask her, so I assented with a nod.

      Just as I was leaving, I received a message on my phone. It was from Tony, though he signed it Liam.

      Found something interesting! Told you I would. Possible killer? Call me. Liam.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When I met with Tony, I was prepared not to trust him. How could I after finding out how deceitful he was?

      We had agreed to meet in the Atrium Café. Compared to the last time I saw him when he’d been deflated and defeated after being caught, he looked to be in fine form. He was wearing a beautiful light gray gentleman’s outfit and had regained all of his confident swagger and then some, the memory of being tackled by an off-duty cop in a red dress completely forgotten.

      “Ah! Good morning! What an absolute pleasure to see you. I must say, you look radiant.”

      Now that I knew he was faking it, the falsity of his English accent seemed blindingly obvious.

      “You can drop the act. And the accent.”

      He leaned in furtively toward me. “I cannot!” he hissed. “I have to stay in character. I might slip up otherwise.”

      “Fine. I hope you’ve been practicing your knife and fork skills too, then.”

      He ignored that comment.

      “I’ve been researching my fellow RAJAA board members. And I found out something rather interesting.” He had a self-satisfied smirk on his face. The kind of look that said I’ve been doing your job for two minutes and I’m already doing it better than you.

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      “One of them’s a killer.”

      “Go on…”

      “Billy Bordstrum. He served five years in prison for murder two.”

      “He killed someone? Like, actually killed them, and went to prison for it?”

      “Yep.” Tony folded his arms in front of him and gave me an even smugger look than he’d already been managing. “He’s a convicted killer. And if he killed once…”

      Maybe he killed again.

      “What happened?”

      “It was about ten years ago, right at the end of his wrestling career. He got in a fight outside of a bar with some guy who thought he could take on a professional wrestler. It’s not unusual. But it turns out, the belligerent scoundrel wasn’t the tough man he thought he was. Billy gave him a couple of whacks and he fell to the ground. But he wasn’t just embarrassed and bruised, the beating caused a brain hemorrhage. The guy died on the street outside the bar before an ambulance even arrived. Billy claimed it was self-defense, but some of the witnesses say that he was partially responsible for instigating the fight. He ended up serving five years for it.”

      I sighed, wondering how I could’ve forgotten to look up my suspects online. I wouldn’t have found anything on Liam and would’ve assumed that was because he was British. And Billy had seemed so harmless, so incapable of using a delicate knife to kill someone. And the rest of them… must’ve slipped my mind due to work stress.

      Not because there was a constant, nagging fear about Ryan and Stone in the back of my mind. Not at all. I pushed that fear and sorrow far away and resolved to do some research into all the board members. Or better yet, I’d ask Ian to do it.

      “Do you think he and Darcy could have had a fight?”

      “They did have a fight, remember. At least a verbal one. At our first dinner.”

      “What exactly happened at that dinner?”

      I heard about the disagreement that occurred before, but I had a feeling I might get a more complete account from Tony now that I had busted his cover.

      “It started off friendly enough. We had a nice meal together and caught up with everything that had happened since the year before. I told them about my new country manor, and the shooting weekend I’d had with the Duke of—”

      “Tony? Save the lies for them. Get on with it.”

      “Sorry… Eventually, though, we got to talking books. Darcy wasn’t always the best people-person, and he decided to start teasing Billy. He started mocking Billy for listening to audiobooks instead of reading real paper and print books. Billy didn’t like that. He told Darcy to shut his mouth or he’d stuff it with the complete works of Jane Austen.”

      “Uh-oh…”

      “Darcy responded in kind. He said Billy clearly wouldn’t recognize any of the works of Jane Austen if they smacked him in the face since the lumbering oaf couldn’t read.”

      I couldn’t imagine saying something like that to a man the size of Billy Bordstrum. It sounded borderline suicidal.

      “Then what happened?”

      “Darcy’s insults set Liz off—she’s very protective of her uncle. She started telling Darcy that he was showing profound ignorance, and that actually audiobooks were just as valid a reading method as paperbacks. She began to give a kind of lecture about different forms of input, but Darcy wasn’t interested. He said that she wasn’t a teacher there, that he wasn’t one of her unfortunate pupils, and she should shut her pretty little mouth right up.”

      “That wasn’t very nice.”

      “It was most ungentlemanly behavior. Billy thought so too. He’s just as protective of his niece as she is of him. He told Darcy he would pile drive him through the floor if he didn’t shut up immediately. I would do an impression, but I don’t think anyone can do an impression of Billy’s voice. But you know how deep it is. And when he’s threatening it’s like… I don’t know, it’s like being threatened not by a man as such, but by a volcano or some other massive force of nature. His threat just seemed to hang in the air.”

      “Then?”

      “After that, everyone went silent. It was deafening. We were all terrified that he meant it. But Billy didn’t do anything. He just got up and left. It ruined the rest of the evening though. To say we were all subdued after that outburst was an understatement.”

      “And then the next day, Darcy was dead.”

      “That’s right.” Tony gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Look, I’m afraid I’ve got to go now. I’ve arranged a nice free luncheon for myself and I don’t want to be late. I’ve got to get changed first.”

      “I told you to stop gatecrashing events at the Tremonte.”

      Tony opened his mouth in a display of shock, slighted at my implication that he wasn’t following our agreement.

      “It’s not at the Tremonte. That’s why I’ve got to go now.” He stood up, and then gave me a wink. “See you later, Detective.”

      “There’s no such thing as a free lunch!” I called after him as he hurried away. He turned and gave me an enigmatic smile before continuing on his way.

      His talk of lunch reminded me that I was due for some refueling too. I glanced at the time on my phone. Perfect. It was precisely cupcake o’clock.
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        * * *

      

      In the end, I decided to make a brunch of it and treated myself to a club sandwich and a cupcake. I told myself it wasn’t really that extravagant since it was basically two meals in one.

      I’d also been waiting until the next RAJAA event started. There was an extra dance workshop that afternoon to prepare for the Grand Ball the following day. I arrived in the ballroom shortly before the class was supposed to begin. Although it was a large room, it was never hard to spot Billy Bordstrum since he was the size of an Indian elephant. Billy and Liz were huddled together near the door, talking to each other before the workshop began.

      “Hi!” I said as brightly as possible.

      They both greeted me cordially but without overt friendliness.

      “Billy? Could I have a word?” I glanced at Liz and then back at him. “In private?”

      Billy gave a small nod to his niece.

      “I’ll go and freshen up before class.” Liz gave a little wave to her uncle before leaving the two of us.

      “What is it?” asked Billy, his voice so deep and low it felt somewhat like an avalanche as he towered over me.

      I wasn’t going to be intimidated though.

      “Billy, I’ve heard about your history. About your time in prison. For killing someone.”

      He stared at me with such intensity that I took a step back.

      “That was a long time ago.” He took a step toward me to match the one I had taken in retreat. “And he deserved it.”

      I gulped.

      “What about Darcy? Did he deserve to die too?”

      “Yeah, as a matter of fact, he did.”

      I found myself glancing around me to make sure that avenues of escape were clear.

      “But I didn’t do it. If I had, there would’ve been a lot more broken bones. You get me?”

      “It doesn’t look good, Billy. People saw you threatening him the night before he died.”

      He put his hands together and interlocked the fingers, stretching them out. I wondered if he did that before wrestling matches.

      “Look, one of the reasons I come to events like this is to help manage my temper. Surrounding myself with a bunch of book nerds helps keep me calm. It’s better than being in a bar, right?”

      “I guess.” I wasn’t quite sure where he was going with this explanation.

      “I don’t come here to fight. When Darcy started trying to get under my skin, I just left the dinner. I wasn’t going to let him get to me.”

      “The murder happened the next day.”

      “I know.” He flexed his hands again, and then crouched down, speaking into my ear in a rumbling low voice, “Look, it wasn’t me. And I can prove it.” He stood back up straight again

      “Yeah? Why didn’t you do that before then?”

      “Because I didn’t want Liz to be disappointed.”

      “Disappointed?”

      “Yeah. I was somewhere a bit, you know, sleazy. Somewhere a schoolteacher like Liz wouldn’t approve of. Do you get what I mean?”

      I could hazard a guess, but I could think of at least four kinds of establishments in Vegas that fit the euphemism.

      “I need a bit more than that if I’m going to believe your alibi, Billy.”

      He folded his thick arms in front of his chest.

      “Fine. I was in a place called the Peacock Club, though I’m sure you don’t—”

      “The strip club? Yeah, I know it.”

      His head leaned forward as if he was reassessing me. “Oh. That’s right.”

      “What?”

      “I remember now. There was a Tiffany named on the poster for the show on Friday.” A little smile sneaked onto his face. “How many jobs do you have?”

      “That’s not me! I work in a casino and as a detective.”

      “Oh,” Billy said, sounding slightly disappointed. “Anyway, I was there until about three in the morning the night Darcy was murdered.”

      “I’ll check it out. They’ve got cameras everywhere, and I know someone who works there. If your alibi checks out, I can prove it.”

      “Good,” Billy said with enough satisfaction that I believed him immediately. “Then you’ll have all the proof you need that what happened to Darcy had nothing to do with me. Even if he did deserve it. People like that always get what’s coming to them anyway. That’s what I tell myself. It’s Karma. When I get really annoyed at someone, and they deserve a comeuppance, I tell myself that it doesn’t have to be me that dishes it out. Let nature take its course. Karma will come on its own schedule. You get me?”

      So Billy was a karmic philosopher as well. Great.

      “I understand what you mean.”

      “Can you do me a favor though, don’t tell Liz, will you? She would be disappointed in me if she found out I was there. She looks up to me, you know.”

      “Fine. I’ll keep it quiet unless it needs to be brought up.”

      “That’ll have to do.”

      How many different secrets had people asked me to keep now? I couldn’t keep track.

      “Enjoy your dance class. I’ll let you get back to practicing. It looks like Liz is on her way back in.”

      I gave Liz a polite smile on the way out. As soon as I was outside, I went to find a quiet place to call my contact at the Peacock Club and see if his alibi checked out. I had a feeling it would. Just like everybody else’s seemed to.

      More and more of my suspects were proving to me that it couldn’t be them. Who did I have left now? There was Ellie, Liz, Beth, and Hetty and Betty, who were yet to provide me with a convincing alibi.

      And there was still always the chance that Hetty and Betty’s theory of a hired contract killer might turn out to be right. But none of the JAFAA board members struck me as the type who would have the necessary contacts in the underworld. No, one of them must have done it by their own hand.

      But I couldn’t pin it on any of them.

      Not yet at least.

      And the clock was ticking and my time was running out.
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      My investigations that afternoon were curtailed when I got a call from work. My other work, that is, at the Treasury Casino where I worked as a dealer.

      Considering I hadn’t been getting as many shifts as I usually did, the call was a welcome one. They asked me to come in early that evening and work a shift starting in the late afternoon until midnight.

      I left the Tremonte and went home to get ready for work. I showered and with welcome relief changed into my black casino dealer’s uniform. I’d been beginning to think of my Regency dress as another kind of uniform, and it was a much less comfortable one than what I wore for dealing blackjack.

      With plenty of time to spare, I took a leisurely stroll to The Treasury, puzzling over my case while I walked. I texted Ian to look up our suspects online, just in case he found something there, and then I refocused on what I’d learned so far. No matter how I looked at the case though, I couldn’t quite figure out who it was I needed to shift my attention to.

      When I arrived, I put my personals into a locker and got ready for my shift to begin.

      “Excuse me?” said a voice I had not been looking forward to hearing again.

      It was Stella Smithfield from The Treasury’s HR department. Her voice sent a chill down my spine.

      Last time I spoke to her, I’d been in trouble for making mistakes at the dealer’s table. But I didn’t think I’d made any mistakes lately. In fact, I’d barely had enough work to make any mistakes.

      “Would you come with me?”

      I checked the time and saw I still had a few minutes to spare.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Stella laughed as if I’d told her a joke and started walking away. I guess that answered that question. I trailed along behind her as we walked over to the HR office.

      Stella led me into a room that wasn’t entirely unlike a police interview room, and sat down on one side of a table, gesturing for me to sit on the other. I looked around for an audio recorder or a two-way mirror but couldn’t spot either.

      I sat down and raised my eyebrows at her telling her so, what do you want? without opening my mouth. She smiled back at me and with unusually mean satisfaction I noticed she had maroon lipstick all over her front teeth.

      “Last time I asked you here, it was to give you a warning. Do you remember?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “I’m afraid it isn’t good news this time either.”

      As far as I knew, I hadn’t done anything wrong. I couldn’t think of any possible reason to have been called in unless a mistake had been made somewhere along the time.

      “What have I done?”

      “It has been brought to my attention that you’ve been working at another casino. This is against the Treasury’s company policy. Dealers are not allowed to work at competing casinos.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I think you’ve got that wrong. I haven’t been working for another casino. No way. I don’t have time, for starters.”

      “Are you sure? A little birdie told me that you’ve been working at the Tremonte. Do you want to reconsider what you just told me?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. You know I have a business, right? A private detective agency? I’m working a case at the moment, and a lot of it requires me to be at the Tremonte. But I’m not working for them. I’m working for a Jane Austen club.”

      The woman pursed her lips, looking slightly annoyed. She seemed to be the kind of person who didn’t like to be wrong about anything. The kind of person who didn’t believe they even could be wrong about anything, in fact.

      “But if your work is in the Tremonte, then I really think you may be right on the edge of crossing the line. Don’t you?”

      “No, I don’t. I don’t work for them, they don’t pay me, and I have no boss there. I do not work at the Tremonte.”

      I was tempted to get up and walk out right then and there, but I didn’t think it would go down very well. While my detective work had been taking off lately, I did like having the security of this job as a backup. And it was usually pretty fun, too. When I wasn’t being harassed by HR.

      “Our rule forbidding dealers from working at other casinos was only recently introduced. And we expect all of our workers to comply. Do you intend to comply, Ms. Black?”

      “Yes, of course. That’s fine. I will comply. I am complying. Is there anything else?”

      Stella slowly shook her head to herself and muttered under her breath, “Working in the Tremonte, even if she’s not working for the Tremonte…” Stella was speaking to herself now and didn’t seem to be looking for a direct response. She really didn’t want to be wrong.

      “Not working for the Tremonte,” I echoed, emphasizing the important part.

      She shook her head again, as if it was all too complicated to understand.

      “You can take this as a warning then. No working for other casinos.”

      “A warning? But I haven’t done anything!”

      “We’ll call it an unofficial warning then. I won’t put it in your file. I’ll put it in the other comments section.”

      “If you do that, make sure you write down that I’m not working at the Tremonte.” I frowned as I realized the mistake I’d made. “I mean, I’m not working for the Tremonte. Okay?”

      “Yes, all right. But remember, no working for other casinos. Now, shouldn’t you be on the floor?”

      “I’m on my way,” I said, rising to my feet and exiting the room as fast as I could.

      While I walked over to my table, I took several deep breaths to try and calm myself. I hadn’t done anything wrong, but Stella had got me worked up and feeling like I had.

      There’s nothing worse than being accused or suspected of something you didn’t do. Maybe that’s how some of the people I had been investigating felt. But no, I was always careful to be a lot nicer than that awful HR woman was. Wasn’t I? And anyway, I didn’t accuse people of doing things. I merely asked questions until the truth was revealed.

      The dealer I was replacing smiled when she saw me, and quickly cleaned up and clapped out. I knew she was one of the new girls, and her enthusiasm and infectious smile rubbed off on me. By the time I got to dealing cards, I’d managed to calm down and was feeling quite good again.

      The evening’s work started off breezy and continued that way. For the whole evening, I seemed to attract groups of happy vacationers who made low-stakes bets, but had high-stakes fun while they did it. There aren’t many things better than making happy people even happier, and collecting a few tips while you did it.

      As the night wore on, and my finish time of midnight approached, I saw someone hovering not too far away from me, glancing in my direction. It was Nanna.

      While I’m almost always glad to see Nanna, while I was working at the casino was one of the few times when I wasn’t. Please don’t come over here, I thought to myself.

      Last time Nanna had come over to my table while I was dealing it had gotten me into big trouble with Stella Smithfield in HR.

      I was grateful that Nanna seemed to remember. She didn’t come to the table, and just mimed an eating motion at me, and then tapped her wrist. I figured she meant she wanted to have dinner, or breakfast, or whatever meal you call it, after I was done.

      I flashed a smile her way and got back to dealing cards.

      “Blackjack!”

      I grinned at yet another happy customer, and the night continued to fly by.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Nanna and I were sitting in a booth in one of her favorite late-night restaurants.

      “I didn’t get you in trouble this time, did I?” Nanna asked anxiously.

      I shook my head. “Nope. Not you. But that horrible woman, Stella, from HR seems to have it in for me. Today she accused me of working for the Tremonte and told me it was against the rules. Apparently, we’re not supposed to work at two different casinos.”

      “But you don’t work there.”

      “Don’t I know it.” I tapped at the menu, going down the list while I made my selection. I settled on a combo with waffles, bacon, and eggs. “Trying to make her understand that was like trying to teach Bridget how to read Dutch.”

      Nanna laughed. “I’ve got some good news to cheer you up. I found a new costume supply shop.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked suspiciously. This news hadn’t cheered me up. In fact, it was making me a little nervous.

      “Yes! You don’t want to be wearing that same dress again tomorrow, do you?”

      “You mean the one I’ve been wearing all week? Yeah, I am getting a bit fed up with it. But it’s the last day tomorrow. I think I can put up with it for one more day.”

      “I’m sure you could. You do look lovely in it. But tomorrow is the Grand Ball, I think we need something a little more glamorous, something that’ll really make us shine.”

      “I’m pretty sure that what I’ve been wearing is ostentatious enough.”

      “It’s not bad, but it’s a little common, don’t you think? It’s more of a day dress. Tomorrow we should be dripping with jewels and flouncing around like princesses.”

      I giggled. The idea of dripping with jewels did have a certain appeal.

      “I’m not sure whether I should even go to the Grand Ball though. Especially if I haven’t solved the case yet. At the moment all I seem to be doing is eliminating suspects.”

      “Well, I’m not going on my own, so you have to come. Ian too. And Emily. It’ll be fun. Now, why don’t you catch me up on where you are with your case, dear? Sometimes talking through things can help you clarify your thoughts. Put everything in a fresh light.”

      That was true. What was also true was that Nanna might be able to give me some interesting new insight. She wouldn’t make a bad detective if she weren’t retired already.

      We ordered our breakfasts, and I caught Nanna up on all the developments and conversations I’d had since last time I filled her in. By the time I was done telling her everything new, and rehashing everything that had happened before, our meals and arrived and we were halfway through eating them.

      Nanna put her knife and fork down on the plate. “There’s something I’m not quite sure I understand…”

      “Oh?”

      The way Nanna had said it, I suspected that she did understand but had spotted something I hadn’t. I’d done enough thinking about the case that I couldn’t imagine what I might have missed.

      “This Liam… Tony. His alibi is that he was at some dolphin charity event on Saturday, right?”

      “Yep. And according to security, there’s video footage of him there pretty much the entire time. Unless he hired a killer…” I shook my head at the ludicrousness of it. I’d had enough of thinking about hired killers.

      “And Darcy was killed on Saturday, yes?”

      “Yep, that’s right. He was killed—”

      My jaw dropped open. It was obvious. So, so obvious. How had I missed it? The con man had bamboozled both Ian and me.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      “If you were about to tell me that his alibi was a lie, then yeah, you were. Darcy was murdered on Saturday all right, but it was very early on Saturday morning. Whereas that charity event was on Saturday night. He gave us an alibi for the wrong date, but he was so smooth when he did it that I didn’t even realize!”

      Sometimes the most obvious things could slip right by if you didn’t keep paying attention. And I thought I had been paying attention.

      “So,” said Nanna, “he’s a proven liar. But do you think he’s a killer?”
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      That night I slept poorly, sleep interrupted by dreams of a con man who kept switching between British and New York accents. Then I dreamed of Ryan, dressed in a Bingley outfit while hiding under a table waving a gun. The dreams were confused and messy, and throughout the night I started awake and drifted off back to sleep again, and again.

      When I finally woke up for the day, I was bleary-eyed, and it was Ian hammering at my door that got me out of bed. I pulled it open to see him looking especially fresh and dapper, in his full Bingley outfit, complete with the gentleman’s cane, which he rapped annoyingly on the floor, and an eager smile on his face.

      “Come on! Come on! It’s driving lesson time!”

      I did not have the energy for it.

      “I need coffee. I need cupcakes. Go get them while I get dressed.”

      I pushed the door shut in his puppy-dog face and went to shower and get dressed.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I was back in my regency dress, feeling a little bit sad. It would be the last day I wore it, and it wouldn’t even be a full one. Later, Nanna was going to provide me with the new ball gown she’d mentioned. The Jane Austen convention had been pretty interesting, apart from the murder case putting a damper on things. That, and some of the board members being from another planet.

      When Ian returned, he still seemed remarkably chipper. This time, he was clutching a brown bag full of cupcakes in one hand, and a cardboard cup carrier containing two large coffees for us. I managed to be a little nicer when I let him in this time. We both went to sit down at the table and eat our breakfast.

      “I got some good news yesterday!”

      “Oh yeah?” I took a big bite from a caramel-topped cupcake and closed my eyes while I listened.

      “Yeah. Sally fired our counselor!” Ian took a big sip of his coffee, letting out a long satisfied ahh. “I’d been hoping it would happen. I mean, that session had actually been a lot better than most of them. The counselor was very impressed when she learned how I was taking control of my life by getting control of my finances again. She said it showed I was very mature, and very handsome.”

      I opened my eyes again. “She said what?”

      “She said I was a very impressive young man. You know, when we first started going to see her, I hated it. But I think if Sally hadn’t fired her, I could have come around. She said I had intelligent eyes. Do you think so?” He leaned in toward me so I could check.

      “Oh, yeah. Real perceptive.”

      Ian flashed a happy grin.

      “But what’s done is done, and now our relationship counseling is just that—done. Good, huh?”

      “It certainly cheered you up.”

      From what Ian had just told me, I had a good inclination that I knew why Sally had fired the counselor. It wasn’t because she was fed up with counseling. It was because she was worried the counselor was more interested in Ian than she was in solving their problems.

      “How old was your counselor?”

      “I don’t know. Pretty old. Thirty?”

      Thirty isn’t old!

      “Ian, do you know how old I am?”

      He put a hand to his mouth and looked at me in surprise. “I didn’t say really old. Just, you know… a little bit old…” He bit down on a cupcake to fill his mouth and stop himself from digging any further.

      It wouldn’t be too many years until Ian was thirty himself. We’d see if he thought it was old then.

      “I’ve got some bad news, Ian. I was talking to Nanna last night, and she pointed out something we overlooked.”

      He hummed but kept his mouth, which was still full of cupcake, carefully closed.

      “Liam’s—I mean Tony’s—alibi checked out. The problem is, he gave us the wrong day.”

      “Saturday?” he said after swallowing.

      “That’s right,” I confirmed. “But the murder happened on Saturday morning. Darcy was killed between one and two in the morning. But the alibi Tony had us check out was for that night. He bamboozled us.”

      “That lying…”

      “I know.”

      “Still, that’s what I always say. You should never trust a Brit.”

      “I’ve never heard you say that before. Anyway, he wasn’t a Brit. He’s a New Yorker. And you’re being prejudiced.”

      “Fine. Never trust a fake Brit, then.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. It was the dumbest bit of wisdom I’d heard all day. Still, there was plenty of time for more.

      “Oh! I forgot to tell you. Last night, I checked up on all the social media accounts of the board members,” Ian said, changing the topic to one he was significantly more knowledgeable about.

      “What did you find?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What? Nothing? Nothing at all?”

      He sipped some more coffee before replying. “More specifically, nothing interesting or relevant to our case. No clues.”

      “Shame. A confession would have been handy.”

      Ian laughed at my joke.

      “Yeah. But there wasn’t one. I think we need to talk to them all in person again.”

      I reluctantly agreed that he was right. Sometimes it would be nice if I could just get the information I needed without having to talk to the slightly nutty board members. But we were out of luck this time. We had to get back there in person.

      “Come on.” I stood up. “Let’s get this drive over with. Unless you’d rather walk to the Tremonte today?”

      If it had been just me, I would have. But there was no way Ian was going to let me escape the driving lesson.

      “I’ve got to hurry up and get good at driving. I didn’t tell Sally that I fired the instructor yet.”

      “She fired you, remember?”

      Ian waved it away. “Whatever. Come on. I’m ready to race.”

      “We do not race in my car, Ian.”

      “Demolition derby then! Come on!”
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        * * *

      

      Despite how nervous his words had made me before we set off, his driving wasn’t all that bad this time. Maybe he had learned something in the last few days.

      Ian managed to keep his hands on the steering wheel, and his eyes mostly on the road. He signaled at the right times, and he even checked the mirrors before changing lanes, after one or two gentle reminders.

      “I think I’m a very good driver,” he announced as we pulled into the Tremonte.

      “Just like everyone else.”

      “What? Most of them are terrible!”

      “That may be true, Ian, but I guarantee you every one of them thinks they’re a better-than-average driver.”

      Ian pulled into a space, managing to park the car directly above the line that divided two different parking spots.

      “That math doesn’t make sense. At least half of them have to be below average. That’s just basic arithmetic.”

      “Exactly. Now, do you want to straighten up the car a bit? I think you’re over the line.”

      “So what? There’s a ton of empty ones.”

      “That may be true now, but they’re going to fill up later. And you need the practice anyway. Now, put the car in reverse and let’s try again.”

      “You’re just as bad as the last teacher,” he muttered under his breath.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing,” he said cheerfully as he began to back us out of the space.
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        * * *

      

      When we stepped through the front doors of the Tremonte, we both paused in the lobby, as our phones received messages at seemingly the exact same time. We both stared down at our screens. Ian reacted first.

      “Sally has found us a new counselor,” he said, the energy seeming to drain out of him as he spoke. “And this time it’s a guy.”

      “Maybe you’ll get along with this one too. But right now, we’ve got to go and see Ellie Silver again. She’s called us to a meeting with the whole Board of Directors, apparently…”

      “Is that a good thing?” he asked me.

      “I don’t think it is. Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      This was the last day of the convention, and there were no major events going on in the daytime. There was a final dance workshop that afternoon, but apart from that, everyone was just gearing up for the big ball that evening. As we walked through the convention center, we realized we were the only people dressed up in Regency costume that day.

      Before we walked into the meeting room, I was feeling pretty positive. I had some good new information to work with, and both Ian and I were dressed up in our outfits. That, at the very least, should have kept Ellie at least somewhat happy. She had been annoyed at Ian wearing a suit instead of costume last time she saw him.

      When we entered the meeting room, I knew my optimism had been misplaced. The atmosphere was so chilly it was like walking into a morgue.

      “Good morning, everyone!” I tried to sound cheerful.

      Almost the entire RAJAA board sat along one side of the meeting table. It took me a few seconds to realize what was wrong with them. None of them were dressed in Regency outfits. Ian and I stood out like sore thumbs. The rest of them were dressed in casual jeans, slacks, blouses, and dresses.

      What was going on?

      “Don’t bother to sit,” Ellie announced.

      Ian’s hand had been hovering over one of the chairs on the empty side of the table. He put it back down by his side.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “You’re fired. Immediately.”

      I gulped.

      “What about me?” Ian asked.

      Ellie gave him a confused look. “I didn’t even know you were working.”

      “What’s going on?” I repeated. “What happened?”

      “You’ve been a great disappointment, and your grand act of betrayal was the final straw. We’ll pay your bill up to, and including, the close of business yesterday. I expect a full report of what you uncovered up to that time. But you are not to bill us for any further hours, and you are not to take any further action. Do you understand?”

      “No.” I put my hands on my hips and gave her an angry stare. “I don’t understand. What are you talking about? What act of betrayal?”

      I ran my eyes over the rest of the board members. All of them had serious, steely looks in their eyes, and none of them seemed to be showing me any support.

      The closest I got to a gesture of solidarity was from the one person I didn’t want it from: Liam—Tony—flicked one corner of his mouth up in an embarrassed wince in my direction, as if to say he had nothing to do with this. But then his mouth fell as quickly as it had risen and his stony look returned.

      “You uncovered a grave crime that you did not report to the Board! I asked you to provide me with regular status reports, and you didn’t. But what you uncovered was beyond a status report. You should have called me immediately.” She slapped both hands down on the table. “Immediately.”

      “What I uncovered? What exactly do you mean?” I had uncovered so many different things and been asked to keep so many different secrets by the board members I wasn’t quite sure which particular new-found fact she was referring to.

      My first inclination would have been that it was “Liam,” but he didn’t seem to be in any particular trouble. I ran my eyes over the board again and realized one of them was missing.

      Beth.

      “You discovered that Beth Appleton had not read any of Jane Austen’s books. Despite her being on the Board of Directors of the Real American Jane Austen Association. Her existence on the board delegitimized our entire organization! We live, breathe, and die Austen. And to have been infiltrated by a lying little snake who pretended to share our love for Austen’s prose is an absolute travesty! I doubt there has ever been so shameful an event in the history of any organization dedicated to the works of Jane Austen.” Ellie frowned in thought. “Or possibly any organization in existence!”

      “She asked me to keep it a secret,” I said lamely.

      The board members glanced toward each other. I glared at Hettie and Betty. I was pretty sure they had spilled the beans. Neither of them met my gaze.

      “Even I listen to the books at least,” Billy rumbled in a voice so deep I could feel it in my own chest. “She could have done that.”

      “She’s the worst of the worst,” Liz said.

      “Tiffany asked us to keep it a secret, but we couldn’t, could we?” Hetty said.

      “We couldn’t,” Betty said. “It was just too big of a scandal.”

      This was ridiculous. They were all overreacting as far as I was concerned.

      “Look, I’m not the one who didn’t read the books, okay? I’m investigating the murder of Darcy. Something you all don’t seem to be taking as seriously as the fact that one of your board members was behind on her summer reading. You’re blowing what she did out of all proportion by wanting to fire me.”

      “We don’t think so,” Ellie said primly. The other board members shook their heads at me.

      I knew I was close to getting to the bottom of this mystery. I just needed to gather some more evidence about Tony. But I couldn’t very well go blurting everything out in front of the whole board.

      “Look, Ellie, I was actually going to tell you about Beth this morning,” I lied breezily. “But there’s something else I need to tell you about her. Something I can’t say in front of the whole board. And, I have another piece of evidence to show you. Please, could we just have a couple of minutes alone, just the two—I mean three—of us?”

      “Fine,” Billy Bordstrum said, apparently speaking on the others’ behalf.

      When you were his size, you could do things like that. There were mutterings of agreement from those beside him.

      “I suppose so,” Ellie said. “Ladies and gentlemen? Could you give us a moment?”

      The board members stood and filed out of the room one by one.

      “What is it? What do you have to say for yourself?” Ellie asked once the door was closed again.

      “The reason I didn’t tell you about Beth, and many other secrets I’ve uncovered, is because I didn’t want to disrupt the investigation. I feared that if I told you about Beth, then what has just happened, would happen. She’d be kicked out, and I wouldn’t be able to follow up on her. She isn’t the only one I’ve found secrets on.”

      I held up a hand to stop Ellie who was about to interject. “Don’t worry. The other board members have all read the books. It’s nothing about that. It’s personal secrets that I’ve uncovered. But I’m telling you, I’m this close—” I held up my thumb and forefinger an inch apart “—to uncovering the truth. I know it. The killer is on your board, but they can’t be alerted yet. I need you to help me, by letting them think that it had something to do with Beth, and that that’s what I’m working on. I don’t even care if you don’t pay me for today’s work, I just want to finish this investigation. I can’t let the killer go free. Let me just spend this last day with RAJAA, and if I don’t solve the case, you can kick me out and give me the worst reference you want.”

      “How can I trust you?”

      Ian, being Bingley, rapped his cane on the floor.

      “Have you no sense of propriety or honor? A lady’s word should always be taken as honorable.”

      Ellie leaned back in her chair, slowly nodding.

      “You do have a point…”

      “I swear I shall be true to my word, my lady,” I said to Ellie. “On my honor, I shall not let you down again.”

      Ellie smiled in approval at my roleplaying.

      “Fine. You can stay at the convention today. And at the end of it all, I want to know everything that you found out—all of the so-called secrets that you’re still hiding from me. Whether you find the killer or not. And if you do find Darcy’s murderer, we’ll pay you for today as well. Okay?”

      “You should be offering her double after you besmirched her name,” said Ian. I wanted to smile but managed not to.

      “Thank you, Ellie. We’ll see you later at the ball. Come on, Mr. Bingley. The conclusion of our investigation awaits.”
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        * * *

      

      Ian and I headed back to the lobby of the Tremonte to confer away from possible eavesdropping RAJAA board members.

      “That was a disaster,” I said to him. “We need to find some evidence to link Liam to the crime. Any ideas?”

      “Yes. Let’s break into his room and see what we can find. Maybe there’ll be evidence in there.”

      That wasn’t a bad idea at all. The only problem being that I didn’t exactly want to be bashing down doors in Jack’s hotel. We’d have to do it through the proper channels.

      “Let’s see if Jack’s around.”
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later, Ian and I were sitting on sofas in the lobby, staring at our phones, bored out of our minds. After the excitement earlier, we had been all gung-ho about searching Liam’s room and uncovering some evidence.

      Jack had given us permission and programmed a keycard I could use to unlock Tony’s door. But we couldn’t go in and search until the man himself left the room. He had returned to his room after the board meeting that morning and not left it since.

      The security office had an alert set on his door, so as soon as the keycard was removed from the slot by the door, and the room was empty, they would know. And as soon as they knew, they were going to let us know. But now, four hours later, it still hadn’t happened. It looked like Liam was planning to spend the whole day up there. He hadn’t even come down for lunch, instead ordering room service, as security helpfully informed us.

      “We’re going to have to go and collect Nanna and our costumes for this evening soon.” I said.

      “Yeah.” Ian perked up. “We’ll be able to search his room once the ball starts, won’t we? He’ll have to leave then.”

      “Yeah, he will. But that’s going to make it our last hope. If we don’t find anything up there, how are we going to solve the case?”

      “I’m sure we’ll find something in his room. And even if we don’t, we’ll still have the whole night in the ballroom to do some final investigations.”

      “And what if they don’t go anywhere?”

      “They will. You always solve your cases. I have the utmost confidence in you.”

      He had gone from we’ll solve it to you’ll solve it pretty swiftly.

      “That’s nice to hear. Thank you.”

      I just wish that I had the same confidence that he did.

      While we sat waiting, I pulled up the RAJAA website on my phone and began going through some old photo galleries. There were pictures from each of the seven years, with many familiar faces.

      I flicked through pictures of competition winners, people playing bowls and painting, showing off their antiques, and sitting in a make-shift movie theater as they watched the TV dramatizations of Austen’s books.

      One picture in particular caught my eye because it featured so many familiar faces. Poor, dead, Darcy was front and center, in a full-on Pride and Prejudice Darcy costume, complete with tails and top hat. Beside him stood an Elizabeth who I knew—Parker, who had been at the dinner I went to for Elizabeth competition winners. Darcy was glancing down at her, an almost flirtatious look in his eyes. She, however, was staring at the camera, oblivious to his wolfish stare.

      Behind Darcy and Parker was Billy Bordstrum, towering over them and blocking out a lot of the scene behind them. It looked to me like they were at last year’s Grand Ball. Next to Billy, just a little behind and to the side of Parker, stood Betty and Hetty, who both had dark frowns on their faces. They must not have heard the cameraman’s demand to smile—or maybe they thought a photographer wasn’t authentic enough.

      I flicked through more of the pictures, going through each of the years. They were interesting, but none of them jumped out at me as something that would help solve Darcy’s murder.

      What I really needed were some pictures from that early Saturday morning. But there weren’t any of those.

      Another hour later, with Tony still in ‘Liam’s’ room, it was time for us to leave and meet Nanna.

      “I’m sure by the time we arrive for the ball, he’ll be out of his room,” Ian said confidently.

      “I hope you’re right. Come on. Let’s go get Nanna.”

      “I’ll drive,” Ian announced happily as we walked out the doors of the Tremonte.

      Reluctantly, I agreed.

      The one good thing about Ian driving was that at least it would wake me up. The massive jolt of adrenaline that I would get during the journey over would make sure of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      When we got to Mom’s house, Nanna had all our clothing ready to go. She’d been to the costume supply store and made the sartorial decisions for each of us.

      For Ian, she had hired an even more formal suit than the one he’d been wearing up until now. The new, flashier number consisted of a black jacket, a bright white shirt, and an off-white cravat-scarf thing tied around his neck. He also had a cream waistcoat, and similarly light trousers which tucked into a pair of boots.

      For me, Nanna had rented a beautiful light pink ball gown, which was heavier than the dress I’d been wearing all week. It hung to just an inch or two above the floor.

      Nanna herself was dressed in a gorgeous forest green gown, wearing some of her fanciest jewelry to go along with it, including a beautiful diamond necklace.

      “We’re going to look like a beautiful set of princesses,” Nanna announced.

      “And one prince,” Ian said. “Right?”

      Nanna looked him over contemplatively. “If you insist.”

      “What about Mom? Did you persuade her to join us?”

      “No, she’s being a stick in the mud. She says she’s never read any Austen books and she wouldn’t fit in at the ball. I told her she could just pretend, like that Beth woman, but she wasn’t interested.”

      “Oh well. Just the three of us then. Do you mind if we get going, Nanna? I know we’re early, but Ian and I are hoping to get a little bit of work done when we arrive back at the Tremonte.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Some breaking and entering if we can get away with it. We just need to wait for the room’s occupant to leave.”

      “Is it your fake Brit?”

      I grinned at Nanna. “That’s the one. Come on.”

      Ian allowed me to drive this time, claiming that it wasn’t regency appropriate for him to drive. I kept the fact that it was even less appropriate for a Regency woman to drive either to myself.

      Just as we arrived, I received a text message from the security officer that Jack had assigned to assist me. He was letting me know that the room had been vacated. Tony/Liam was out of his room and we now had a chance to search it before the ball began.

      “Will you be all right on your own for a little while, Nanna? I think you can go into the ballroom if you like. Maybe you can arrange our seating.”

      “I’ll be fine, dear. Don’t worry about me. And you’ll be pleased to know our seating is already arranged, I booked us a table next to the dance floor.” Something caught Nanna’s eye behind me, and she paused speaking and began waving. “Emily!”

      I turned to look, and sure enough, Emily had just walked in the front doors of the Tremonte, wearing a beautiful lilac gown.

      “Hi guys,” Emily said as she approached us, a happy, anticipatory smile on her face. “How’s it going?”

      “Great. Can you keep Nanna out of trouble? Ian and I have something to do.”

      “Sure thing.” Emily caught the expression on my face and figured out that whatever it was we were about to do was related to my case. “And good luck.”

      As Ian and I walked toward the elevator bank which would whisk us up to Tony’s hotel room, we saw the man himself exiting one of them. He was dressed in an outfit just like Ian’s, jauntily swinging a cane through the air as he strode down the hallway and then off in the direction of the convention center.

      Ian and I stopped and watched him from a distance before resuming our short walk to the elevators. He hadn’t seen us, but it was good to have visual confirmation that the faker and probable murderer had left his room.

      When he was finally out of sight, we rode the elevator in nervous silence. In my hand, I clutched the key card that Jack had given me that would open his door.

      It wasn’t my first time breaking in somewhere—if you could even call it breaking-in when I had a key card—but I still always got the jitters before I did so. I chalked it up to my underlying goodness.

      When we got to the room, I held the key up to the lock, and the door whirred and clicked as it unsealed. We walked inside, and I put the key card into the holder by the door to turn on the lights in the room. The lights automatically came on, illuminating the scene before us.

      The room was one of the smaller ones the hotel offered, and I was thankful he hadn’t booked a large suite that would take forever to search.

      “It’s very clean,” Ian said with a note of approval in his tone.

      The bed was perfectly made up, there was no garbage or clutter lying around, and the personal possessions he did have out were neatly arranged on the desk near the window. They seemed to consist of a couple of notebooks, some pens, and a whole stack of what seemed to be invitations to various events.

      “He must have put everything else away.”

      “Yeah,” said Ian. He extended his arms and shook them as if loosening up for a serious athletic endeavor. “Let’s tear this place apart!”

      “No, Ian, let’s not tear this place apart. Let’s very carefully make a thorough examination of the room.”

      “Okay then,” he said with a disappointed sigh. “I’ll start with the closet.”

      “And I’ll start at the desk by the window.”

      While Ian went to work on one side of the room, I was on the other. The desk was a large wooden one with two drawers above a cupboard on the right-hand side. On the surface of the desk, I took a moment to go through the invitations that he had collected during his short time in Las Vegas. Mostly they were to charity events, including the dolphin fundraiser from the week before. He sure had been busy treating himself to free meals while he was here. It looked like there was an invitation for almost every evening.

      “Look at this!” shouted Ian. He’d found something already.

      I crossed the room to see what he had.

      “What have you got?”

      “Here, look. It was in this folder marked ‘travel.’ It’s his bus ticket! He leaves on Sunday. It’s a Greyhound ticket back to New York.”

      “I guess we know that he wasn’t lying about being from New York at least.” I looked at the ticket. “Sixty-four hours! That’s some bus ride.” I slipped the ticket back into the folder. “Anything else?”

      “Not yet. Going to keep looking.”

      I returned to the desk and began going through it. The top drawer contained a Bible, presumably not his, and nothing else. The second drawer down had a small wash bag in it. I opened it, to see that it contained several prescription medications. I pulled them out but could find nothing else of interest in the bag, so I put them back and zipped it back up again. Then it was on to the cupboard below.

      I pulled open the door and crouched down on the floor so that I could see what was inside. There was one shelf separating the top of the cupboard from the bottom. There, sitting all on its own on the center shelf was exactly what I had been hoping to find.

      “Ian! Get over here! Come on!”

      I reached inside and pulled it out. I was wearing the long gloves that were part of my costume, so I wasn’t worried about leaving fingerprints, but I held the thing carefully to try and avoid smudging any that may already be on there. What I withdrew, was a long, very narrow knife. A stiletto knife. It was ensconced in a narrow leather narrow sheath, which had a fitting so that it could be affixed to a belt.

      “It’s a knife,” said Ian.

      “Yes, that’s exactly what it is. And it’s the exact kind of knife that was used to murder Darcy.”

      I found a pair of disposable gloves in my handbag, slipped them on, and then reached for the stiletto knife. Withdrawing it gently from the sheath, I held it up to the light to see if I could find any evidence of the crime. The blade was shiny and silver, with no immediately visible streaks or stains on it.

      “He must have cleaned it.”

      “Looks like it. In fact, it looks unused.” I opened up my black tote bag again and pulled out a plastic bag from the bottom. I slid the knife back into its sheath, and put it inside the plastic bag, and then into my larger hold all, before slipping off my disposable gloves.

      “The ball must be about to begin. Let’s see if we can’t nab him there.”

      Before we took the elevator down, I called Jack to let him know what we had discovered.

      “Jack, we found what looks to be the murder weapon in Liam’s room. I’m on the way to the grand ballroom. We’re going to try and capture him there.”

      “Wait outside for me. I don’t want you going after him on your own. I’ll bring my security guys.”

      When we got downstairs, we walked across the lobby as fast as we could, through to the convention center, and up to the doors of the ballroom. Coming from the other direction I saw Jack, accompanied by two large security guards heading our way.

      I peeked into the room. It was almost full, and up on the stage were several of the RAJAA Board of Directors, including “Liam” himself. I glanced back toward Jack; he was nearly there. I looked back into the room. Tony had climbed to his feet and was walking toward the microphone that topped a stand at the front of the stage.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I am going to be your MC for the evening. My name is Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh. You might recognize me from a little television program called… oh, what was it again…” He looked up to the ceiling, pretending to try and remember. “That’s right. A television production called Pride and Prejudice.”

      The crowd broke out into uproarious laughter and a massive round of applause.

      Easy crowd, I thought. If you were willing to lie to them.

      “Tiff,” Jack said as he arrived, panting. “Is that him on the stage?”

      “Yep.”

      Jack nodded to the two security guards who were accompanying him. Immediately they marched into the room together, heading straight for the stage.

      This was going to be a ball to remember.

      “Come on,” I said to Ian and Jack.

      With me leading the way, and Ian and Jack following, we hurried after the two security guards.

      It was time to take down the man who called himself Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh.
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      The ballroom was packed. Three-quarters of the room was filled with round tables around which all the guests were sitting. The front section of the room was set up as a dancefloor.

      Jack’s security guards were walking briskly around the tables, heading for the stage at the front of the room. Liam was still up there, talking away, but none of us were paying attention to his speech.

      As the security guards reached the dance floor, I saw Liam glance down toward them and then lock onto them with wide eyes. The words he was saying into the microphone began to falter.

      “…enjoy the evening. We’ll… be dancing and… umm…”

      The security guards split up, each of them heading to the flight of stairs at each end of the stage. Liam glanced to his left, and then right, as he watched them ascending the stairs with determination.

      With Jack and Ian still right behind me, I headed for the center of the stage itself, below Liam.

      “Hurry up, dear.”

      I glanced to my right and saw that the final table we were passing was the one Nanna had reserved. Sitting next to her was Emily and there were several empty seats.

      “Won’t be a minute…”

      Hurrying past the table, I walked across the dance floor, feeling most of the eyes in the room staring at me and the two men right behind me. The people not watching me were watching the security guards crossing the stage to where Tony was standing, frozen in place, mouth agape.

      Finally, Tony got his voice back. But it wasn’t to continue his speech. “What’s going on?” he shouted into the microphone, the question clearly directed down at me. Behind him, Ellie Silver stood up from the chair she was sitting on, Liz Bordstrum doing the same and joining her. Neither of them looked happy.

      “You’re caught!” I shouted up to him on stage. “Give it up, Tony.”

      The two security guards arrived, each of them grabbing him by one of his arms. But Tony wasn’t going to go easily though. “Get off me!”

      The audience began to chatter in consternation.

      “Let him go! He’s an actor!” shouted someone from a table near the back.

      “He was on TV!”

      “He’s British!”

      But the guards didn’t let him go so he took matters into his own hands. In a move I hadn’t seen a grown man perform before, Tony let his entire weight drop to the ground as if he were a freshly dropped sack of potatoes. This maneuver pulled both security guards off balance and they toppled into each other, and Tony’s arms slipped from their grasp as he yanked them. He fell to the floor but started scrambling forward, hands latching on the edge of the stage right in front of me.

      The guards grabbed for him, but the fake Brit was already slithering off the edge of the stage. I stepped back so he wouldn’t land on me.

      Tony slid right off the front of the stage onto the floor, to the sounds of gasps from the audience surprised by this impromptu show. Immediately he started to get to his feet, but I wasn’t going to let him get away. Not after the week I had.

      It didn’t matter that I was dressed in a fancy ball gown. I stuck a knee into his back while Jack assisted by grabbing him by the back of his collar. The two guards he had just escaped on the stage hopped down to join us.

      “You’re not going anywhere!” Ian shouted at him before sticking his cane into his back to help hold him in place.

      “Why are you doing this? What happened?” Tony asked in winded consternation from the ballroom floor.

      “I found the knife in your room.”

      “Knife? That wasn’t my knife,” he said, his eyes darting around the room as he sought a way out.

      “Let me guess, Liam: it wasn’t your knife because it was New York Tony’s?”

      “No, no. It was… it was Betty’s knife. She gave it to me because she was worried she would look guilty if it were found. She said she heard it was the same kind of knife as the murder weapon. She bought it from one of the sellers at the antiques fair! And after she learned it was similar to the weapon, she got upset.”

      “I don’t believe you. It’s your knife. It would be too much of a coincidence otherwise.”

      “It’s true! Ask them! Maybe the killer sold it at the antiques fair!”

      “You don’t seem stupid to me. If Betty felt nervous about the knife, surely you’d realize it was an issue too?”

      He was silent for a moment, and I knew I’d got him. Then he said, “No. It wasn’t like that. I had to keep it for her.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “And why was that?” I wondered if he was telling the truth. “Did she find out about your little scam?”

      He laughed instantly. “Of course not. It’s not a scam, anyway. They all wanted me to be a posh British actor, so I was.”

      “Why else would you keep her knife?”

      He glanced off to one side, clearly trying to come up with an excuse. “Uh…”

      “You’ve tried to fool me one too many times, Tony. It’s not going to work again. Oh, and I figured out your fake alibi by the way. Darcy was murdered a full twenty-four hours before you left that dolphin party.”

      Tony turned to look up at me, doing his best to look confused, but he wasn’t fooling me again.

      “The murder was Saturday, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Saturday morning. Right after midnight.”

      “Oh! I was twenty-four hours off! I wasn’t at the dolphin charity that night. I was at an event for a local orphanage. You can check the security cam—”

      “Save it!” I snapped at him. I lifted my knee off his back and stood up, speaking to the security guards. “Take him away.”

      “You heard the detective,” Jack said. “Take him to security, cuff him, and call the police. See if you can get through to the homicide department.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      While the security guards pulled Tony—who was still doing his best to look bewildered—to his feet, Jack and I dusted ourselves off. Up on the stage, Ellie Silver was now standing in front of the microphone. She wasn’t speaking yet, but she was glaring down at me with a murderous look in her eyes.

      I guess that wasn’t exactly how she wanted her Grand Ball to begin.

      “Come on,” said Jack to me. “Your Nanna’s waiting. Let’s have a drink. When the cops get here, we can go over and tell them everything.”

      I was tempted to hurry off after the guard right away to see if I couldn’t get a full confession out of Tony immediately. But when I looked toward Nanna’s table, she was motioning for us to join her.

      “Let’s go sit with Nanna,” Ian said.

      “Okay. Maybe just for one drink. Nanna is going to want an update anyway.”

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” said Ellie Silver from the stage in an icy tone. “I must apologize for that disrespectful, and disruptive pantomime. But with luck, the rest of our evening will go a lot more smoothly…”

      Still panting from exertion, I fell into a seat beside Nanna. Jack sat next to me, while Ian sat down next to Emily on the other side of Nanna.

      “Now, Tiffany, is your case all solved? Are you going to join us for the rest of the evening?”

      “Not for long, I’m afraid. When the cops get here, I’m going to need to tell them everything.”

      Nanna tsked and then turned to look at the stage, turning her gaze toward the stage.

      “…due to the disturbance, we will be changing MC for at least the first half of the evening. Hopefully, once that misunderstanding is cleared up, our regular MC, the actor and Jane Austen expert Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh will be back for the second half.”

      “Fat chance,” I muttered.

      “I should hope not,” Nana said.

      “In the meantime, I would like to present our new, stand-in MC. Please give a big hand to Liz Bordstrum, who has agreed to step in during our hour of need.”

      Everyone in the room began to clap as Liz walked across the stage, her cheeks flushed red with shy nervousness. But there was also a smile on her face. She was clearly pleased to have been given the honor of hosting the event. Ellie Silver clapped for Liz and then walked to the back of the stage to return to her seat. Liz walked up to the microphone, cleared her throat, and began her unscripted welcome speech.

      “Tiffany!” Ian said, tapping me on the arm from across the table by using his cane. “Your phone is ringing.”

      Sure enough, there was a buzzing coming out of my purse. I was tempted to ignore it, but I’m a slave to the wretched device. I pulled out the phone and was intrigued to see Hetty calling me.

      She had to be in this ballroom somewhere. I glanced up at the stage but she wasn’t sitting up there with Ellie. And if she was at one of the large round tables I couldn’t see her from my current position. I tapped the screen to answer the phone.

      “Tiffany! My name is Hetty Tinsel, the sister of Betty Tinsel. We met while you were—”

      “I know who you are, Hetty. What’s up?”

      “It’s Betty! She’s been kidnapped! I need your help, and quick.”

      “Kidnapped? But we caught—”

      “It’s the killer! They’ve taken Betty and dragged her into the back of a van. Quick. I’m hiding, but I can see the van. It’s in the underground parking lot. Please, hurry, please. I’m in basement parking level one, near the fire exit stairs. Please!”

      “But who—” I didn’t get to finish my sentence. The phone went dead. Hetty had hung up on me. Or someone hung it up for her.

      Jack was staring at me with a concerned expression. I stood up, grabbing him by the wrist.

      “Jack, how do we get to the underground parking lot?”

      I was already on my feet, and I saw Jack considering asking me why, but when he saw the look on my face he knew better. He pushed himself up to join me. “I’ll show you. Come on!”

      As we hurried away, I heard Nanna speaking very sternly to Ian. “You stay right where you are, young man. I need a dance partner, and I’m not going to be abandoned…”
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      Following close behind Jack, I rushed through the ballroom, across the convention center, through the lobby, and then through a door marked fire exit. Jack slapped the push bar to open the door, revealing flights of concrete stairs.

      “They must be down here.”

      We hurried down the stairs, shoes smacking on the concrete steps, sending echoes bouncing up and down the stairs which reached far above and below us.

      “Level one, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said between panting breaths.

      Jack halted in front of a door and then gently pushed it open. On the other side was an underground parking lot. It was quiet and near empty at that time of the night.  The air down there was cool, tinged with the faint smell of exhaust fumes and damp concrete.

      “Oh!” said a startled, but quiet voice as we slipped inside. “Shh!” it followed up. Neither Jack nor I had made a sound.

      It was Hetty, and she looked frightened and startled. She had a cloth held up against her head, covering up some minor wound.

      “What’s happened? Who is it?”

      “Over there,” Hetty whispered, pointing across the parking lot. She indicated a panel van emblazoned with the Tremonte logo on the side.

      “One of mine,” Jack muttered.

      “Betty’s in the back of that van. He threw her in! But I don’t know where he’s gone. He could be anywhere, he tried to kidnap us both, but I escaped and hid!”

      “Where did he go? And who is it?”

      “He had a mask, but I think it was Fitz Pye! Him or his hired killer.”

      “No, that can’t be right. The person he was talking to in the bar was a representative of the casino here in town. He wasn’t talking to any hired killer.”

      Hetty was shaking her head. “You have it wrong. I’m sure it was him. But please, you’ve got to help me get Betty before he comes back. He knocked her unconscious! I was too scared to go over on my own. I think he’s looking for me.”

      Jack squeezed Hetty’s shoulder. “It’s alright, we’re here now. You just wait here a moment, and we’ll go and get her out of that van. Okay?”

      Hetty slowly nodded, one hand still pressing a handkerchief against her head.

      “Okay. But watch out for him. He’s got a wrench, and I saw a bulge in his jacket. I think it was a gun!”

      “Come on,” I said to Jack, grabbing him by the wrist and pulling him toward the van. We were going to get to the bottom of this, and fast. I couldn’t believe it was Fitz Pye who had tried to kidnap them. But if it wasn’t him, then who? Tony couldn’t have escaped, but anyone else could wear a mask.

      We walked briskly but warily over to the van, eyes flicking left and right as we did so to make sure that no one jumped out at us.

      We reached the van without incident. There were two doors on the back that met in the middle, one of which was open just a few inches. I gently pulled it wide and peered into the back of the van. There wasn’t enough light to make out anything more than shadowy shapes inside.

      I felt something bump into me from behind and jerked my head around. It was Hetty. She’d ignored our instructions and followed us. Her eyes were wide with fear, and I realized she must have been too scared to stay all on her own by the fire escape door.

      “He put her in there. I think she was unconscious. Or…” Hetty didn’t want to say the other possibility. “I think she was unconscious,” she repeated more firmly.

      “I told you to wait back there,” Jack said.

      “But it’s scary on my own.”

      “It’s okay,” I told her.

      Jack pulled open the other door of the van to let more light inside. There was either no interior light, or it had been disabled.

      “Is that her?” Jack asked, pointing to the shadowy outline of what could have been either a pile of rags or a human body at the back of the van’s interior. The light was so poor it was hard to tell what it was we were looking at. Jack climbed up inside, and I swiftly clambered up beside him. The interior of the van smelled musty, like it hadn’t been used for a while.

      “Have you got your phone? Turn on the flashlight.”

      I did a quick mental inventory.

      “No. It’s in my purse, on the table in the ballroom. You?”

      “Mine too. It doesn’t matter. Come on, let’s just pull her out of here.”

      Crouching down low to avoid banging our heads on the roof of the fan, we scrambled to the back of the van to help get Betty out.

      “Feel for her hand.”

      I reached out, nearly blind in the dim light, to feel for something recognizable. My hands went into fabric and I rummaged around, looking for her hand. I failed. Then, my hands searched around for any part of her at all.

      But there was nothing to find. Betty wasn’t the shadowy outline we saw from outside. When my hand finally touched something, it was the rubber of a spare tire.

      “Hetty…?” I called back outside.

      Something wasn’t right. In fact, something was very, very wrong.

      “Yes?” she answered from the back of the van, peeking in at us. “Is Betty all right?”

      “She’s not here.”

      “Oh,” said Hetty in confusion. “I must have made a mistake.”

      “Did you?” I asked her slowly.

      I thought back to Liam’s insistence that Hetty had given him the knife for safekeeping. What if he’d been telling the truth? If it had really been Hetty’s knife all along… if Hetty…

      I frowned, images and words jumbling together in my head.

      Hetty and Betty frowning at Darcy in the photo, Hetty and Betty being annoyed about his affair, Hetty and Betty…

      Betty paused and cocked her head. “Or was it you who made the mistake?” With a wicked laugh, she slammed the back doors of the van closed before I could reach them.

      “What the blazes?” Jack said in a loud, angry tone. “Open the doors! Now.”

      The sound of screeching metal from just above the pile of rags and blankets at the back of the van made us turn back the other way. A small little access hatch for speaking had been slid open.

      “Where’s Betty?” I asked.

      “I’m here!” Betty said loudly through the hole. “You were so close! Now, I suggest you sit down and enjoy the ride.”

      “What’s going on?” Jack asked. “Open the door immediately. We don’t want to go for any ride. Let us out.”

      “No.”

      With a screech and a smash, the little metal window was slammed shut again, locking us in near pitch darkness. Next came the sound of an engine turning over before roaring to life.

      “Jack?”

      “Yeah, Tiff?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      In the dark, he wrapped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close to him. The scent of his woodsy cologne reassured me. He’d know how to fix this.

      “You’ve got nothing to be sorry about. We came down here together. If anyone is to blame, it’s me. It’s my hotel, my parking lot, and my van. And I allowed that convention to go on in the first place.”

      “Yeah, but you wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for—”

      I couldn’t finish my sentence before the pair of us toppled over sideways, landing with a thump on the floor. The van had accelerated in reverse, turning tightly as it did so, before slamming to a halt. With a squeal of tires, we sped forward this time. Jack and I were lying on the floor, both of us no doubt bruised underneath our fancy evening wear.

      “Are you all right?” Jack asked, putting his arm over me again.

      “I will be once we get these two crazy old bats locked up. Where do you think they’re taking us?”

      “I don’t know. But we should be able to overpower them whenever we arrive. And anyway, this is a Tremonte van. It’s got a tracker in it.”

      “That won’t do us much good if no one’s looking for it.”

      Jack didn’t answer that, instead squeezing my arm in reassurance.

      The van’s engine roared as whichever of the two sisters was driving moved at an alarming speed up the ramp from the underground parking lot, out of the grounds of the Tremonte complex, and then onto the streets of Las Vegas.

      After a while, Jack and I both got on our hands and knees and crawled to the back of the van, where we sat up, leaning against the back doors. It was about the closest to comfort we could manage in the barren cargo area.

      “Do you understand what’s going on?” Jack asked as the drive seemed to get smoother, presumably because we were on the highway. “What just happened to us? What are they playing at?”

      “I think we found our killer. Or killers, I should say. And I think I know why they did it.”

      “We’ve got the time. Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      There was a screech of metal as the hatch slid open again.

      “You don’t know anything!” Hetty shouted through the hatch. A sliver of light poured in, bathing the interior of the van’s rear in washed-out gray.

      “Oh yeah? I think I do. I think I know why you killed Darcy.”

      Hetty gave us a derisive snort.

      The photo I saw that afternoon had been the final clue I needed. But it wasn’t until just before I was locked in the back of the van that I managed to put it all together. The way Hetty and Betty had been glaring in the photo at Parker, dressed as Elizabeth Bennet, was what sealed it for me.

      “You wouldn’t know the first thing about it,” said Hetty drily.

      “You and your sister both wanted him. He was your dream man. But you couldn’t decide which one of you would get to be with him, so you murdered him, right?”

      Hetty was silent for a moment.

      “Wrong!” she shouted. “We gave him a chance! We wanted him to decide between us. We gave him the chance to act honorably, like a gentleman. But he didn’t! He insulted us! Both of us! He turned us both down and said… and said horrible things.”

      “Yeah? Like what? That you’re both no Elizabeth Bennett?”

      “Exactly! He said we were no Elizabeth Bennett, and we were too old to be Elizabeth Bennett. It was very un-gentlemanly behavior. If Jane Austen heard him speaking like that, she would have killed him too!”

      I didn’t know that much about Jane Austen, but that sounded like a reach, even to me.

      “After he embarrassed us so horribly, we didn’t have a choice. Our pride demanded we act. We had to get back at him—with extreme prejudice.”

      “Is she serious?” whispered Jack in my ear. “She just said pride and prejudice, right?”

      I grinned in the dim light. “Yeah. I think so.”

      Jack and I both snickered quietly.

      “Are you laughing?”

      “No, we’re not laughing. This is serious, Hetty. For both of you. You need to pull the van over and let us out. If you don’t, then —”

      “No!” she screeched, interrupting me. With a loud whine and a bang, the little window slammed shut again.

      “Wait!” I said. “We know you gave Lian the knife! He told us.”

      The window opened again. “What did he say?”

      “That you gave him the knife.”

      “That wasn’t very honorable of him. I didn’t expect a British person to behave that way.”

      “Oh, he’s not British,” I said. At least he’d told me the truth about the sisters not knowing his secret. “He was just pretending to be.”

      “Lies!” Hetty screamed. “He was a British extra in the movie.”

      “Nope,” I said, my tone smug. “You said yourself, no British person would act so dishonorably. How did you get him to keep the knife and keep it a secret? You paid him money, didn’t you?”

      There was silence for a few seconds, and then Betty’s subdued voice said, “Yes. I thought he was an honorable man. I asked him to keep the knife and keep it a secret, and he said that in England, there was a prejudicial trust payment for such matters, and he couldn’t do it unless he followed the rule.”

      Jack and I burst out laughing. Prejudicial trust payment?

      “I guess he fooled the two of you good,” I said. “He’ll be spilling the beans to the cops now, and they’re going to come after you two. There’s no way out for you.”

      “That’s not true!” Hetty said. “We have our plans. We know what we’re doing!”

      And with that, the window slammed shut again.

      Jack looked at me curiously. “I don’t know what they think they’re going to do. Any ideas?”

      I didn’t have any. Not until Jack asked. Then when he did, I started getting horrible ideas about what they might do. I imagined the two crazy women, sitting up front, both yelling that they were better than any Elizabeth Bennett as they drove all of us off a cliff before the van exploded in flames.

      I shuddered and decided not to mention that little vision to Jack.

      “I don’t know. I’m sure whatever their plans are, are no good though. Any ideas what we can do?”

      Jack reached above his head for the door again, testing the interior handles.

      “They’ve disabled this door. But maybe when we stop or slow down, I could try and kick it open.”

      I reached out and squeezed his thigh. “Think you’ve got the muscles?”

      “I’ll give it a try.”

      I leaned my head against Jack’s shoulder, and he wrapped his arm around me again.

      “I think all we can do for the moment is wait.”

      “Yeah, I think so too.”
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      Hetty and Betty didn’t open the hatch to talk to us again for the rest of the journey. We traveled blindly along the highway for some time, the journey interrupted by the occasional beeping of horns and swerving as the van shifted lanes.

      While I couldn’t see the road, I was fairly certain the driver could have used a refresher course. I daydreamed about having Betty and Ian in the car together, me giving them pointers along the way while Betty kept threatening to kill us.

      Sitting in the dark, in the back of the van, it was hard to tell how long we drove for. It could have been twenty minutes or an hour. For most of the journey, I rested my head on Jack’s shoulder, our conversation fading to quiet contemplation in the dark.

      Eventually, the van slowed as we exited the highway. There were a couple more turns, and then we spent a bumpy few minutes bouncing up and down as our crazed chauffeurs took us down an unpaved road.

      Every jolt as a wheel fell into a pothole or mounted a protruding rock caused us to topple over despite already sitting. Jack and I ended up huddled together, holding each other for balance.

      “Where do you think we are?” I asked Jack.

      “I don’t know. Probably twenty miles outside of Vegas and some godforsaken desert.”

      Twenty miles out of Vegas. That was about how far Jack had taken me one night, after work, in the Tremonte’s new private helicopter for a late-night picnic of chocolate-covered strawberries and champagne.

      The evening had ended with me reminding him that we were just friends. Nothing more. Our relationship was purely platonic. That was right before I set him up with Emily.

      But was that where we were now? Had Hetty and Betty taken us to the same spot? Almost certainly not. But in the dark, I had a soft smile on my lips while I thought about it. If only that helicopter were outside now, to whisk us away.

      Finally, the van came to a stop.

      One of the front doors opened, and a moment later slammed shut again. We heard the sound of footsteps crunching down the side of the van, ending up at the back door.

      While either Hetty or Betty walked, Jack moved his hand from my shoulder and then turned around, shifting into a crouched stance.

      I did the same.

      “Ready?” Jack asked.

      The plan was to leap on whoever was standing on the other side of the door when they opened it. Catch them by surprise. Even if they had a gun, they wouldn’t have the chance to verbalize their threat before we would launch ourselves at them.

      But the door didn’t open.

      Instead, there was the sound of tape being unwound from a reel, and then someone crouching and digging in the dirt at the back of the van.

      “What are you doing?” I shouted up against the door.

      “You’ll see!” came a cheerful yell back. There was the sound of more tape unwinding. “Actually, you won’t see! Because you’re in there!”

      The little window at the other end of the van slid open with another squeal and bang.

      “You were getting too close. We knew that once you realized it wasn’t Liam, you’d figure out it was us. That’s why you’ve got to go. We’ve got to cover our tracks. To preserve our honor.”

      “Preserve your honor?” I questioned. “Your honor is already shot. You murdered a man. You’re… you’re doing whatever you think you’re doing to us. End this farce now. Let us out.”

      “In the public sphere, our honor remains unsullied! And that’s where it counts. What happens in secret doesn’t matter. You know what we say: what happens in the van, stays in the van. And no one else will ever know.”

      “You’re crazy!” I yelled back at her. “You can’t do this. Let us out!”

      “I told you. We can’t do that. Any last requests?”

      “Yeah,” Jack growled. “Open the doors!”

      “No. And don’t bother making any other requests. You’re not getting them anyway. We’re in the middle of a desert. Now, be good little fakers and shut up.”

      “Fakers? What do you mean fakers?” I asked.

      “You’re fakers. Both of you! Your stupid man is wearing a tuxedo again. That’s not Regency appropriate! Wrong era. And you’re just as bad—”

      “My dress is perfectly regency appropriate!” I yelled. They were basically insulting Nanna, and that was one thing I would not stand for.

      “So what? The dress is, but you ain’t! You were only dressing up so you could investigate us! You were never a real Janeite! You’re both fakers, and we don’t feel guilty because of it. Now, I suggest you say your prayers.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I might as well tell you. Betty is taping a hose to the exhaust pipe, then she is running it across the top of the van, to the air inlet above you. In a moment, I’m going to seal up this window. Then all you’ll receive is nice, fresh, vehicle fumes. They’ll make you nice and sleepy. So, so, so sleepy. If you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean!” I shouted back. “You mean you’re out of your mind!”

      “No! Don’t you dare say things like that about me again. You’re as bad as Darcy. If you attack a lady’s honor, you deserve what you get.”

      “You, woman, are no lady,” Jack said sternly.

      “I am too! Now shut up and sleep!” The window slammed shut again, and I knew that this time it wouldn’t be opening again. Our conversations with Betty and Hetty were over.

      “What now?” I said to Jack, my voice tense with anger, not fear.

      “I guess I’d better try those leg muscles, right?”

      “I’ll help too.”

      We maneuvered around until we were side-by-side, on our backs, arms interlocked for support in the middle, and braced against the side of the van on the other.

      “Ready?” asked Jack.

      “Let’s kick these doors down,” I said answered, jaw tensed in nervous anticipation.

      “On three. One, two, three.”

      We both kicked as hard as we could at the rear doors. They shook but didn’t burst open.

      “Again.”

      “One, two, three. One, two, three. One, two, three.”

      Over, and over, and over. My ankles, my knees, and my thighs were all screeching with pain. But it was futile. The doors might as well have been bank vault doors.

      “Finished?” shouted a voice from the other side of the door when we paused, panting, pained, breathless.

      Jack gave another weak kick.

      “Hetty! Start the engine back up!”

      In the front, there was a whirring as the motor turned, and just as I was hoping it wouldn’t start, it stirred back to life. Hetty began to work the gas pedal, pushing it down repeatedly, causing the engine to scream several times. Every time she did so powerful spurts of poisonous gas poured out of the exhaust, through the hose, and into the vent above us.

      “They’re doing it,” I said. “They’re really doing it…”

      “They are, aren’t they?” said Jack softly. We were right next to each other on the floor of the van. When he spoke, I could feel his breath tickling against my cheek.

      “Come here, Tiff.”

      We scooted slightly closer together. The fumes must have been getting to us because, before I knew what we were doing, Jack had pressed his lips against mine.

      Outside, another engine started and, with a crunching sound, a car began to pull away.

      We broke off the kiss. I don’t know what Jack was feeling, but I was confused, embarrassed, and terrified for my life.

      “What was that?”

      “I think they drove away,” Jack said, answering an entirely different question.

      Despite being perhaps moments from death, I wasn’t thinking about that. I was thinking about Jack. And the kiss we just shared. In that moment, I came to a realization.

      Jack and I could never, ever be more than friends. Even if we were the last two people alive—which maybe we were. We were huddled together in the dark, but I felt nothing romantic toward him. And there had been no spark when our lips met.

      Time ticked by slowly as we lay next to each other silently, each lost in our own thoughts, slowly feeling sleepier and sleepier.

      And then, outside, the sound of a car horn sounded, followed by that of sand and rocks and gravel being thrown into the air as a car skidded to a halt. There was a loud thump and the screech of metal against metal.

      “What’s that?” I asked between wheezing breaths.

      “That,” Jack said, the grin on his face audible, “sounds like the cavalry.”

      I breathed in to laugh but instead found myself coughing and sputtering. The back of the van was filling with poisonous gas from the vehicle’s exhaust faster than I would have thought.

      “Cavalry… I like horses… I hope they get here soon…”

      Jack put his arm back around me. “Me too. Me too.”

      We were both already lying on the floor, which I was pretty sure was the best place to get clean air. That’s what you did in a fire. Put your head down as low as possible. I assumed it was the same when you were trapped in a van and someone was trying to poison you with vehicle exhaust. I would have to check, later, when I got out. Thinking of which, hadn’t Jack said something about horses? Were we going home by horse? What kind of picnic was this he’d taken me on, anyway? It—

      “Tiffany? Stay awake.”

      “I am awake,” I said weakly. “I want another chocolate strawberry.”

      “What?” Jack coughed. “Strawberry?”

      “I don’t… remember…” I’d lost my train of thought again and turned my attention to the confusing sounds from outside. There was shouting, screeching, door slamming, and a series of bangs.

      “Tiffany?”

      “Ryan?” I’d forgotten all about Ryan! How he was in the van with me. It was weird, because obviously—

      “Tiffany!”

      “What is it? Stop bothering me, Stone.”

      “Jack. It’s me, Jack.”

      I pushed myself up to suck in some fresh air and clear my head. I didn’t get to though. Someone grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me straight back down to the bed of the van again.

      “Just hold on a minute longer, Tiff.”

      “Hold on? To what?”

      Jack lifted his legs into the air and kicked against the rear of the van again. Bang, bang, bang.

      He must have gotten stronger because, after the third kick, the back doors unbolted themselves and flew open.

      “You are strong, Jack. I mean Ry—Stone. Jack.” Why couldn’t I remember who I went on this date with? It must have been a dream. A confusing, ridiculous—

      “Get us out of here!”

      Someone grabbed me by the legs and pulled me out into the sweet, fresh air.

      “St—Jack?”
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      Why have one ceremony for a generous act of charity when you can have two? Or three, or even four.

      This was the second ceremony to honor Jack’s generous donation for the new children’s ward at the hospital. At least this time I didn’t have to be up on the stage. After all that had happened recently, I couldn’t face being the center of attention right now. I was still weak from the aftereffects of being nearly asphyxiated in the back of the van. And I sure had some strange hallucinations back there.

      Me, kissing Jack? No way. He was more like a brother now.

      It was a sweltering afternoon in the city, and we were all foolishly gathered outside. That’s the problem with groundbreaking ceremonies—people tended to build buildings outside rather than indoors. There was an awning set up high above us to provide some shade, but it wasn’t enough to stop everyone there from sweating.

      Jack was at the front of the group of people, holding a shovel up while photographers snapped pictures of him. Beside him, Bridget sat with her usual happy expression, but I could tell from her open-mouthed panting that she was feeling the heat as well.

      Just as with the last ceremony, where Jack had handed over the check, there were swarms of the Las Vegas elite loitering around, applauding politely through each stage of the process.

      “Your friend is very generous,” said a voice by my side. The tone sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite place who it was.

      I turned to see who was addressing me. Then I raised my eyebrows in surprise. It was Fitz Pye.

      “He is. What are you doing here, Fitz? Didn’t you fly home at the end of the convention with everyone else?” Fly home—or take the bus, like Tony the fake Brit did.

      Tony had of course been eventually released, though too late for him to MC the Grand Ball. It had turned out that he did have another verifiable alibi for the night of the killing. He hadn’t meant to deceive us with his alibi; he’d just gotten his scams mixed up.

      “Oh, no, I flew home. Then I packed my suitcases, and now I’m back here again. I’m starting my new job next week, and I’m just settling in. The owner of my new casino is here, and he invited me to come along. He’s taking me out for drinks after.”

      “Then welcome to Vegas, I guess. Do you know what happened to RAJAA since the convention?” I couldn’t help but be interested, even if they had caused me so much trouble. They’d been a big part of my life for a week. “Is it going to survive?”

      “Survive? Kind of, but not as an independent entity. They voted to rejoin our original organization. We’re all going to be happy to have them back. Without Hetty and Betty, of course. Although we have some members who participate from behind bars, those two have received a lifetime ban. They disgraced the world of Austen fandom, and honor is very important to us.”

      “I should hope so. Besides, those two are still on the run, so they’re probably more interested in laying low for a while. What about Tony, or Liam, as you all knew him?”

      “He’s been kicked out too.” Fitz slowly shook his head. “Lying about being an extra in the television drama was just too much for anyone to stomach. But I wouldn’t be surprised if he came back again, after adopting another disguise.” He shrugged. “As long as he doesn’t cause any trouble, and keeps a low profile, it wouldn’t bother me. He’s just a superfan, after all. Like all of us.”

      I heard heavy, panting breathing approaching. “Tiffany…”

      I gave Ian a welcoming grin. “Hey. Running late?”

      “Yeah.” He turned to talk to someone behind him. “Come on!” A moment later, Sally arrived beside him, patting at her damp forehead with a handkerchief, a paper fan waving at her face with the other.

      “Why are you guys late?”

      “We were at relationship counseling,” Sally said. “But it went on a bit too long. Our new counselor is great. Isn’t he, Ian?”

      “He’s okay.” It didn’t sound like Ian thought he was okay. “But it’s like he never wants us to leave. He keeps you talking and talking and talking.”

      “I know. But it’s really good to get everything off my chest. And he doesn’t charge us when we go over the hour, does he? He says my words are like music.”

      “Did we miss it all?” Ian asked.

      “No. Look. Jack’s about to dig.”

      At the front of the gathering, Jack lifted his shovel high into the air and then thrust it deep into the scraggly ground. He lifted it back up again, holding the sand and gravel-laden tool high in triumph. We all applauded his valiant effort. Jack looked around, shrugged, and then tossed the earth he’d extracted back where he dug it up from. It was only symbolic, after all.

      “But the rest of the RAJAA Board of Directors is still staying with your society, Fitz?”

      “Yep. Billy and Liz are heading up a subcommittee dedicated to audiobook fans. And Ellie Silver is going to take on a new management role on our Board of Directors. She’s going to be head of logistics, which is a new position we’ve created for her.”

      “Do you think she’s forgiven me?” I was remembering the nasty look she’d given me from up on the stage when we’d captured Tony.

      Fitz shifted awkwardly. “I’m afraid not. You know how she is—she had that Grand Ball planned down to the last second, and the interruption and the loss of the MC was a little too much for her. But not to worry. The rest of us understand. You found out who killed Darcy. And without your help, our organizations would never have rejoined, either. You’ve done a lot of good work for the community, Tiffany. In fact, I shouldn’t be saying it yet, but we’re thinking of honoring you at our convention next year. For services to the Jane Austen community.”

      My eyes bulged. I wondered what Jane Austen herself would have thought.

      I’m sure she would have been thrilled by the fact that she had so many fans, an ocean away from her homeland. She hadn’t even been that popular in her own lifetime, but now she was beloved. At least that was what I had learned during my week at the convention.

      “I’m sure they’d never want to do anything so silly,” I said with a laugh. “I was just doing my job.”

      At the front of the small, hot crowd, a portly man in a suit was clutching a microphone in front of his sweat-shined face.

      “And I’d just like to give a short speech about the extraordinary…”

      I tuned it out almost immediately. Those kinds of speeches bored me to tears.

      “Come on,” I said to Ian. “There’s a buffet set up around the corner. Let’s go and grab something before everyone else gets the same idea.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” said Sally excitedly. “I don’t normally get to go to fancy events like this.”

      “That’s my new boss giving the speech,” said Fitz. “I had better stay here. See you around Las Vegas, I suppose.”

      We left Fitz to frazzle in the sun, while we went to the buffet area. It, too, was covered with a flimsy awning to keep off the sun.

      “Tiffany, look who it is.”

      I stared. There was already someone at the buffet, loading up a plate. Even though he was facing away from me, I knew who it was immediately.

      “Liam Hendricks-Langston-Hugh?” I said in a loud voice.

      He turned around and gave me a sheepish smile when he saw me.

      “How you doin’?” he said in a thick New York accent.

      I laughed. “What are you doing here? I thought you went back home?”

      He shrugged.

      “Weather’s better down here. And it’s easier to get into the charity events for a good meal. New York’s full of society people. Down here, I can sneak in anywhere.” He jerked his head toward the loaded-up tables. “This is a good birthday, this one. You should fill up your plate. This is my third one already.”

      “So are you going to be staying in Las Vegas then?”

      “We’ll see. Maybe I’ll get a better offer. And anyway, there’s a Brontë sisters convention starting next week. I thought I might drop by.”

      “It’s not at the Tremonte, is it?” I felt myself getting palpitations already.

      “No. Some convention center way out on the outskirts of town. And it won’t be half as much fun as the Austen one. Brontë sisters fans can get wild.”

      “I don’t even want to know,” I said, shaking my head to try and stop myself from contemplating it.

      “Time for me to get going,” Tony said after a furtive glance to the side.

      I looked to see what he saw and noticed a security guard heading our way. “See you around, Tiffany.” He winked at Ian. “Later, Bingley.”

      “Hey! I told you no buffet without an invitation,” said the security guard as he closed in.

      Tony didn’t wait to argue, running off into the distance.

      I stared at his retreating form. “I don’t think that’s the last I’ll see of him.”

      “Why? Do you like him?” Sally asked with a confused frown.

      I nearly spit out the drink I’d just been sipping.

      “No. I mean he’s a troublemaker and I keep running into them.”

      “He really is,” Ian agreed. “But I almost understand why he likes to go to those conventions. I kinda miss being Lord Bingley.”

      I narrowed my eyes and muttered, “He wasn’t a lord.”

      Ian nodded sagely, clearly not having heard me. “And Liam too.”

      “What about Liam?”

      “Like Fitzwilliam? Darcy?”

      I frowned. “So?”

      “It’s a shortened version,” Ian said. He spoke deliberately, as though I was being slow on purpose. “Just like Fitz. Fitz Pye.”

      “Oh!” I said, realization dawning. “And Billy. And the other board members’ names are all shorter forms of Elizabeth.”

      “Exactly!” Sally said, chiming in. “Liz and Beth and Ellie. What a coincidence.”

      “And Hetty and Betty…” I frowned. “Their names aren’t really short for anything, are they?”

      “Well, they were both Emma,” Ian said with a shrug.

      “You mean, they turned out to be killers because they were Emma? Rather than Elizabeth?”

      Ian shrugged again. “Who knows? The ways of Jane Austen are mysterious.”

      I lifted one eyebrow. “You’re saying Pride and Prejudice is better than Sense and Sensibility.”

      “Am I? Is it? I mean, maybe it is.”

      “I don’t know. The Janeites seem to like them both.”

      Ian nodded. “We should read the books and find out. Or at least watch the movies.”

      “And then we could discuss it at next year’s convention,” I said thoughtfully. “Fitz Pye did say we were invited. Sort of.”

      Ian beamed. “And I can be Lord Bingley again!”

      I glanced heavenward and let out a deep sigh. Did he do this on purpose?

      By the time I polished off my first plate of food, the speeches and ceremony had finished and the rest of the audience filed over to the buffet table. Jack came over to me, smiling, holding Bridget’s leash in one hand. I crouched down to greet her first, of course.

      “You were a very good girl! You looked so pretty. Yes, you did!”

      Bridget nuzzled at me affectionately.

      I stood up.

      Jack smiled. “What about me? How did I look?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, you were okay, too, I guess.”

      Actually, he looked better than okay. As usual, he was immaculately presented, and the bright desert light really brought out the green of his eyes. But it was the same kind of classic good looks that you could admire in an architecturally-pleasing building or a gorgeous sports car. Nothing more to it than visual appreciation, at least not from me.

      “Tiffany?” Sally said. “We’re going now. Ian’s got a driving lesson.”

      “Yes. I had to change instructors,” Ian said to me very carefully. “I think that last one was hitting on me.”

      I tried to keep a straight face. Ian obviously hadn’t told Sally that the instructor had fired him. But I was pleased that he had agreed to get a real replacement instructor instead of relying on me. I wasn’t sure I could stop myself from killing him if I had to keep teaching him.

      “And then next time we meet you somewhere, Tiffany, Ian is going to drive, with a brand-new license. Aren’t you?”

      “Yes. Or maybe we’ll take a taxi or—”

      Sally smacked him on the arm.  “You will drive, Ian.”

      “Right. Yes, I’ll drive. Anyway, we’ve got to get going now. Take care, everyone.”

      When they were gone, it was just me and Jack. We hadn’t had much of a chance to speak since being rescued in the desert.

      It had been explained to me in the hospital what had eventually happened that night. The Tremonte security staff had received a tip about something suspicious going on with one of their vans. The man who’d called security spoke in brief but urgent sentences—and the description immediately reminded me of Stone. But it couldn’t be Stone, since he didn’t work for the Tremonte, and besides he was… not in Vegas. I pushed the thought away.

      Like most of the Tremonte vehicles, the van had a GPS tracker in it. When Tremonte security realized that Jack had gone missing too, they sent a few guys after that van.

      It was Jack’s security guys who had rescued us, and just in time. They still hadn’t figured out who it was that had given them the tipoff.

      And, unfortunately, Hetty and Betty had long since taken off.

      Soon after we came to, Jack and I had spoken to the LVMPD and told them everything we knew about the sisters. We were assured the police would do everything they could to track the sisters down, but so far the two were still in the wind.

      Nevertheless, maybe Jack had received some news I hadn’t, so I asked, “Has anyone spotted Hetty or Betty yet?”

      He shook his head. “No, but they’re hoping the sisters are still in Vegas. They haven’t been spotted trying to leave, and if they do…”

      “They’ll be arrested,” I finished. I took a deep breath. “And any other news about…”

      Jack knew what I meant. These days I didn’t even like to say the words Ryan or Stone. It was too hard. Too much.

      “No. Not yet. But I haven’t given up, Tiffany. And you shouldn’t either.”

      I nodded at him, and then let my hand hang to stroke Bridget’s soft, furry head.

      “I’ve got to go, Jack. I’ve got a shift at the Treasury soon. Congratulations on the groundbreaking. We’ll catch up soon, yeah?”

      “Any time, Tiff.”
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      A few days later, Ian and I were walking home at three in the morning.

      I’d just finished another shift at the Treasury—thankfully without Stella Smithfield bugging me about something or the other—and Ian had decided to have a night out by himself and join me on my way back.

      He was holding a giant wad of cotton candy on a stick. The sickly-sweet smell infiltrated my senses and made me think of amusement park rides and hot summer days.

      “Why cotton candy?” I asked him as we walked down the dark alley behind the Cosmo Hotel.

      As usual, the street lights on this alley weren’t working. The city must have deemed it an unnecessary expense, especially when this wasn’t the place that attracted tourists.

      I have a lot of history with this particular alley. It was where I first met Jack, as he’d tried to engage in a slightly criminal endeavor. It was where I’d run into Stone a few times after he’d gone into hiding after the CIA snafu. And it was where there had been a few attempts on my life, thanks to the dark and desolate nature of the street.

      The last one was the reason I made sure to keep my senses alert whenever I chose this alley as my route home. Logically, I should probably have avoided it at any cost. But it was the quickest shortcut home, and I couldn’t avoid its nostalgic orbit.

      Tonight, though, I was distracted by Ian’s cotton candy.

      Or maybe I let myself be distracted. I had met Stone here so many times when he was supposed to be in hiding. I couldn’t avoid the hope that rippled through my heart each time I walked down this alley… If Stone were alive, he would try to contact me. And what better place to contact me than this dark alley?

      Stone and Ryan…

      I tried to push the thoughts away and focus on the bright pink treat Ian had picked for himself.

      “I miss cotton candy,” he was saying. “It’s yummy and you can spend a long time eating it. Plus, it’s pink. Who doesn’t like pink?”

      I murmured something non-committal, and Ian went on, listing all the wonderful qualities of cotton candy.

      We were halfway down the alley when I heard someone behind me clearing their throat.

      I froze.

      Ian missed the noise and continued wandering down on his own, taking a tiny nibble out of his candy floss.

      Didn’t I know that noise?

      Stone rarely cleared his throat, but on the one or two occasions he had, didn’t it sound just like that?

      Stone!

      My heart soared and I couldn’t keep the happy grin off my face.

      “Stone!” I exclaimed, spinning around and expecting to see him right behind me.

      But the sight left me baffled.

      There was a black-clad figure near the end of the alley. He was watching me. From where I stood, I thought he was about the same height and build as Stone. A black hoodie covered half his face, and I couldn’t make out his eyes in the darkness.

      Between me and the dark figure were two women wearing maxi skirts and heavy sweaters. I didn’t know who they were, so I ignored them and I squinted again at the dark figure.

      “Stone?” I asked again, this time more hesitantly. “Who are you?”

      “What stone?” asked one of the women. “What’re you going on about now?”

      I focused on the women and realized Ian was by my side again.

      The women seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place them. I glanced back at the dark figure again. He hadn’t moved.

      “I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” I said politely to the woman who’d addressed me, and took a step forward, ready to run after the dark figure if he tried to disappear.

      “Nope,” she said, suddenly blocking my path. “You’ve just underestimated us again.”

      I focused on her eyes and it all came flooding back to me. “Betty! Or are you Hetty?”

      The women both began to cackle, and a shiver of fear ran through my veins. The one I was addressing pulled out a slim, shiny knife and held it up in the air between us, twisting it first one way and then another.

      “You can’t get away this time,” she said. “Our mistake was trying to be kind to you and that man. We should’ve slit your throats instead of gassing you.”

      I nodded dumbly. “Right, right. Betty. Or Hetty. Good point.” I glanced back toward the dark figure. He was still standing there and I really needed to talk to him. I needed to know who he was, where Stone was.

      “You got away,” she babbled on. “You have disgraced our honor. You made a fool of us, but not again.”

      “Right, right,” I said again, wishing she’d move out of my way and let me go talk to the man.

      “Did we really?” Ian said. “Didn’t you disgrace your honor on your own? Whatever that means.”

      “Silence!” the other, non-knife-wielding woman took a step forward and Ian and I both stepped back involuntarily. “We’ve had enough of you too. Bingley indeed.”

      “Hey!” Ian protested. “I liked being Lord Bingley!”

      The sisters and I said in unison, “Not a lord!”

      “You’re not helping our cause,” I muttered to Ian.

      “And what’s with the cotton candy?” asked Hetty, or whoever it was holding the knife. I decided to assume it was Hetty.

      “It’s yummy,” Ian said defensively. “I like it.”

      “It’s most unbecoming,” Hetty sniffed. “What are the young men and women coming to these days?”

      “It’s never a good idea to indulge in these newfangled notions,” chimed in the other sister. “The world isn’t a sensible place anymore.”

      “Like in Sense and Sensibility?” I wondered out loud. “Emma?”

      “That’s right,” Hetty said. “Sense and sensibility are important. In addition to pride and prejudice, in the right doses.”

      I stared at her, feeling like my eyes would bulge out of their sockets. “Can’t you drop the Regency bit even for a moment?”

      The knife-wielder snorted. “What kind of world would that be?”

      “A more normal one,” Ian said. “You should try some cotton candy. Maybe you’ll feel better. And look! It’s pink. Who doesn’t like pink?

      The two sisters stared dubiously at the cotton candy.

      “Pink is one of the most becoming colors for some young ladies,” said the non-knife wielder.

      “Although I don’t know how appropriate it is for a dessert,” said the other sister.

      “Try some,” I suggested, plucking a handful of Ian’s cotton candy. “Then you can judge for yourself.”

      The knife-wielder stared at the fairy floss for a split second, and then, before she knew what was happening, I thrust the cotton candy straight into her face.

      “Argh!” she screamed, shocked by her sudden proximity to the inappropriate dessert. “What—”

      Before she could protest any further, I dropped the cotton candy and took advantage of the distraction. I grabbed her knife-wielding hand and used my knee and the full force of my body weight to push her face-down onto the ground.

      She let out a scream of shock and tried to wriggle out, but she was no match for my weight and once-in-a-blue-moon Krav Maga training. I sat on her back to make sure she couldn’t escape and pried the knife loose from her prejudiced fingers.

      Glancing to my left, I saw that Ian had used the chaos to tackle the other sister to the ground and was pinning her down with one knee while fishing out his cell phone with one hand and reaching for the discarded cotton candy with the other.

      “You don’t think I can finish eating this, do you?” he asked me hopefully. “It was only on the ground for a few seconds.”

      I stared at him.

      “No,” I said finally.

      “But Angel eats food off the floor all the time,” he whined. “Why can’t I finish my cotton candy?”

      “Because Angel is three and you’re a grown adult. Besides, she probably eats off a clean, disinfected floor. This street is filthy. Also, can you please call the cops? I need to talk to—”

      And then I looked up.

      Where was the black figure?

      “Stone?” I called out hesitantly. “Stone, are you out there?”

      No response.

      I peered at the end of the street where I’d last seen him.

      No one.

      Had I been imagining it all?

      No, there’d been a man there. A man who cleared his throat and sounded like Stone clearing his throat.

      A man who disappeared into thin air.

      “Ian,” I said urgently, “did you hear a man clear his throat before we started talking to Hetty?”

      Ian gave me a blank look.

      “He was standing at the end of the street,” I said.

      Ian shook his head.

      Had I really imagined the whole thing?

      That couldn’t be.

      I’d definitely seen someone, and it had probably been Stone.

      “Stone?” I called again softly.

      I must have seen him. I must have.

      He couldn’t be dead.

      My heart thudded in my chest, and I felt the overwhelming need to get up and race through the streets looking for him. He wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. I couldn’t imagine a world where he was gone.

      “Hey!” Beneath me, Hetty wriggled angrily. “You’re getting my neck wet.”

      I looked down and noticed a few tears had dropped onto her skin. My tears, I realized.

      Sirens blared through the air as I realized I’d been crying. Crying because, for the first time, I was realizing that Stone and Ryan might really be gone.

      I had survived on hope and blind belief so far.

      But what if I was wrong?

      Four uniformed officers raced up to us and in a blur, I noticed I knew one of them. Officer Riley.

      I heard Ian explaining what had happened and saw cuffs being snapped onto the sisters’ wrists.

      Officer Riley was the one to help me up.

      “Are you okay, Tiffany?” he asked.

      I stared at him, tears still streaming down my cheeks. I didn’t feel sad. The tears were just some kind of reaction.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said to Officer Riley. “I know you need my statement, but there’s something I have to do.”

      He nodded and released my arm, and I raced all the way down to the end of the street, ignoring the looks of surprise from the other uniforms. Officer Riley would explain.

      When I got to the end of the alley, I looked one way and then another. The whole street was deserted.

      “Stone?” I said softly. “Are you there?”

      No response.

      What if it wasn’t Stone in the black clothes? Dread settled into my heart. It could’ve been some stranger who noticed the two odd women following Ian and me.

      What if I was just projecting my need for Stone and Ryan to be alive?

      What if Emily was right? That there was no way Stone and Ryan survived the crash, that they were both… gone.

      No, I told myself, brushing away my tears. That couldn’t be true.

      I turned and stared at the group congregated around the murderous sisters.

      Even from the distance, I could see the pity in Officer Riley’s eyes. He must know about Ryan and was probably thinking, That poor Tiffany Black, she’s finally lost it this time.

      I took a deep breath and ignored the chill in my heart.

      Maybe I had been delusional about Stone and Ryan being alive. Maybe seeing the black-clad figure who looked like Stone had just been a coincidence.

      But I didn’t believe in coincidences. The thing about coincidences was that usually, they weren’t.

      I reached Officer Riley again and forced myself to smile. “Sorry about that. I’m ready to give my statement now.”

      “Is everything all right?” he asked gently.

      “Just peachy,” I said. “Peachy perfect.”

      I glanced back toward the far end of the alley once again.

      There was no black-clad figure standing there. No Stone.

      But there would be.

      There would be a black-clad figure standing there who was Stone.

      Because Stone and Ryan were alive, and I knew it in my heart. I knew it the same way I knew the earth would keep turning and that life would keep moving on.

      Stone and Ryan were alive, and I refused to believe otherwise.
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      Tiffany Black and her friend Jack refuse to trust recent reports regarding Ryan and Stone – they both believe the duo is out there somewhere. Even though Jack comes into the crosshairs of some very unpleasant people, he refuses to stop trying to learn more about what happened…

      Meanwhile, Tiffany, Ian, Nanna and Bridget visit a ghost-town with Sally and her friends. Though the town is only about an hours’ drive away from Vegas, it feels like a completely different place (and era!)

      Unfortunately, when the ghost-town’s owner is murdered, the investigation comes back to the present-day Las Vegas, with Tiffany and her friends trying to find the killer before the killer gets to them first…
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        Note from the author: THANK YOU!

        And Please, Please Leave A Review

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading my books!

        I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

      

        

      
        If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review.

        An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

      

        

      
        Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

        Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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      It was with pride and barely concealed excitement that I walked down one of the below-deck hallways of the Swan of the Seas after collecting the tools of my new trade: a smartphone and a notebook computer.

      Tucked under my arm were the two ugly blue blouses I’d been issued that made up the entirety of my uniform. Because of my unique role, which would see me scurrying back and forth across the entire ship, I was exempt from wearing dress pants or a skirt and was permitted to wear jeans.

      Having collected everything I needed for my new job, I was on my way to very my own cabin—well, mine and my mystery roommate’s.

      After an abortive attempt at being a journalist at a small town newspaper back home, I’d left Nebraska to sail the seven seas and, to quote another cliché, find myself. And I was going it alone. It was the bravest thing I’d done in my life, though sometimes I wondered if it was also the stupidest.

      I felt a tinge of pride when I got to my cabin, seeing the small plastic nameplate stuck to the wall outside filled with two printed names: A. James, who was me, and S. Williams, who was presumably my new roommate.

      “Gosh, I hope she’s nice,” I said to myself under my breath. I was feeling optimistic though; she had the same last name and first initial as my best friend. She had to be nice, right? The only worry I had was that I hadn’t yet met her; somehow, we’d missed each other during training.

      My hand hesitated. Should I knock on the door of my own room? Or should I just use the keycard and let myself in right away? I clutched the keycard in my hand as another thought occurred to me.

      What if S. Williams was a man?

      What if he was a handsome man? Wouldn’t that be an interesting way to start my new life? But I was pretty sure the cruise liner company had policies against cohabitation with members of the opposite sex. A rather outdated policy, in my opinion.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Come in! It’s open!”

      I cocked my head. That voice. It sounded like it came from a thousand miles away.

      Tentatively, I pushed down on the heavy metal door handle, which operated a heavy metal lever to unseal the door.  Although the door was sturdy, it swung open easily—if a bit slowly—and I peered inside.

      “Adrienne! Addy! Addy! Addy!” The voice was from a thousand miles away. “Yay! I told them to put us in the same room, but I didn’t think they’d actually do it!”

      “Samantha? What on earth are you doing here?” My mouth agape, I shook my head in disbelief.

      I’d left my best friend back home in Nebraska a month ago, when I left for my employee training and a few days of solo R&R before my first cruise.

      My best friend was sitting on the bottom bunk bed. Her hair had been trimmed to a cute little blonde bob and her chubby cheeks were, as almost always, locked in an indefatigable smile. Samantha bounced to her feet and grabbed me in a tight squeeze across the doorway.

      “I couldn’t let you go off and travel the world without me!” she squealed in my ear.

      “But… how?”

      Samantha let me go and I stepped inside our small room, to get a better look around.

      “It’s easy. A couple of days ago, I was browsing a job site, and there was a last-minute position here.”

      “But what about training?” I asked, blinking at her. Seeing something, even a person, in an unexpected place can leave you feeling a bit off-kilter.

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, you know. When you’ve been working on cruise ships for five years, you don’t actually need to attend the training.”

      “But you…” I shook my head and laughed. I knew for a fact she’d never even seen an ocean before—at least she hadn’t a month earlier when I last saw her. Five years cruising experience indeed. “You lied!”

      Sam flicked her short hair defensively and gave me a charming smile. “For a good cause! It’s your first time going off on your own for so long, and God knows cruises can be dangerous. What if something happened to you? I’d never forgive myself!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I can take care of myself.”

      Sam eyed me warily. I knew she didn’t have much faith in my abilities, but she was trying to be polite. “Sure,” she said finally. “But it’s your first time on a big ship like this, and who knows what kinds of people are here? All kinds of crazies in close quarters—”

      “Like you!” I interrupted with a grin.

      Sam looked relieved. “Glad you’re not mad at me. I just—you know, the last time you went on a road trip alone, last summer? What happened then… well, I just can’t let that happen again. I needed to be with you, even if that meant fibbing a little on my resume.”

      Refusing to let that terrible memory cloud this important day, I smiled at Sam. “Unbelievable. It’s so exciting you’re here!”

      “I know!” said Sam, though her excitement had seemed to fade rapidly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked with a frown. “You look a little… green.”

      Samantha gave me a lopsided smile, held up a pill she produced from somewhere, and popped it into her mouth. “It’s because we’re still docked. Once the ship gets going, I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re seasick? And we haven’t even left yet!”

      She gave me a sad nod. “I’ll be fine. I read all about it. Apparently the body adapts.”

      “Does it? For everyone?”

      She shrugged. “It better. Speaking of everyone, what time is it? Don’t we have a meeting to get to?”

      “Hold on…” I whipped out my smartphone. “Smile!”

      Sam gave me a thumbs-up and a passably genuine smile, though I knew she was having to force it more than normal. She also looked a little green, but that would be fixed with the liberal use of photo filters.

      “I’m glad you thought to capture this moment,” said Sam, her smile now wan.

      “Ye-es. But actually, it’s work! #FirstDay #CrewLife … I’ll think of some more.”

      “What do you mean that’s work? Taking selfies?”

      I bobbed my head excitedly. “Yep! And that wasn’t a selfie because I wasn’t in it. I’m the social media manager, Sam, which means I spend all day taking pictures and Tweeting and Instagramming and Facebooking and posting things on the ship’s digital displays and customer information websites.”

      Sam was frowning now. “That’s not fair. I’m just a customer liaison. That means I have to listen to all their complaints and help them with all their problems.”

      I gave her a supportive shoulder squeeze. “That’s awesome! You’ll get to meet so many interesting people. I’m a little bit jealous!” This was a one hundred percent, total, absolute lie, but it was also sparkling white. I was pretty sure my job was going to be way more fun than hers, but I didn’t want to get her down.

      “Yeah, maybe. Come on. Let’s go.”

      Remembering she’d said something about a staff meeting, I pulled up my schedule using the staff app on the phone. She was right. Although my role was different, I was technically part of the Customer Liaison Team like Sam and we indeed had a meeting.

      We walked arm in arm down the hall and I felt like I was floating on a cloud. Of course, I was actually floating on water, but I guess they’re pretty similar feelings. I wanted to grill Sam more about how she faked her way into the job, but that conversation would have to wait until we were back in our room with the door sealed tight.

      “We must be going the right way. Can you hear all those people?”

      From ahead of us, we could hear the echoing chatter of a small group of people. Down below deck, it was all hard metal surfaces and sounds bounced around like in a cave. Up in the passenger areas, though, it was more like being inside a proper building: carpets and wallpapers and wood paneling absorbed sound normally rather than the utilitarian echo chamber of the ‘working’ levels.

      “Know where you’re going?” The voice had a rich, melodious tone and when I turned to look, I saw that the girl it was coming from had a smile just as friendly as Sam’s. In fact, given Sam’s current state, it was even friendlier. She must have heard us as she’d been walking down a corridor that intersected the one we were on.

      “I think so,” I said, offering the girl a smile.

      I had been worried about not knowing anyone aboard the ship, but then Sam showed up, and now this girl, even though we’d just met, had an air of friendliness about her that seemed infectious.

      “Cece Blake,” she said, sticking out a hand.

      Sam and I both exchanged quick, gentle handshakes with her.

      “Adrienne James.”

      “Samantha Williams.”

      She gave us a once-over, her eyes flicking over our uniforms. “Ooh, social media manager? That’s a new one, you lucky thing.”

      I beamed at her.

      “And customer liaison.” Cece’s smile grew notably tighter. “That can be real interesting.”

      “What do you do?” I asked her at the same time as I read her name badge. Idiot, I mentally kicked myself.

      “Housekeeping,” she said, tapping a short-nailed finger against a badge that said exactly that under her name.

      Our friendly meeting was interrupted by a thumping sound.

      “What was that?” asked Sam with a frown.

      I made a mental note to remind her to stop asking so many questions. If she was going to pretend she had five years of shipboard experience, then she really needed to pretend to know what was going on.

      “Sounded like a giant bag of meat smacking against a metal bulwark,” said Cece with a shrug.

      It kind of did. “Is that… a thing?”

      Cece snorted and used a hand to cover up a giggle.

      “Hell-ohhhh?” came a slurred voice.

      From the same direction Cece had come, a large man lumbered into view, ping-ponging his way off the metal bulwarks.

      “Great,” said Cece under her breath in a tone which indicated she was anything but delighted by the vision before us.

      “Ah! Wenches!” The man stopped his lumbering and leaned against a wall. “Is wenches right? Or is that taverns?” He had a worried frown, and he dropped his hands to his knees to steady himself. Sweat was beading on his forehead.

      “Sir, this area is restricted to staff and crew,” said Cece politely but firmly.

      “Crew! Ah!” The man beamed. “Which crew member would like to show me back to my quarters?” He raised a hand to his mouth to cover a yawn.

      “That’s my job,” said Sam glumly, her beaming smile now a distant memory.

      Cece winced. “Yeah, you better take him to his cabin. Just take that service elevator up to the VIP quarters and his room is right around the corner.” Cece pointed down toward the end of the hallway. “Goodness knows how he got down here though. You need your keycard to make it work.”

      Sam’s hand went up and reflexively touched her ID and access card, which hung from a lanyard around her neck like most staff members. “Wish me luck…”

      Cece took her by the shoulders. “Just don’t get too close to him. Understand?”

      Sam nodded, though she didn’t look happy about it. “See you in a bit…”

      We waved her off and watched as she led the man into the elevator. When the doors had closed, we resumed our journey to the meeting.

      “I guess she’s had plenty of experience with passengers like that,” said Cece, shaking her head to herself. “I’d hate to do her job.”

      “Plenty of experience?”

      “Samantha Williams, right? I was looking over the list of new members. She’s been doing this since I was in high school.”

      “Oh, yeah. Five years, all right.” While I was happy to have Sam here, I wasn’t overly pleased about having to play along with her little ruse. “But don’t you have to deal with customers like that too? You have to go into their rooms.”

      “Yep, but we do that when the passengers aren’t there. And anyway, if I don’t want to talk to them, I just tell them I don’t hablo Ingles.”

      I giggled. “I guess me and her couldn’t get away with that in our jobs!”

      Cece shook her head. “Nope. You have to be nice to people like old Patrick Murphy back there.”

      “You know that guy?”

      “He’s famous. Infamous, rather. Takes about a hundred cruises a year and acts like an idiot on every one.”

      “Is he… violent?” I asked, worried for Sam.

      “He’s not punchy, but he is handsy. I guess your friend is used to dealing with people like that though.”

      I pondered that thought for a moment. Back in Nebraska, Sam had been able to handle herself, but I worried that out here at sea was a completely different kettle of fish.

      “She’s a tough cookie.”

      “Awesome. There’ll be plenty of people up on the VIP floor anyway. Lots of them like to get here early and settle in before the riff-raff arrive.” We reached a room with a wide-open door and a couple of people hanging out outside. “Come on, in here.”

      I followed Cece into the room labeled Staff Meeting Room Three. Like a lot of the non-passenger areas of the ship, the ceilings were low and everything felt cramped. The room had several dozen chairs in it, and a small elevated section at one end from which presentations could be given.

      There were already about twenty people in the room and the air bubbled with excitement. I took out my phone and snapped a few pictures. I probably wouldn’t use them, but I figured something good might turn up.

      “Sweet. The best seats are still free.” Cece sat down in the very back row, closest to the door we had entered through, and patted the seat next to her. I instinctively hesitated. At school, I always sat at the front of the class and still had the childish thought in the back of my mind that sitting at the back was for the ‘bad apples.’

      The hesitation didn’t last long. I’d left home to start a new life and become a new person. Why not start by casting off my goodie-two-shoes image? With a grin, I sat next to my new friend.

      “These things never start on time,” she said, shaking her head and sighing. I checked the time. It was 4:30 p.m. exactly, the time the meeting was supposed to start.

      We were still waiting five minutes later when Samantha arrived, tapping me on the shoulder from behind and then squeezing past me to sit down.

      She didn’t look great. Her normally calm face seemed to be trying to decide whether it wanted to be red or green.

      “Did you get him back to his cage?” asked Cece with a smirk.

      “Yeah, just about.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t look it.

      “Yeah… I’m fine,” she said, though her tone was so subdued she might as well have had a neon sign above her head flashing DEFINITELY NOT FINE.

      “Testing, testing, one, two, one, two. Can you hear me at the back?”

      We responded that we could indeed hear the lady at the front who I knew to be Sylvia Diaz. She was the cruise director and my immediate boss, who I’d met several times during the interview and training process. While I hadn’t fully made up my mind about her, I was pretty sure we wouldn’t ever be friends; we were as compatible as toothpaste and cheese.

      “Right. The meeting agenda is up on the screen and you should all have been emailed a copy. Please pay attention. It’s not just for my benefit. It’s also a legal requirement that you are fully informed about all safety procedures…”

      And so, the meeting, and my new career, began in earnest.
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      The next day, with the memory of the interminably long meeting still at the forefront of my thoughts (did you know that if a passenger falls overboard, we’re not supposed to strip off and dive in right after them? And that if there’s a fire, we’re supposed to pull the alarm? And that stealing from a passenger’s room is a big no-no?), it was time to get to work.

      After Sam and I had finally finished chatting last night, I’d dozed off to sleep listening to the ship’s engines. The crew quarters were close enough to the engine rooms that the ship’s power plant provided a constant background hum that, although alien to a farm girl like me, was not unpleasant.

      I had tried not to look too excited when I parted with Cece and Sam as they headed to their respective jobs after breakfast. It didn’t seem fair that they would be cleaning and dealing with fussy passengers while I basically got to do what I wanted, wandering around the ship, taking pictures of the most interesting things, and writing posts about them. But hey, life’s not fair, I told myself with a grin when I thought no one was looking.

      The first thing I did was take a few pictures of people boarding: #CruiseLife #Cruising #FirstDayCruise. Most of the VIPs had boarded the day before for an extra exclusive night, but the regular passengers—non-vips, as Cece called them—were being welcomed aboard today.

      The Swan of the Seas was apparently a minnow in the world of cruising, though it felt like a floating city to me. The population on board was at least triple that of Cornridge, Nebraska, where Sam and I hailed from and it felt to me just as monumental as if I’d moved to Chicago or New York.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see who it was.

      “Adrienne, darling?” said Sylvia the cruise director, who had sidled up behind my prime location looking down on the gangway below.

      “Oh, hi!” I said and immediately felt guilty.

      It’s a bit of a weakness of mine; whenever I’m doing something fun, I feel like I should be doing something not fun instead. And this job was definitely fun so far.

      “Good work so far, but I’m going to need you to think about a bit more pizazz in your work, do you see?”

      “Pizazz?” I asked, scrunching up my nose.

      I’d only started a few minutes before. It didn’t seem exactly fair to accuse me of being boring, which is presumably what my pizazz-lessness was.

      “Yes, get out there, mingle. Meet the customers. I know you’re not a customer liaison, but in some ways, you are the ultimate customer liaison. Do you see?”

      Do you see seemed to be a verbal tic of hers and I was already tempted to answer no.

      “Uh-huh,” I sounded. “I was thinking of interviewing some of the cruise regulars. Since I do have a background in journalism, after all.”

      Sylvia nodded at me. “Yes, that might work. But make sure they’re positive. If they have any complaints, make sure you edit them out. Your job is to provide a positive spin, not to ‘report’ on problems, do you see?”

      “Yes, I see,” I said, hiding a frown. I was being censored already and I hadn’t even reported anything yet!

      “Remember, you’re our social media tsarina, our publicity princess, our picture poster, and our Twitter tweeter. You’re not Bernstein and Woodward. Do you see?”

      I gritted my teeth and forced my finest fake smile. “Absolutely. I’m going to be so positive I’ll pop.”

      “Fantastico! You can ask some of the other staff members who the regulars are for your interviews, but remember, keep them short and sweet and fun. And make sure you’re Tweeting and Instagramming hourly!”

      Hourly? Goodness. Perhaps this work wasn’t going to be quite as laid back as I thought it would be.

      “Yes, boss,” I said and saluted her with my smartphone.

      She beamed back at me and went off to harass some other poor staff members. Looking below me, I could see that the gangways had been lifted and removed, and the last of the ship’s moorings were being untied.

      Beyond, I caught my last glimpses of the most fun city I’d ever had the pleasure of visiting: New Orleans. After nearly a month there, I’d come to the conclusion that there was more excitement in one night in New Orleans than in an entire month in Nebraska. Not that Nebraska is dull, you understand, but… no, scratch that. Nebraska is dull. But almost anywhere would be compared to Nola. Speaking of which, I’m not supposed to say Nola, because apparently it makes me sound like a tourist.

      I was on a deck called The Constitutional, so named because it provided a pleasant path to stroll the circumference of the ship at a leisurely pace, with a few cafés dotting the path and a liberal sprinkling of benches, chairs, and sun loungers placed every hundred yards or so in case you needed a break in your exercise. Another deck had a running track for those wanting something a bit more active, and I hoped to get a few interesting shots there later.

      I was just about to head back inside when an idea stopped me dead in my tracks.

      Patrick Murphy!

      Cece had said that he was a cruise regular, exaggerating that he went on a hundred or so a year. Not that I’d normally choose to focus on a rude drunk, but Sam had seemed quite upset when she’d come back from escorting him to his room the day before. I wanted to know more about him—and now I had an excuse.

      The previous night, Sam and I had spent a couple of hours studying the layout of the ship, trying to memorize the location of every point of interest. It wasn’t just for our own edification of course; it was also a job requirement. Unlike Sam though, I had the opportunity to wander the ship as I pleased—in fact, it was my duty to visit all the interesting parts—and so memorizing the location of everything was going to be a lot easier for me.

      It was about a ten-minute walk from my spot on the constitutional deck to the VIP section, in which Mr. Murphy’s stateroom was located. When I arrived, I immediately made my way to the nearest crew station, where I found a printed list of passengers and their cabins for this section. His room was designated VIP-12.

      Pleased at my own cleverness, I sauntered down the hallway with confidence, only to realize that particular corridor ended at VIP-10.

      Confidence deflated, I returned to the crew station and made another attempt, this time successful.

      Outside the cabin door was a sign reading “The Stateroom of Mr. And Mrs. Patrick Murphy.” Although the sign was of course only temporary, it looked like a permanent fixture and no doubt made the passengers in this section feel like they actually were Very Important People. Perhaps some of them really were.

      Next to the door was an ornate lion’s head doorbell that, although undoubtedly made in China for pennies, looked like it had been borrowed from an Edwardian mansion. If there weren’t dozens of identical ones throughout this section of the ship, it certainly would’ve fooled me.

      I pressed the button and was mildly disappointed that it rang with a normal ding-dong rather than a roar.

      I waited patiently for five seconds, impatiently for another fifteen, and then I rang it again.

      After my third attempt at ringing, I decided to change my tactics before giving up and finding someone else to interview. This time, I rapped on the door with my knuckles, regretting it as soon as I realized the ornate white door was actually painted steel. Banging your hand against a steel door is much more painful than doing so against a wooden one. My knocking produced less noise than the ouch I let out in painful surprise.

      What I did notice, though, was that the door was not, in fact, fully shut. It was open just about an inch. I stared at the crack between the door and its frame. Was it open when I arrived? Or had it just opened?

      I gave it a tentative push and the heavy door slowly began to swing inward.

      “Hello?” I called through the crack.

      There was no answer. I pushed the door a bit harder and it swung all the way open.

      Peering inside, my eyes went wide with shock.

      “Oh my…”

      The room was so much nicer than mine it didn’t seem fair. While of course I understood that I was just a member of staff and this businessman was paying hundreds or thousands of dollars a night, seeing the difference left a kind of gnawing jealousy inside me.

      I’d never be able to afford a room like this. Not in a hundred years.

      The floor was laid with marble, and the walls were simply but tastefully decorated with a number of abstract art pieces.

      And the lighting! Mine and Sam’s room had no windows and a single too-harsh fluorescent bulb that made the room achingly bright if it was on, or left us in pitch blackness if it was off. But here, there were large sliding windows which let in all the natural light to bounce off the brightly painted walls and copious mirrors spread throughout.

      “Hello?” I called. “Mr. Murphy?” I put my head right in through the door but I didn’t yet step inside. “Is anyone there? The door’s open…”

      I didn’t get a response. Quickly checking over my shoulder to make sure no one else was watching me, I stepped inside.

      “He-llo!” I called, much louder than before, but in a friendly sing-song voice. I didn’t want to sound like a burglar—not that I knew what burglars sounded like.

      I took another step inside and something caught my eye. Up ahead, I could see a rather expensive-looking leather sofa, but more importantly, behind it was a shoe sticking out.

      The problem was… it didn’t look like it was just a shoe. I thought I could see it attached to a sock. But I couldn’t see any further due to the sofa and my current line of sight.

      I took another step forward, moving slightly to the right to get a better viewing angle.

      Oh, how I wished I hadn’t.

      The shoe was most definitely attached to an entire leg, and presumably the rest of a person beyond.

      “Are you sleeping!?” My voice was loud and high pitched, almost yelping. Calm down, I thought, calm down. I took three deep breaths.

      “Are you passed out drunk on the floor?” I began to walk forward with nervous little steps. “Please be passed out drunk on the floor. Mr. Murphy! Mr. Murphy…”

      Squeezing my hands into tight little fists, I forced myself to keep going. With another couple of steps, I could see right over the sofa and what it had been hiding.

      “Oh… no.”

      Patrick Murphy was laid out on the floor, a reddish-brown stain surrounding his head. From the angle of one of his arms, it was clear he wasn’t sleeping—not even a very drunk person could sleep at that painful angle.

      Patrick Murphy had gone from dead drunk yesterday to actually dead today.

      

      
        
        Click here to continue reading…
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