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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      When I arrived at Ian’s apartment that Saturday morning, I had to force myself not to laugh at his outfit.

      It wasn’t that there was anything wrong with what he was wearing—bold fashion choices are a common sight in Vegas—but it just wasn’t him.

      Ian was clad in a pair of jeans but he was wearing them with a giant brass belt buckle that read “NEVADA” and was embossed with a map of the state. To go along with the jeans, he was wearing boots with actual spurs on them. As far as I knew, Ian had never been near a horse, let alone ridden one.

      Hanging around his neck by a string was a Stetson hat, and he was wearing a white button-up shirt with a turquoise bolo tie.

      “Getting into the spirit of things?” I asked him.

      “Oh, yeah.” He patted his oversized Nevada belt buckle. “Sally says it’s like the real Wild West out there. She took me shopping. How do I look?”

      “You look like a real cowboy, Ian. You just need a pair of six-shooters to finish the look.”

      “Can I borrow your gun?”

      I nearly choked.

      “No. Absolutely not. And anyway, it wouldn’t match your outfit. It’s not exactly a cowboy’s revolver.”

      Behind Ian, his apartment looked the same as it always did. Simply decorated with few knickknacks or ornaments other than his collection of Star Wars memorabilia. Despite now having access to his considerable fortune, he hadn’t been splurging on anything. As far as I knew, Sally hadn’t been after his wealth either, which was a relief.

      Meow.

      I grinned down at his little white cat, Snowflake, and picked her up as she rubbed against my legs. The cat wasn’t technically allowed in our apartment building—no pets were—but she hadn’t been caught yet. Well, my eighty-year-old neighbor Mrs. Weebly knew, but we were able to come to an understanding with her.

      “Where’s Bridget?” Ian asked.

      “I haven’t picked her up yet. I’m going to get her on the way.”

      Ian and I were going on a trip with his girlfriend, Sally. It wasn’t just the three of us, of course. That would be weird. No, it was a big group thing. Sally had invited Ian to meet a bunch of her friends, and I was coming along for moral support. And because I deserved a trip out of the city for once.

      We were still standing by the front door, thinking about the trip, when we heard someone outside followed by the doorbell ringing.

      “That must be them!”

      Ian pulled the door open. It was not them.

      “Nanna!” I said in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      My grandmother was standing in the doorway, a happy smile on her face. In her hands, she was clutching a square cardboard box with a little handle at the top. I thought I could guess what it might contain, but I didn’t want to jinx it yet.

      “I came to see you, but before I got there I heard your voice coming from Ian’s apartment. So here I am.”

      “You’re too good to me.” I looked down at the box again. “We’re about to head out. What have you got there?”

      “A new bakery opened, Take-a-Cake, and they had a sign in the window claiming they have the best cupcakes in town. It was a bold statement, so I thought we needed to do a little investigation and check them out.” Nanna lifted up the box. “What do you say, detective?”

      “Sounds like a case I can really get my teeth into. And I’ll do this one pro bono.”

      We took the box of cupcakes into Ian’s kitchen, and I poured us all a cup of coffee and handed out the cupcakes. Nanna had bought a half dozen, enough for two each. She really was the best Nanna in the world.

      Not that I’d ever eat two cupcakes in a single sitting, of course. Ahem.

      “Where are you going?” she asked when we were all sitting.

      “Sally invited Ian to visit her best friend’s grandmother’s new ghost town resort.”

      “A ghost town resort? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “Resort might be too fancy a word,” Ian said. “But it is a real ghost town. Pepper’s grandmother built some cabins on the edge of the town for tourists to stay in. She bought the whole thing. It’s not open to the public yet. We’re kind of a trial run.”

      “Just the two of you and Tiffany?” Nanna asked with a slightly accusatory look my way.

      “Oh, no, Sally’s bringing a bunch of her friendsIt’s going to be tons of fun.” He paused. “At least she said it would be. I don’t know most of her friends. But she says they’re nice.”

      Nanna squeezed Ian’s shoulder, sensing his anxiety.

      “I’m sure they’ll all be fine people. How many of you are going?”

      “I think about eight of us?” Ian said with his face scrunched up. “And of course Pepper’s grandmother who is running it will be there too.”

      “Her name’s Pepper? That’s fun,” Nanna said.

      “Yes. Pepper Loveslife.”

      “Pepper Loveslife? That’s her name? I take it it’s not a real name.”

      “I think it’s a name she chose. Sally told me she has an interesting job, but I don’t know what it is.”

      “Sounds like a stage name to me.”

      “Do you think she’s an actress?” Ian asked.

      I tried to keep a straight face.

      “She certainly sounds like, uh, some kind of actress,” Nanna said, keeping her mouth shut tight.

      “Neat. I don’t know any actresses.”

      Nanna and I both tried not to laugh. I had a rough idea what kind of actress Nanna meant.

      “I’ve never stayed in a ghost town,” Nanna announced, changing the topic back. She picked up a beautifully frosted chocolate cupcake from and held it in front of her mouth.

      Ian perked up.

      “Then why don’t you come with us? I’m sure they can fit in one more. You can stay with Tiffany. She’s all alone.”

      Gee, thanks. Just straight up call me forever alone.

      I quirked one eyebrow at Ian. “Don’t you think you should get permission from Pepper or her grandmother first?”

      “Yes, you must,” Nanna said. “But if they’ve got room, I won’t say no. Now let’s try these cupcakes…”
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        * * *

      

      I was standing by Ian’s front door again when they finally arrived. I had been on my way back to my apartment to finish packing when the ding-dong sounded. Quick as a flash, I pulled the door open.

      “How rude! Opening a door that quickly is dangerous!”

      I took a step back. On the other side of the door stood a woman about Nanna’s age wearing a scowl.

      “Sorry if I scared you.” I stuck out a hand. “I’m Tiffany, a friend of Ian’s. This is his apartment.”

      “And I’m Nanna.” She grabbed my hand and then squeezed it too tightly.

      You are not! She was most certainly not Nanna. There’s only enough room for one Nanna in the world as far as I was concerned.

      The fake Nanna standing before me was a stocky lady with an overly-sensible manner about her. She was wearing dark jeans and a checkered shirt, along with a pair of boots that were more functional than stylish. She had a sturdiness about her that would have been reassuring if not for the mean look in her eyes.

      “Hello! I’m Ian.” He squeezed in to stand beside me. He was joined by the other current occupant of his apartment.

      “And I’m another Nanna.”

      “That’s school,” someone said from behind the new Nanna. Sturdy Nanna, as I began to think of her.

      The new speaker squeezed past Sturdy Nanna and thrust a phone in my direction like she was trying to film me, because she was.

      “I’m Pepper Loveslife, and I’m so blessed to meet you.” She looked to be in her early twenties. Pepper was wearing denim jean shorts with some artful tears, a checkered shirt tied just above her belly button, and brown suede boots. Between her clothes and a full face of makeup, complete with bright red lipstick, she looked like a music video cowgirl.

      “Nice to meet you too.”

      “Don’t say that. You’ve got to say that’s school.”

      “That’s… school?” I gave her a quizzical look.

      “Yeah. It’s my new catchphrase. It’s like, you know, that’s so cool, but all pushed together. That’s s’cool. Cool huh? I mean, s’cool, huh?”

      “Oh… Oh.” I wasn’t too sure what she’d just said.

      “She’s an influencer,” Sally said as she appeared, slipping between Sturdy Nanna and Pepper.

      “What’s an influencer?” Real Nanna asked from behind.

      “Lord only knows,” said her counterpart standing in front of me, a hard edge to her tone. Being an influencer was clearly not something she approved of.

      “It’s someone who makes videos and takes photos and puts them online and gets a lot of people following them,” Ian said, trying to couch the explanation in Nanna-friendly terms. “If enough people follow them, they’re considered an influencer. When they recommend something, their followers pay attention. They sell their influence to make money.”

      “But it’s much more than that,” Pepper said in a deliberately airy tone. “I inspire, I teach, and I open up the world and show it to people in a new light. Like an oyster. That’s another one of my catchphrases. The world is an unopened oyster, and you’ve got to pry it open. S’cool, huh?”

      “How wonderful, dear,” Nanna said. She turned her gaze to the other Nanna. “I hear you have a ghost town?”

      “That’s right I do.” A little smile began to play on her lips and some of her stern demeanor softened. “Silver Bend. Are you interested in ghost towns?”

      “Oh, yes. You know, some of them weren’t even fully ghost towns yet when I was young. I would so love to stay at one…” Nanna let her words float in the air, the perfect bait for her hugely unsubtle fishing expedition. Sturdy Nanna had no choice but to offer an invitation.

      “Then you’re more than welcome to come and visit any time—”

      “Oh, great! That’s so kind. I’ll come with Tiffany.” I could sense Nanna’s hundred-watt smile without even needing to look at it as she nudged me.

      “The more the merrier,” Sturdy Nanna said drily. “The youngsters will have to put up with two of us Nannas, won’t they?”

      Nanna didn’t answer that, because I knew she saw herself as being one of the youngsters rather than a contemporary of Sturdy Nanna.

      “Are you ready, Ian?” Sally pulled at his hand to hurry him outside.

      “All set.” Ian lifted the canvas duffel bag in which he had packed all of his belongings for the short trip. “Let’s get this show on the road. See you there, Tiffany, Nanna.”

      With a wave, we sent Pepper and her grandmother off with Ian and Sally after confirming that we did indeed know the location of Silver Bend. Sturdy Nanna had told us that she wouldn’t be there for a few more hours, as they had to make several more stops to pick up more of Sally’s friends.

      “They seem nice,” Nanna said happily. She always could see the best in people.

      “Do they?”

      “I thought they did.”

      I nodded. “We’ll find out, since we’re going to spend the whole weekend with them. Time for us to get going. I’ll take you back to the house so you can pack a couple of things, and—”

      “No need to bother. I’ll just take my go bag.”

      “Your what?” I asked suspiciously.

      “My go bag. Stone taught me about them.”

      Stone. The mention of his name caused an uncomfortable knot to form in my stomach. The ex-CIA operative had gone missing while trying to rescue my erstwhile boyfriend, Ryan. Neither of them had been seen or heard from in over a month and it was getting harder and harder to hold on to hope. I put on a brave face.

      “What’s a go bag?”

      “A bag full of all the essentials, in case I need to get out in a hurry. You know, a couple of changes of clothes, a washbag, some supplies, emergency rations, baby formula. That kind of thing. In case there’s an earthquake, or an invasion.”

      “An invasion? And baby formula?”

      “You never know what’s going to happen, dear.” She gave me a meaningful look that I did not want to get into. I didn’t even have a boyfriend, let alone a baby.

      “So we’ll get your go bag then. Where is it?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      Nanna happily pushed past me into the hall and then proceeded to let herself into my apartment using the spare key she kept in her bag.

      “Nanna?”

      “Come on, dear. We don’t have all day.”

      I followed Nanna inside my apartment where she made an immediate beeline for my bedroom.

      “Nanna?” I called again

      She disappeared inside. When I reached the room, I saw Nanna on her hands and knees, pulling at something under the bed which had been up against the wall.

      “Ta-da!” Nanna stood up and held up a gym bag, which looked to be stuffed to the brim with presumably what she thought were the essentials.

      “You had that under my bed?”

      “Yep! Just in case of emergencies, like today. I’ve got one here, one at your Mom’s, and I’ve got one at my place.” She glanced down. “Stone taught me about go bags when you were late for lunch one day.”

      “He always knew what to do, didn’t he?”

      “He did. He does,” Nanna said with finality. As far as she was concerned, Stone was very much alive and merely missing. I felt the same. At least most of the time. But sometimes, late at night, when I couldn’t sleep, I started thinking, What if? What if he’s not all right? What if— But then I would stop myself.

      He has to be all right. He has to be.

      “Come on. Let’s go and get Bridget.”
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        * * *

      

      Nanna came with me to Jack’s office, high up in the Tremonte Hotel and Casino tower. Since my apartment building didn’t allow dogs, I’d reluctantly handed Bridget over to Jack and Emily to look after. Of course I went to visit her all the time, and she had a wonderful life with Jack, but I missed her.

      “Did Wes say why he didn’t want to come?” I asked Nanna while we soared up one of the Tremonte’s express elevators to the floor containing the executive suites. I had caught Nanna’s end of the conversation with her husband in the car, but not the other end.

      “I’m afraid he likes his home comforts too much. He said he wants running water and access to the internet, not rattlesnakes and campfires.”

      “Rattlesnakes? Do you think there will be any?”

      One of the good things about living in the city was that you didn’t have to worry about things like coyotes, rattlesnakes, or any other vicious wildlife. Unless you included the citizens of Las Vegas or the tourists among the term wildlife. Not exactly unreasonable, since I’d sure seen enough wild behavior in my time.

      “I expect so. Especially in an old abandoned town like that.”

      I shuddered just as the bell dinged to indicate we had arrived on the correct floor. Nanna and I walked out of the elevator, me showing her where to go. When we got to Jack’s office, he greeted us both with a warm smile that flashed almost as white as his tailored shirt. He was the owner of the entire place, and a good friend.

      “No rattlesnakes in here?” was the first thing that Nanna said to him.

      He looked at me, startled. “No. Should there be?”

      “Definitely not.”

      There was a bark, and then Bridget appeared from behind Jack’s desk, bounding across the room and jumping up into my arms. After a brief snuggle, she was bouncing around Nanna, and then back to me, and then back to Nanna again, unable to decide where she wanted to dispense her affection and trying to divide it between us instead.

      “Has she been good?”

      “Of course she’s been good. She’s perfect, aren’t you, Bridget?”

      She barked confirmation in Jack’s direction but kept bounding around Nanna and me.

      Nanna crouched down. “Are you ready for a little vacation? You must’ve been working very hard at the hospital.”

      Bridget seemed ready for a vacation, though I suspected she would be ready anytime, no matter how hard she had been working. Bridget was the new mascot and face of a hospital wing that was being built to treat sick children and speed their recovery by providing them with support animals.

      “Where are you going this time?” I asked Jack, leaving Nanna to crouch down and play with Bridget.

      “Macau. There’s a casino operators’ conference. It should be interesting, though I wish it wasn’t so far away.”

      “It’s good to get away.”

      I thought about the trip we were taking—a couple of hours in the car out into the wilds of Nevada. It wasn’t exactly like jet setting across half the world. “Any other news?” I asked in a small voice. We both knew what I was talking about: Stone and Ryan.

      “My contact confirmed that two unidentified charred bodies were found at the crash site.”

      He might as well have punched me in the gut.

      “Unidentified?”

      “That’s right. We don’t know who it is yet. It could be…”

      Yeah. It could be Ryan and Stone. But it wasn’t. I was sure of it. They couldn’t be dead. They couldn’t be gone. It wasn’t right, it wasn’t possible, and it wasn’t fair.

      Jack came toward me and wrapped his arms around me in a supportive hug. The piney scent of his cologne somehow managed to make me feel more reassured than words ever could.

      “We’re not giving up hope,” he said in my ear. “Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said back in a voice that was barely a whisper.

      We parted, and Bridget bounded back up to me again, holding her leash in her mouth, ready to go.

      “Have a good trip, Jack.”

      “You too. And watch out for rattlesnakes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      It was early afternoon when we pulled up at Silver Bend. We had left the highway about ten minutes before, and the last part of our journey had been along a bumpy, dusty track. Not even Bridget had enjoyed that bone-jarring part of the drive.

      Once upon a time, Silver Bend had been a thriving community of several hundred people. But when the silver dried up, there had been nothing left to support the town. The miners moved on, and without them, the town had nothing else to fall back on. Like dozens of other communities in Nevada and across the Southwest, the formerly thriving small metropolis had emptied out, leaving behind only its structures like skeletons to be near-perfectly preserved in the arid desert climate.

      I pulled up at the entrance of the town, where several fenceposts had been driven into the ground to indicate a parking area. Not that there was any shortage of spaces around here. The main road into and through the town itself was blocked with a wooden gate. Clearly Sturdy Nanna didn’t want vehicles driving through. Considering how much dust we managed to kick up just parking my old Honda, I could see why.

      As soon as I opened the car door, Bridget bounded out, stopped, and looked around. Except for her brief stay at my aunt’s farm, Bridget had never seen so much open space before. Or heard such quiet. Or seen such an unobstructed view of the blue sky above.

      “Let’s go and explore!” Nanna sounded like an excited schoolgirl. I felt a frisson of excitement myself.

      “Just a minute. I got a couple messages on the way over. I want to check them.”

      With some disappointment as I looked at my phone screen, I noticed that all of them were from Ian. “He says Pepper’s Nanna is horrible! She’s been saying mean things to all of them. Even him. He says he’s calling her Horrible Nanna to distinguish her from you.”

      “I know her type,” Nanna said. “She’s from the tough love school of grandmothering.”

      “School of grandmothering, huh? What one did you go to?”

      “I went to the one that tells me to act like I’m twenty-one forever.”

      “I think I like that one better. Hold on, there’s another message. It says, ‘You’ll never guess who Sally is friends with. We just picked up—’”

      “Who?”

      “It doesn’t say. The message was part one of a two-parter. I must have lost the signal before the last bit arrived.” I checked the screen, and sure enough there were zero bars showing. I held it up into the sky to see if that would make a difference. It didn’t.

      “It’s like the old days,” Nanna said. “I wonder what the young people will do without their cell phones.”

      “I’m sure we’ll cope.” Actually, I wasn’t entirely certain about that, but it would be an interesting experiment. I was glad that Pepper wouldn’t have a signal though. It might discourage her from shoving her camera in our faces again.

      “Look at this!” Nanna was a few steps ahead of me, at the edge of the parking lot. She was standing beside a cracked and weathered wooden sign. At the top, it said Silver Bend, and underneath it read “Population” followed by a series of ever-decreasing, crossed-out numbers, starting with 5,748 and ending, finally, with 2.

      “Population two?” Nanna said in disbelief. “I thought this was supposed to be a ghost town. It should be zero.”

      “That’s close enough for me. I guess one of them must be Pepper’s grandmother. I wonder who the other one is?”

      “That would be me,” said a voice behind us, startling us both.

      When I turned and looked up, it was at an old man atop a chestnut horse. He was staring down at us.

      Nanna and I took a step back.

      “Who are you?” Nanna asked.

      “Name’s Abner. You can call me… Abner.” He leaned forward and tilted the brim of his white Stetson down in a greeting.

      “And are you Mrs. Watson’s boyfriend?” Nanna asked.

      He just about fell off his horse.

      “No, ma’am, I’m not,” he said when the fearful look passed from his eyes. He shook his head. “No,” he repeated.

      “So you work here, do you? How many of you are there?”

      He pointed at the sign again. “Just us. Mrs. Watson says she’s going to start hiring soon. But for now, just us two.”

      “Must be lonely out here.”

      “I don’t feel it.” He lifted his head in a general indication of the surrounding area. “Didn’t see a one-eyed man on a white horse, did you?”

      Nanna giggled. “Is he a ghost?”

      “Not yet. Didn’t see him then, I take it?”

      We both shook our heads and told him that no, we had not seen anyone riding a white horse, one-eyed or otherwise.

      “Good.”

      “I think it must be one of the ghosts,” Nanna whispered to me.

      “I don’t think there are supposed to be any ghosts. It’s just an abandoned town,” I whispered back,

      Nanna didn’t look convinced. “If you say so.”

      “Right. Nanna, let’s look around before the rest of them get here.”

      Nanna looked up at Abner. “Would you like to give us a quick tour? Show us everything?”

      “Ain’t nothing to see here.”

      I looked behind us in the direction of the town. There was clearly a lot to see here. Just from our current position, I could see abandoned old cars and wagons, a row of wooden buildings, one solid brick building, assorted bits and pieces along the edge of the town that looked to be outdated farming and mining equipment, and who knew what else lay farther inside. All of it was contained along one main road.

      Just off the edge of the parking area was the only sign of new life: half a dozen small cabins arranged around one slightly larger one. The smaller ones looked like they were only large enough to contain a single main room and a bathroom.

      The bigger cabin had a deck along the front with a rocking chair and a sign reading Nanna’s Place. I idly considered adding a qualifier before the word Nanna—sturdy, or perhaps horrible.

      “It looks to me like there’s plenty to see. Come on. I want to see Main Street.” Nanna took me by the wrist. With Bridget by my side, we walked around the wooden barrier that stopped cars from entering the main street and began our exploration.

      Despite having told us there was nothing to see, Abner began to trot along beside us. I had the feeling he was keeping an eye on us, making sure we weren’t up to any mischief.

      “That’s a dog,” he said, pointing a gloved hand down at Bridget.

      “That’s not just a dog, that’s Bridget. She has her own hospital,” Nanna said.

      “A wing, anyway,” I said when Abner’s weathered old face scrunched up in confusion. The talk of wings didn’t help allay it.

      “Wings or not, you better watch her. We got coyotes out here. Ain’t much they like more than eating a soft city dog.”

      “What?”

      “Keep an eye on her. And don’t let her out at night. If not…” Abner sucked in a breath between his teeth. “Your doggone dog’ll be long gone.”

      I wrapped my hand around Bridget’s leash extra tight.

      “Hear that, girl? No going out at night.”

      Bridget gave me a whine of agreement. She would be good; she promised.

      The air around us was still and silent, without even the sound of birdsong or traffic. The slow thumping of Abner’s horse’s hooves on the dusty road was the loudest sound we could hear. On either side of us, boarded-up old buildings silently watched us as we strolled down the main street. I half expected a cowboy or sheriff to pop out at any moment. But of course there were no cowboys or sheriffs here, just the ghosts of them.

      “What’s that brick building?” I asked Abner. It was one of the few two-story buildings along the street.

      “That’s the old courthouse.”

      “I don’t suppose that sees much use now, does it?” Nanna asked.

      Abner and his horse both snorted at the same time. Neither responded. The answer was clear.

      “There’s only two of them here. They’d have to be prosecuting each other.”

      Nanna and I both laughed.

      “There wouldn’t be any work for you to do out here either,” Nanna said.

      “Dealing or investigating?”

      “Neither. Both.”

      “Dealing?” Abner halted his horse and glared down at me.

      “I work in a casino,” I explained.

      He lifted his head in a slight nod of comprehension, followed by a shake of disapproval.

      “Ain’t no casinos here.”

      “Good. It’s the weekend. I’m trying to relax.”

      The next series of wooden buildings we passed looked to be old storefronts, the doors closed and the signs outside faded. I could see old ads for grain, seeds, and farming equipment in one store. On the other side of the road was what must’ve been an abandoned grocery store, judging by the ads for canned soup and stew outside.

      “That’s the saloon.”

      I looked up at Abner in surprise. It was the first piece of information the reticent old man had offered us without prompting.

      “Oh yeah?”

      The building he indicated looked to be in better shape than the abandoned stores. The sign above the door that read Silver Bend Saloon was faded, but it seemed to be artfully done rather than from decades of neglect. The windows along the front were shuttered rather than boarded over, and on the door hung a new-looking padlock.

      “Yep. You’ll see it later.”

      “A saloon? I wouldn’t mind a cold drink now,” Nanna hinted with all the subtlety of a credit card waved in the face of a bartender.

      “Ain’t open.” Abner pulled on the reins of his horse to halt her again. “Mrs. Watson’s coming. Best get back.” He wheeled his horse around to start the short walk back to the parking lot.

      “How can you tell?” I asked him as I hurried back beside him again.

      “I can sense city folk comin’ a mile away. And look.” He pointed off into the distance. I could just about make out a vague plume of dust rising into the air.

      “Is that the car driving down the road?”

      “That or a herd of wildebeest.”

      “Wildebeest?”

      “And we ain’t got wildebeest.”

      Our brief tour of Silver Bend Main Street complete, Nanna, Bridget, and I walked back to the parking lot. The walk back seemed even shorter, and we arrived at the parking lot just as Mrs. Watson’s minivan pulled up.

      “I can’t wait to see our cabin,” Nanna said, rubbing her hands together.

      Bridget barked in both agreement and excitement to see who would get out of the minivan. I was curious too. I wondered what Sally’s friends would be like. Were they all going to be like Pepper? I sure hoped not.

      Horrible Nanna, as Ian had dubbed her, turned off the engine of her vehicle. There was a thunking noise as someone began to open the sliding door of the back of the minivan.

      I put on a polite smile to greet Sally and Pepper’s friends.

      My polite smile turned to a round O of shock when the first man climbed out of the back of the van.

      Now I knew what the other half of Ian’s message must have said. The message that said that I would never guess who Pepper and Sally were friends with.

      “Hey, baby!”

      Unbelievable.
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      “What the—”

      “Tiffany!” Nanna admonished.

      “Hey! It’s my closet buddy.”

      “What does he mean?” Nanna asked, nudging me for an explanation. She hated to be left out of anything.

      “Last time we met, we played Seven Minutes in Heaven,” Brad said as he stood in front of the car door, hands on his hips and a very stupid grin on his face.

      “When was that? High school?” Nanna asked.

      My cheeks were burning. “No. A couple of months ago, when I was working on a case. I wanted to talk to him in private, but his friends got the wrong idea. He’s just being a goof.”

      “Out of the way!” came an annoyed voice from inside the minivan. Brad was completely blocking the entrance, the silly smile still on his face.

      When I met Brad during an investigation, I discovered that he was a pickpocket who stole things from other employees at Jack’s casino, the Tremonte. He quit his job there after I caught him. At least he hadn’t been the murderer I was seeking.

      Brad finally moved out of the way and the others began to emerge from inside the van. First was Ian, who pointed at Brad as he exited, jabbing a finger in his direction, eyebrows raised and mouth open to make sure I recognized who it was. I nodded at him that, yes, I knew.

      Ian was followed by his girlfriend, Sally, and then came Pepper, camera emerging first, filming me and everything else in her field of vision. Before fully exiting the vehicle, she turned her phone around so it was pointing at her face.

      “Oh. My. Gosh. We’ve just arrived at the ghost town, and it. Is. S’cool.” She finished climbing out, almost tripping as she was paying so little attention to her feet. She twirled around outside, doing a complete 360 with her camera.

      “This is one of the remotest places on the entire planet. And there isn’t even a cell signal. You guys won’t even be seeing any of this until I return to civilization. If we even survive this Wild West wilderness.”

      Goodness, she had a flair for the dramatic. I was pretty sure we could all survive a couple of nights without a cell phone signal. And there was a gas station with a convenience store less than a half-hour drive away. Hardly one of the most remote places on the planet.

      The next couple to emerge from the minivan was new to me. They were both very well put together, in neat but expensive-looking clothes which I’m sure, like Ian, they had bought for the occasion. In matching jeans and matching checkered shirts, they looked like the very model of a perfect, wealthy young couple.“Where can I get a cell signal?” the woman asked, peering around, her gaze landing in the direction of the town’s main street.

      Horrible Nanna laughed. Not an amused tinkle, but one with unexpected bitterness. “Cell signal? Who would want one of those? No. We don’t get phone coverage around here. You young people and your phones…”

      Even I was rolling my eyes at that. Young people and their phones? They’d been a necessary part of modern life for more than twenty years as far as I was concerned.

      “Babe, don’t worry, babe. They’ll survive without us for a couple of days.” The man squeezed his wife’s arm, and she visibly calmed.

      “I hope you’re right, babe,” she replied. She turned her attention to me and Nanna. “I’m Rachel Hardwick, and this is my husband, Hunter.”

      We exchanged pleasantries while I sized them up. Rachel seemed to be the same age as Pepper and Sally but had an air of maturity about her that the other two lacked. I could tell she was a busy professional, even before she told me she worked in one of the largest banks in Vegas. Her husband, Hunter, was a few years older and already Vice President at an investment firm. The pair of them oozed a hardheaded confidence and drive that everyone else there, except for possibly Horrible Nanna, lacked.

      There was still one more person to emerge. Curious, I watched as Pepper crouched down to film the arrival of what must be her boyfriend. But he didn’t just step out like everyone else. He had musical accompaniment. Provided by him.

      “And so we finally arrive alive… Let’s hope this ghost town is not a dive…” he sang as he strummed his guitar while crouching down and exiting the vehicle.

      “That doesn’t rhyme very well,” Ian whispered in my ear.

      “I think it’s improvised.”

      “He played that thing most of the way here. I hope he stops soon.”

      “I think a bit of music is nice,” Nanna said, leaning in between us. She listened intently as the next couple of lines of the musician’s improvised song emerged. “But I hope he does some songs we know.”

      The guitarist then made a display of running into Pepper, so that he crashed into the cell phone, while Pepper screamed in acted delight. Holding her phone out to the side, but still pointed at them, she filmed the pair of them hugging each other and spinning around.

      Horrible Nanna scowled at the display. “All of you, gather around. It’s time to lay some ground rules.”

      “Ground rules?” Pepper said as she shoved her phone into the back pocket of her jeans. “We’re not kids anymore, Nanna.”

      “You’ll always be kids to me. And anyway, these are the same rules that future guests will have to follow.”

      “Okay. Can I film it?”

      “No.”

      Pepper meekly closed her mouth and didn’t ask again. A list of rules probably wasn’t the kind of thing her followers wanted to see anyway.

      “You’ve all been allocated one of my brand-new cabins. I expect you to do your absolute utmost not to damage them. Okay?”

      “Okay,” we answered in unison. It seemed like a reasonable request to me.

      “Now, at the moment we are not connected to the electricity grid. I will turn on the generator from sunset until 11 PM. After that, you’re on your own.”

      Rachel Hardwick’s mouth opened wide in shock at the thought of no electricity.

      “Babe, it’ll be okay, babe,” whispered Hunter in his wife’s ear.

      “You. With the dog.”

      Everyone’s gaze turned toward me. Bridget looked up at me, head cocked. I gave her a rub and a reassuring smile. “Yes?”

      “We’ve got coyotes around here. And they like nothing better than eating city slickers’ dogs.”

      “Right. Abner already warned us.” I glanced around to confirm with him but realized he and his horse had disappeared. “Where’d he go?”

      “Hiding, probably. He doesn’t like big crowds.”

      If we constituted a big crowd, I couldn’t imagine how he’d cope in a real city.

      “We’ll be sure to keep Bridget inside the cabin with us. Thank you for the warning.”

      Horrible Nanna slowly nodded as if pleased that I’d understood her straightforward advice.

      “She should be okay in the daytime. The coyotes don’t bother us none ‘til after sunset. Just don’t tie her up outside all night. You’ll wake up to an empty leash.”

      “She’ll be staying inside with us,” Nanna said firmly.

      The near-silence of the desert that had been filled only with the voice of Pepper’s grandmother was interrupted by the sound of a vehicle engine approaching. I took a step to the side so that I could see the access road, and saw a big cloud of dust hanging in the air as a large black SUV made its way toward us.

      Everyone else turned around to stare.

      Mrs. Watson put a hand on her hips and glared in the direction of the car.

      “What’s this? Simone, I take it?”

      “That’s right,” Pepper said. “Trust her to arrive in style!” Pepper held out her phone to film her friend’s arrival. “She’s got a new boyfriend too. She met him in Argentina. He’s a tango teacher.”

      We all watched as the large vehicle approached us, finally pulling up next to the minivan in a cloud of choking dust. We stared at the back door, waiting for it to open. But it didn’t. Instead, the front door opened and the driver began making his way toward it.

      Typical rich people, I thought. Can’t even open their own doors.

      The driver, after opening the door, did not stand back to let the occupants emerge. Instead, he reached inside, and pulled out two large leather suitcases and carried them over in our direction. He arrived and stood in front of Mrs. Watson.

      “The luggage for Simone Kress and Antonio.” He placed the luggage on the ground.

      The rest of us peered over his shoulder back toward the vehicle.

      “It appears that you forgot to deliver the luggage’s owners,” Horrible Nanna said.

      “Ah, no. They should be arriving shortly.”

      “They got a chauffeur just for their luggage?” Ian asked, astonished. Although he was wealthy himself, he wasn’t into large displays of extravagance.

      “Yes. They’re arriving by airplane.” The driver put one hand to his brow and peered up at the sky. He pointed with his other hand. “There, that should be them.”

      “I don’t have a runway,” Horrible Nanna said in amusement.

      “That shan’t be necessary. Look…”

      As we continued to stare, two dots came out of the airplane and began to descend in our direction. After a few seconds, each of the dots bloomed as parachutes opened.

      We gaped up at the sky.

      “Now that’s s’cool.”
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      An hour later, Nanna and I had finished unpacking in our one-room cabin and were taking a moment to relax in the wake of Simone’s dramatic entrance.

      Simone and her boyfriend, Antonio, had arrived in a crowd of billowing parachute material and a flurry of coughs at the dust they kicked up on arrival. Their chauffeur had then packed away their parachutes and driven away, disappearing in yet another cloud of dust and leaving us with the last two guests to arrive.

      “They were just showing off,” Nanna said as we finished our verbal replay of what had happened.

      “Maybe. But I got the impression that showing off is more Pepper’s thing. I think they may genuinely have just thought it would be fun.”

      “Hello? Did I hear my name?” The voice came from right outside our door.

      Trying to stop my cheeks from flushing in embarrassment, I opened the door to reveal Pepper. And her phone.

      “Hi, Pepper,” I said, ignoring the question she’d called from behind the closed door. “What’s up?”

      “We’re all going outside for some pictures. I think something cool, I mean s’cool is going to happen. You have to come and join us.”

      “Have to?” Nanna asked from beside me. “Well, if we have to, then we will.”

      With Bridget happily hopping around beside us, we followed Pepper outside. I had a feeling pictures and videos were going to be a big part of our Wild West weekend thanks to her.

      As we trailed behind Pepper, Nanna tapped the side of her head. “I wish more people would try and use their memories instead of taking pictures of everything.”

      “Me too. But people take so many so they can share them—or show them off. I don’t think it’s because they’re worried they’ll forget. It’s basically Pepper’s job to take pictures all day long. Unfortunately.”

      We found the whole big group, except for Horrible Nanna, who was inside her cabin, gathered in the middle of Main Street. On either side of the gathering were boarded up old grocery and feed shops, as well as a cart with a broken axle that had been abandoned decades before.

      Dylan was strumming away on his guitar, practicing several different riffs and frowning down at the strings. Ian and Sally were talking to each other quietly, both of them with smiles on their faces. It was nice to see them getting along again after the troubles they had. Pepper began pacing up and down, peering at different angles, crouching down and then standing up again, as if assessing the location and all of its different angles.

      “I just love what you do,” Simone said, following behind Pepper as she examined the scene.

      Simone was the same age as Sally’s other friends, the daughter of a casino magnate, and from what I could tell spent her entire life swanning around doing whatever she wanted without bothering with mundane concerns like work. She was plump and energetic, never seeming to stop moving except when she was being held in the arms of Antonio, her Argentinian boyfriend and ex-tango instructor who she met in Buenos Aires while learning to dance.

      “It’s just amazing,” Simone continued, “inspiring so many people. It must be a really rewarding lifestyle.”

      Pepper stopped for a moment and gave Simone a serious look. “You know, it is. I live to give.” Her eyebrows shot up. “Whoa, that’s good. Let’s do that again, and let me film it. Try and look impressed when I say it.” Pepper stood beside Simone and filmed the pair of them together. “I live to give.”

      “Wow.” Simone took a moment to pause and shake her head in wonder. “You’re amazing, Pepper,” she finished almost breathlessly.

      “She lives to give,” Dylan sang, playing a little riff on his guitar as he sidled up behind them. “She’s a-mazing… that bit doesn’t quite work.” Dylan stared down at his guitar and began mumbling lyrics to himself.

      “Thank you, Simone. The thing about the way my mind works, is that I’m constantly coming up with these little morsels, these nuggets of absolute wisdom, so I have to film myself so I don’t forget them. It’s hard when you’ve got a creative brain like mine. In a way, I never stop working—if I’m awake, I’m working!”

      “It’s a pain… When you have a creative brain… Like Pepper Loveslife…” Dylan sang, strumming again.

      Pepper turned and beamed at him.

      “Are you ready?” Dylan asked.

      “If I’m not ready now, I never will be. Okay, I’m going to stand just over there. Simone, Tiffany, you come with me.”

      “What are we doing?” I asked as I trailed a step or two behind her as she walked over to an innocuous-looking patch of dusty road.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Pepper answered, a mischievous glint in her eyes.

      She clearly had something planned but I was just going to have to wait and see what it was.

      “Sally! Rachel! Get over here!” When we were gathered around Pepper, she gave us our next instructions. “Now, we’ve got to pretend we’re just casually talking.”

      “We could just actually talk,” I suggested.

      “I couldn’t when I was in Argentina,” Simone said, “because I didn’t speak Spanish. I was lost until I met Antonio. Then he became my interpreter.” She leaned in toward us, her eyebrows raised high. “And lover.”

      “How romantic.”

      “You should hear how Tiffany and I met,” Brad said, appearing by my side from nowhere. “Do you know Seven—”

      Nuh-uh, no way. He wasn’t getting away with embarrassing me again. Especially since he remembered it all wrong. The time in the closet had been our third meeting, not our first.

      “I caught him stealing stuff from his co-workers and then I nearly got him to jump out of a fourth-story window,” I said briskly.

      “Hey! I meant the closet thing, not—”

      Brad didn’t get to finish his failed story before we were being ordered around again.

      “Right! Everyone else, gather around Pepper, please,” Dylan said, the guitar now hanging loosely from the strap around his neck, his hands being used to point people in different directions. He had set up a tripod for yet another camera that was now pointing in our direction. Were we going to film a skit of some kind?

      Nanna, Ian, Hunter, and Antonio joined our crowded group.

      “What’s happening?” Nanna asked.

      “I have no idea,” Pepper said, clearly lying. “It’s a surprise. For me.”

      “This is so exciting,” Simone said, clapping her hands. She clearly knew what was coming up.

      “Do I look okay?” Sally asked.

      “You look better than okay,” Ian answered. “You look… q-kay. That’s two more than o.”

      Sally giggled and squeezed Ian’s arm.

      “Everyone! I want you to chat naturally. And don’t look at the camera. Except every now and then, as if you’re just glancing around. Don’t stare. Okay?”

      “Q-kay,” Sally whispered loud enough for us all to hear.

      I hadn’t realized I was signing up to be an actress when I agreed to go to this ghost town, but I murmured my assent along with everyone else.

      “And three, two, one…”

      Pepper let out a loud laugh, dropping her head back into the air and clutching her stomach with apparent mirth. She clapped me on the shoulder. “Amazing!” Before I could try and find out what it was she was talking about, she turned her head and put on an exaggerated, puzzled frown.

      “What’s he doing?”

      We all looked to see. Dylan was coming toward us, his hands back on the guitar, threatening to begin strumming again at any moment.

      “Pepper!” he exclaimed in a loud, achingly breathless tone.

      “What, Dylan?” Pepper’s voice was alight with excited curiosity.

      “Pepper, my dear, you are the spice in my life, the chili in my sauce, the pepper on my aura. Pepper, you are my pepper.”

      Pepper placed both of her palms on the side of her cheeks, pushing her mouth wide open, and raised her eyebrows.

      “Dylan… What are you…”

      He dropped to his knees in front of us, ran his hand over the guitar, and began to strum, “Pepper Loveslife… You are my guide… You are my life… And I want you to be… My wife.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. Sure, it was tacky, and staged, but he sure did have a way with words. Perhaps not the way with words that he thought he had, but certainly a way with words.

      I wasn’t ready for the shriek that came next though. The way Pepper opened her mouth and screamed it sounded like someone was being murdered. If that was what her scream of delight was like, I was afraid to hear any other kinds of screams she might be able to produce.

      Dylan stared up at Pepper. “I am but a humble musician, not yet sold out and broken by the corporate music industry, so all I can offer you is this. A simple, silver ring from the very earth that we stand on. Silver Bend Silver. Pepper Loveslife, will you be my wife?”

      “Oh! Dylan! Yes! Yes, yes, yes! A quintillion times yes.”

      Pepper held out her hand, and Dylan slipped the simple silver band around her finger.

      “Congratulations!” Simone shouted.

      “Woo!” Sally shouted.

      “Right on!” Brad yelled.

      The rest of us began offering our congratulations too, which broke into a semi-spontaneous round of applause initiated by Simone.

      When we finished clapping, Dylan stood up, interlinked his arm with Pepper’s, and the pair of them turned to face us.

      “That was romantic, right?” Pepper asked.

      “So romantic,” Simone said.

      “It was perfect,” Sally said.

      “It was a wonderful proposal,” I said to her.

      “Good. Thank you, everyone.”

      I smiled happily at the thought of being dismissed. It was a cute scene, but I didn’t come out here to pretend to be the friend of some girl I’d never met before. At least, I didn’t want to spend too much time doing that.

      “Now, that was pretty good for a practice run. Let’s do it again for real. This time, I want you all to cheer louder, clap harder, look more surprised, and see if you can’t stand a little more… attractively. No offense, but some of you were slouching. Okay?”

      I looked around, mildly confused. Had I misunderstood? Apparently not. We were going to have to do the whole proposal again.

      “How many times are you going to do this?” Nanna asked.

      “As many as it takes to make it perfect. You see, we’re not just doing this for me, we’re doing it for everyone who’s going to come after me. Everyone I influence. I want them all to know that they can have a proposal as magical and spontaneous as mine.” Pepper took a couple of steps back. “Okay, everyone back into position. But this time, Sally, I want you to stand somewhere else. You and Ian are looking a bit too romantic next to each other, and that detracts from my special once-in-a-lifetime moment. Simone and Antonio, you two break apart too. And…”

      “Once in a lifetime?” Nanna whispered in my ear. “It’s going to be twice in an afternoon at least!”

      But it was, apparently, her big day. We weren’t going to ruin her fun so, dutifully, we got back into position.

      The Wild West isn’t what I expected, I thought, as I forced another fake smile of friendship onto my face for our second run-through of Pepper’s wedding proposal.

      In the distance, I saw Abner atop his chestnut horse, looking curiously in our direction.

      Okay, maybe there was one little part of this Wild West trip that was what I’d imagined. We did have ourselves a genuine cowboy, after all. Not one that was likely to get into a shootout though, thank goodness.

      “And three, two, one… action!”
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      It was a beautiful late afternoon out in Silver Bend. The air was still, the sky was cloudless, there was none of the rumble of cars or trucks or other human invention, and the world was at peace. At least it would have been if it weren’t for the battle that was being fought inside Horrible Nanna’s cabin.

      Nice Nanna—my Nanna—and I heard the commotion from inside our cabin and went to see what was going on. But we weren’t the only ones. Like moths to a flame, it seemed just about everyone had been drawn to the heated discussion.

      I like to think it was because we wanted to make sure no one was going to get hurt. It was partly that, but the real truth was that we were nosy. We could guess what the argument was about, but we wanted to hear all the gory details. Just to make sure everyone was safe, of course.

      Nanna and I joined Ian and Sally, Simone and Antonio, Brad, and the Hardwicks outside of Mrs. Watson’s cabin.

      “… Him? Dylan? Him?”

      “I don’t think her Nanna likes him very much,” Sally said in a quiet voice. She sounded embarrassed on her friend’s behalf.

      I had to stifle my laughter. Not liking him very much seemed to be a huge understatement.

      “…He doesn’t have a job! Nor do you!”

      “He does have a job—he’s a musician. And I’m an influencer!”

      “And you make money from that, do you? You have a nice income? You’re not just spending the inheritance you received from my late husband?”

      I found myself rooting for Pepper. While her personal life didn’t necessarily seem ideal, I really believed she wanted to marry Dylan. And her Nanna was landing some low blows.

      “It takes time,” Pepper said, audibly sighing between phrases, “I’m still building, Nanna.”

      “Me too,” Pepper’s future hopefully-better-half said. “I need to make sure I don’t sell out.” Dylan’s voice was much more subdued than his fiancée’s.

      “Sellout? Sell? Out? Is that what you call a musician who makes money? I wish you would sell out. Then you might have a hope of supporting yourself instead of leeching off my granddaughter.”

      My fellow eavesdroppers all seemed to be holding their breath and bending their heads toward the cabin to catch every detail. I almost wanted to walk away and stop listening. None of us were a part of this fight, other than the roles we’d played in the proposal.

      “He’s not leeching! We support each other!”

      “No, your inheritance is supporting you, and it’s going to run out, isn’t it?”

      “No! I’m an influencer now. I just need a few thousand more followers and I can start charging for my posts, and then—”

      “I don’t know what any of that means, but I can tell you this: it’s not a real job. Taking pictures of yourself all day every day is not how you make money in this world.”

      “Yes, it is,” Pepper said sullenly.

      “You should take a page out of your friend Rachel’s book. She has her head screwed on right. A real job, and a husband with a real job too. That’s what you should be doing, instead of all this messing around.”

      A loud cough sounded from behind us. It was old Abner, looking down on us from his horse with his eyebrows raised. He didn’t need to say anything. It was like being caught by a high school principal doing something we shouldn’t have been doing. Shuffling uncomfortably, we turned around and raised our heads, looking around nonchalantly as if we hadn’t been engrossed in the argument that was still carrying on inside the cabin behind us.

      “About to open up the old saloon, if you’d like to have a look.”

      “That sounds like a very good idea,” Nanna said quickly. “Come on, everyone.”

      There was a shuffling of feet and exchanges of glances between the various couples before we all started to make a move in Abner’s direction. At least a few of our companions wanted to continue listening in, but not so much as to admit it. I was happy to leave. I think we already got the gist of what Pepper’s grandmother thought of her proposed nuptials already.

      Abner slowly walked down the street atop his horse, white Stetson almost gleaming in the late afternoon sun. We trailed behind him like a posse he’d just rounded up.

      “She has a good point,” Rachel said to Hunter, me, and anyone else who cared to listen as we fell out of earshot of the cabin.

      “You think?” I asked, curious to hear more of her opinion. I didn’t know any of these people well yet, but if they were going to become a part of Ian’s life, and I was going to spend the whole weekend with them, then I should get to know them better.

      “Financial stability is very important. That’s what we think, don’t we, babe?”

      “Absolutely,” Hunter confirmed. “And we’re nearly there ourselves.”

      “Nearly there?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Five more years.” Hunter paused to let that sink in. It didn’t sink very far because I didn’t know what he meant yet. “In five more years, Rachel will be thirty, and we’ll be retired. That’s our goal. We’ve got an amount of money in mind, and when we reach it we’re going to stop working and start a family. Aren’t we, babe?”

      “That’s right, babe. Then maybe we’ll start a little lifestyle business, won’t we, babe?”

      If she retired in five years, she would be about the same age that I am now. I wasn’t about to retire anytime soon. Not even if I wanted to. Which I didn’t. What would I do if I did? Sit around eating cupcakes all day? Go on cruises? Become a connoisseur and start traveling the world trying all the best restaurants? It sounded like a sure-fire path to an unhealthy body and a rotting mind.

      “A lifestyle business?” Simone asked. “What’s that? Just something you kind of do for fun?” She had slipped in beside us and was intrigued by what she’d just heard.

      Of course Simone herself was, in a way, retired. At least she didn’t have a job, and didn’t need one if what Sally had told us about her wealth was true. She certainly seemed to keep herself busy, though.

      “Yeah. A lifestyle business is one that’s not too stressful, something you just do for a bit of fun and some side income.”

      “Like opening a ghost town,” Simone said thoughtfully, her head turning to re-examine the boarded-up wooden buildings.

      “Yes, that could be an idea. Especially if you hired staff to do all the day-to-day management. I think Pepper’s grandmother may be taking on a lot herself. But it could be done in a more relaxed manner if you’re not just trying to make money from it.”

      “If I owned a ghost town, I could be the sheriff,” Simone said excitedly.

      “No,” Antonio said emphatically. “The sheriff must be a man. It must be me. You can be a saloon girl.”

      Simone smacked Antonio playfully on his arm. “No way. You can be the saloon girl, and I’ll keep the town free of varmints and crooks.”

      Antonio seemed flabbergasted at the very prospect and shut his mouth again.

      “Don’t you think you’d be bored living in a ghost town?” I asked Simone. From what little I knew of her lifestyle, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had called a helicopter to get her after an hour or two more of our relative isolation. Not that she could get a cell signal to do so.

      “No way. I’m never bored. There’s no such thing as boring situations, only boring people.”

      I smiled at her. Interesting. I suspected she had the kind of money that conveniently let her avoid most of the boring situations us regular folk find ourselves in. I’d like to see her claim it’s impossible to be bored after spending a day cleaning her home, lining up at the DMV, or waiting to talk to a bank teller.

      “Here it is,” Ian said, happily pointing up at the wooden saloon sign.

      Abner halted outside the door, tied his horse up outside, and unhooked a large key ring from his belt. He inserted a long metal key that looked to be even older than him into the door of the saloon and unlocked it. He pulled it wide open and shifted a rock in front of it to stop it from blowing closed. Next, he opened the wooden shutters that covered all of the front windows before ushering us inside.

      “Welcome to the Silver Bend Saloon. You’re the first customers in ninety years.”

      “It’s wonderful,” I said brightly.

      “Very quaint,” Nanna offered.

      “It’s got so much character,” Simone said.

      “There could be spiders hiding in the corners,” Ian said with his face scrunched with anxiety.

      He was probably right. But despite the tavern’s age, it seemed surprisingly dust-free inside. Although everything seemed antique, it had been cleaned and polished, and the air didn’t have the mustiness to it I would have expected in a bar that hadn’t seen a customer in almost a century.

      Along the left-hand wall as we entered was a long wooden bar top, and it was behind this that Abner now stood, facing us with an inscrutable look. The light inside the saloon was dim, and our eyes were still adjusting. There was no electric lighting here, and so the only illumination came through the windows and open door.

      From behind the counter, Abner lifted up four lanterns and then proceeded to light each one in turn. He then walked back from behind the bar and hung them up on the wooden support columns that rose from the floor up to the ceiling in the middle of the room. With the daylight still flooding into the bar from outside, the lanterns didn’t make much difference.

      “It’ll be dark soon,” he explained. “It gets dark quick out here.”

      “Sounds like it’s about time for a drink then,” Hunter said.

      “A drink! This is a good idea!” Antonio said enthusiastically, clapping his hands together for emphasis.

      Abner walked back behind the bar before addressing us again. “And what drinks did y’all have in mind?”

      “Ooh, ooh, I want a Cosmopolitan,” Sally said brightly.

      Rachel grabbed Sally by the arm in sisterly camaraderie and announced that she wanted a Cosmopolitan too.

      “This seems like an old-fashioned kind of place, so I’ll have an Old Fashioned, if you can, pardner,” Hunter said in an attempt at a cowboy voice.

      “Just a Coke for me, thanks,” I said, a request that Ian echoed.

      “Two glasses of Malbec for us,” Antonio said, speaking for him and Simone.

      We all turned to Nanna to see what she would ask for. She cocked her head slightly, looked straight at Abner, and said, “Whiskey. Straight.”

      “Really, Nanna?” I nudged her in disapproving surprise at her order.

      She just gave me an enigmatic smile in response.

      Abner was a man of action rather than words and immediately got to work. He leaned down behind the counter and then lined up glasses along the bar. He did not seem to have a selection, and I could see the frowns on the other guests’ faces as he failed to produce either cocktail or wine glasses.

      Next, he produced a bottle of whiskey from a shelf under the counter and began to fill each glass about a third of the way. There were some mutterings and rumblings beside me, but no one said anything yet. When all the glasses were filled with the amber liquid, Abner looked up at us again.

      “No electricity. No cold drinks. No cocktails. No wine. Whiskey, or nothing.”

      “Nothing, thanks,” Ian said quickly.

      “Suit yourself.” Abner slid one glass off the end of the row of drinks and grasped it for himself.

      “How authentic,” Simone announced brightly, clearly not bothered by the lack of Argentinian wine.

      “When in Rome,” Rachel said. Sally shrugged in resigned agreement with her. Everyone else walked forward to pick up their glasses of whiskey. Nanna got one for me and handed it over.

      “This’ll wake you up,” she said to me with a mischievous grin.

      “More like put me to sleep.”

      “Sun’s about to set,” Abner announced. “Worth a look.”

      “I love sunsets,” Sally said, grabbing Ian’s arm. “Come on.”

      Sally and Ian led the way out, the rest of us following, each clutching our glass of warm whiskey.

      When we stepped outside, the light had already noticeably changed. The sky had turned rosy, and the street seemed to be bathed in a beautiful orange glow. The town was aligned so that Main Street went from east to west and, looking straight down past the saloon, we could see the sun beginning to set, now a bright orange circle that seemed to be moving down toward the horizon, the bottom edge already touching.

      “Wow,” Simone said. “When you spend half your time traveling the world, sometimes you forget just how pretty it can be back home.”

      “Is that right?” Nanna said.

      None of the rest of us had a good answer to Simone’s observation, since we had to do things like work or study and couldn’t spend our time flitting across the globe.

      In meditative silence, the whole group of us watched as the sun sank lower and the sky turned into a range of majestic purples and burgundies and rosy pinks. I barely dared to breathe, not wanting to ruin the moment.

      “Oh! Yay!” came a loud voice from behind us.

      I wanted to groan but turned with slightly arched eyebrows and the kind of tight-lipped smile which I hoped would convey a meaning of please be quiet and enjoy this wondrous natural spectacle. It didn’t. Apparently, it conveyed a meaning of make loads of noise and interrupt this beautiful moment.

      Pepper skipped toward us, her phone already in her hand. “Sunset! I love sunsets! Let’s do sunset photos! Here, someone get a picture of me pinching the sun between my thumb and index finger.” She waggled her phone in front of her to get someone to take it.

      And just like that, the blazing sunset was ruined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun went down fast, and as soon as the orange-red glow had disappeared from the sky we all went back inside, arms wrapped around us as the desert air rapidly lost its heat.

      Inside, the tavern had taken on a cozy atmosphere. Abner hadn’t joined us outside, instead using the time to build a roaring fire in the saloon’s fireplace. Immediately we made a beeline for the crackling flames, pulling up old wooden chairs to huddle around it.

      “I just love fires,” Pepper announced. Not to us, of course, but to her phone which she turned to focus on the flames.

      “It’s romantic, isn’t it?” Sally said to Ian. She spoke quietly, but they had pulled up their seats next to me so I could hear what she said. Ian shifted his seat so the two chairs were touching, and then wrapped an arm over her shoulder.

      It wasn’t very romantic for me. All I had were Nanna and Bridget. They were fine companions, but it would have been nice to have someone special to share the warmth with. On the far side of our little group, Simone and Antonio were also snuggled up together, talking in low whispers to each other, lost in their own little two-person world.

      Bridget yawned, and then stretched out in front of me, luxuriating in the delicious heat put out by the fire.

      “Our cabins all have fireplaces too,” Pepper said. I checked to see if she was speaking to us or her phone. This time, it was us.

      “I wrote a song about fire once,” Dylan said. he punctuated his words with a short strum on his guitar, which he had sitting on his lap. “I’ll play it for you later.”

      “Then I’ll play my bongos,” Brad said. “We’ll have a jam session.”

      “That’ll be s’cool,” Pepper said. “Nanna should hire you to play here when she finally opens!”

      Dylan slowly nodded his head in contemplation. “Yeah. Maybe. But I’m not sure if that’s really my thing, you know? Playing for tourists?”

      “Of course,” Pepper said. “You should focus on people who can appreciate real artists. A little bit of income would be nice though…”

      Dylan nodded her way again, seemingly in agreement until he opened his mouth again. “Yeah, but money isn’t everything. Better to be poor and free than rich and enslaved.”

      I squinted at him. Was he really comparing working a few hours a week for some income to slavery? Some people…

      “Dylan!”

      We all turned to look. At the door to the saloon was Horrible Nanna, staring at her potential future son-in-law.

      “Yes, Nanna?”

      “Come on and help! Don’t just sit there. Bradley, you too!” She planted her hands on her hips while the two young men scraped back their chairs and slowly stood. “Well? Don’t dilly dally.”

      Dylan and Brad hurried to the door.

      “What do you need—”

      Dylan didn’t get to finish his question.

      “Don’t jibber jabber, you lazybones. Come and carry the dinner supplies over from my cabin.”

      Horrible Nanna was out the door in a second, the two guys following after her.

      “Nanna’s got her cabin hooked up to the generator, and she’s got a big old refrigerator in there,” Pepper explained. “She must want them to carry everything out from it.”

      “Oh, good, I was beginning to worry about that,” my Nanna, Nice Nanna, said. “I’ve only got ration packs for three meals with me.”

      Pepper gave her a funny look. “Ration packs?”

      “Yes, like the army use on maneuvers.”

      “MREs?” Ian asked curiously.

      “That’s right. That’s what Stone called them. I brought them just in case. They were in my go bag anyway.”

      Pepper giggled. “You’re a very cool Nanna. My followers are going to love you.”

      “Will they now?”

      The door to the saloon swung back open, quickly followed by Brad and then Dylan entering, each of them loaded down with supplies. They were each carrying a large cooler, stacked on top of which were cases of drinks.

      “Put the coolers on the counter,” Abner ordered. “I’ll take out the steaks for the grill.”

      The two young men unloaded all of their supplies up near the bar.

      “Get me a refill, dear,” Nanna said, nudging me and handing over her empty whiskey glass.

      Mine was still half-full. Call me a wimp, but a glass of warm whiskey isn’t exactly my favorite. If I was going to drink, something cold and obnoxiously colored with umbrellas and bendy straws was more my style. Nanna was made of sterner stuff than me, though, and I carried her glass over to the bar to top it off.

      “What supplies did you get?” I asked them while Abner refilled Nanna’s glass.

      “Potato salad, corn, beers, steaks, and dogs. Bread rolls, too.”

      “I can’t wait.” I turned to our host as he slid Nanna’s glass back my way. “Are you the cook as well, Abner?”

      “I ain’t no cook, but I can handle a grill. Going to set it up out front in just two ticks. Nanna prepared the rest of it. She ain’t employed no proper staff yet. Soon, soon, she says.”

      While I carried my Nanna’s glass of whiskey back over, Abner went outside to fire up a grill and prepare to cook. Nanna’s cheeks had gone rosy red from either the heat of the fire or the heat of the whiskey, though I wasn’t sure which. At her feet, Bridget dozed happily in front of the fire.

      “Pepper! Sally!” came a bark from the door. Horrible Nanna was back.

      The two girls were both on their feet and moving in no time.

      “Push the tables together and lay out the silverware and napkins. Then wipe down the plates because they’re dusty. And move the lanterns so we can see what we’re going to eat. Okay?”

      “Yes, Nanna,” Pepper said meekly.

      “Do you want a hand?” I offered.

      “No,” Horrible Nanna answered on their behalf. “They are quite capable and could do with the exercise. The rest of you stay where you are. Sit. Pepper, when you’ve finished that, put the potato salad and the corn into the serving dishes and set them on the table. And make sure everything’s neat, I can’t abide messiness.”

      Horrible Nanna stood with arms folded, watching as the two girls began their assigned tasks. I wanted to get up and help Pepper and Sally, but I couldn’t while Horrible Nanna was watching.

      “Why don’t you come and sit down with us?” Simone asked our hostess.

      Horrible Nanna assented and took the seat where Pepper had been sitting. She stared into the flames ahead of her.

      “I wanted to ask you something,” Simone said.

      Horrible Nanna pulled her gaze away from the fire and gave her a suspicious look. “Yes?”

      “How much did you pay for this place?”

      The older lady immediately began shaking her head. “Don’t you dare.”

      Simone sat up straight. “Sorry?”

      “It’s not for sale. I made this place what it is. Well, me and Abner. And I’m not selling it. I don’t care how rich your daddy is.”

      “I wasn’t… I was just…” she stumbled.

      Horrible Nanna arched her eyebrows. “I know exactly what you were going to say, Simone. And you wouldn’t want to own something like this anyway. There are no parties or restaurants, no shops or boutiques out here. You’d be bored of it in a day.”

      Simone turned to Antonio. “Do you think I would?”

      “If you were with me, you would never be bored.”

      Horrible Nanna let out a loud, derisive snort. “You’d be bored too.”

      “With a horse and a rifle, I would spend my days in nature, and my nights tangoing with mi amor.”

      Simone giggled and nuzzled against Antonio. Horrible Nanna just shook her head in dismissal. Simone didn’t push the matter any further. Nanna had dispatched her idea of buying out the ghost town before she could even properly broach the topic.

      While Sally and Pepper clattered around the saloon behind us, the rest of us lapsed into a warm silence while the scent of grilling meat slowly made its way indoors from Abner’s grill.
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        * * *

      

      Pepper was the only one standing while we waited to begin eating. Horrible Nanna had said grace and just as we were all about to dive in, Pepper had pleaded for us to stop.

      “Right, everyone, I want you all to hold up your knives and forks over your plates like you’re about to start eating.”

      “I am about to start eating,” my Nanna said beside me, a mischievous smile on her face. She wasn’t going to hang around waiting for Pepper to give us the all-clear.

      The plate in front of me tantalized with the smell of fresh-grilled steak, baked potatoes, steamed corn, and some homemade potato salad. Steam visibly wafted up and I vowed to start eating the very second Nanna did, whether we had Pepper’s permission or not.

      “I’m starving,” Ian said, staring down forlornly at his plate.

      “And if you could look my way, and you’ve all got to say, ‘Now this is s’cool.’ On my count, three, two, one…”

      “Now this is s’cool,” I intoned, feeling rather dumb as I did so, for Pepper’s video.

      “Thanks, and if we could do it just one more—”

      “Nope,” Nanna said beside me, immediately putting her knife and fork to work.

      “Nuh-uh,” Sally said with a grin at her friend.

      Pepper sat down with a look of mild perturbation on her face, clearly annoyed she’d have to make do with the single take she’d managed to film. Once she started eating though, she lightened up again. She didn’t seem to hold her moods long. If we hadn’t been eavesdropping on the dressing down she received from her grandmother that afternoon, it would have been impossible to tell she spent a good portion of it being yelled at.

      The food was delicious. Whether it was because of all the fresh air I’d had that day or I was just starving, it was one of the best tasting meals I could remember eating in a long time. Despite the simple ingredients, I enjoyed it more than some of the fancy Michelin-starred meals I’d eaten with Jack.

      “This is fantastic, Nanna.”

      Pepper’s grandmother was sitting at the head of the table, and she smiled back at me. “Simple living and simple food. You can’t beat it. I just hope I’ll be able to persuade the general public.”

      “I’m sure with Pepper’s influence you’ll be able to reach a lot of customers. People are going to love it out here. It’s amazing just getting away from everything.”

      “I do miss my phone though,” Rachel said. “What if someone needs to contact us in an emergency?”

      “I have a landline. In the future, you can give that number out as an emergency contact number.” Nanna gave Rachel a thoughtful look. “Though you work in a bank, dear. They don’t have emergencies. It’s only money, after all.”

      Rachel opened her mouth as if to respond, but then closed it again. She knew they were going to disagree on that one.

      “I like it out here,” Brad said. “Lets us get back to our roots, you know? The way our ancient ancestors used to live.”

      “It’s only a hundred and forty years old,” Nanna said with a little laugh that seemed to be at least a bit contemptuous. “Hardly our ancient ancestors. More like my grandparents.”

      Brad seemed to mutter something about that being ancient.

      “What was that?” our hostess asked sharply.

      “Just saying I like it out here anyway.”

      Most of the rest of the meal passed in quiet appreciation of the food, and a desire to avoid Horrible Nanna’s contempt or condemnation.

      “Who wants ice cream?” Horrible Nanna asked when we were done.

      I looked at her suspiciously. Was this a trick like Abner with the whiskey?

      “Really, Nanna?” Pepper asked.

      “Of course. They didn’t call me the Ice Cream Queen for nothing.”

      “They called you that?” Ian asked.

      “Oh, yes. I’ll tell you all about it. Pepper, be a dear and run over to my cabin. You’ll find the ice cream in the freezer.”

      “I’ll come with you. It’s dark,” Dylan said.

      When the pair of them were gone, Horrible Nanna carried on with her tale. Ian was looking at her bright-eyed, as was everyone else. Except Rachel. She was sitting with her arms folded in front of her chest, her gaze firmly fixed on the table in front of her rather than on Pepper’s grandmother.

      “I used to own a chain of six ice cream stores, all around Las Vegas. I sold the best ice cream in the entire city. At least that’s what the customers said. And they were right. I didn’t skimp on the ingredients—that was the secret. Every other shop cut corners. But not me. Isn’t that right, Rachel?”

      “Mmhmm,” she said, not looking up.

      There was definitely some history there. Some history that Rachel wanted to keep buried.

      “Oh, come on. Cheer up, Rachel. It was years ago.”

      “What was years ago?” Ian asked. From the sudden wince and the sharp look he received, I deduced that Sally had hit him under the table to encourage him to cease that line of inquiry. But it was already too late.

      “It’s all water under the bridge now,” Horrible Nanna said. “Isn’t it, Rachel?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Talk abou—ow.”

      “Rachel worked in one of my shops when she was in high school.” Horrible Nanna looked around at us to see if we wanted her to continue. Rachel clearly didn’t want her to. Nor did Sally. But she didn’t care. “Until I fired her for stealing.” Horrible Nanna immediately began to giggle, the youthfulness of her laughter jarring.

      Rachel stood up abruptly. “I didn’t steal anything!” She rushed out of the saloon, out into the dark. Hunter pushed his chair out, muttering under his breath as he quickly followed.

      Horrible Nanna continued to giggle, even after they’d gone.

      “Want to hear something funny?”

      I neither nodded nor agreed, not trusting Horrible Nanna’s sense of humor in the slightest. She was still grinning after Rachel.

      “Sure,” Ian said.

      “It wasn’t Rachel who stole the money. It was all a big misunderstanding. That’s why I said it was all water under the bridge now. Shame she ran out in a tantrum instead of staying to listen.”

      “Oh, that is funny,” Ian said. No one else seemed to think so though.

      “She always said it wasn’t her,” Sally said quietly.

      “It’s all in the past now anyway. Now, where’s that granddaughter of mine with the ice cream?”

      We all listened for the sound of the dessert. Instead, we heard subdued conversation outside. The words were impossible to make out, but after a little back and forth the ice cream arrived accompanied by all four of the guests who had recently left the saloon.

      Rachel and Hunter sat back down in their places but didn’t look in Horrible Nanna’s direction. The grandmother paid no mind to the cold shoulder she was being shown and immediately began serving the ice cream which did, indeed, turn out to be truly delicious.
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        * * *

      

      When we were finished, Pepper and Sally, along with Simone and Rachel, were ordered to help clean up. The order was given with such sternness that no one dared complain, and even those of us not commanded to help didn’t dare interfere by offering our assistance.

      Nanna moved back to her place by the fire, where Bridget was still lying, legs outstretched in pure bliss.

      After stuffing myself so full, I decided I wasn’t quite ready for more sitting just yet. I let myself out of the saloon and wandered onto the empty street. I didn’t intend to go for a lengthy walk—while I’m not afraid of the dark, I am wary of wandering around ghost towns and deserts at night—but a little fresh air and some light exercise sounded pleasant.

      I didn’t get very far before I stopped in my tracks. I’d glanced up, just for a moment, and then nearly had my breath snatched away.

      The sky was blanketed with stars. Not just one or two, or a few dozen, but thousands upon thousands upon thousands of them. Among the city lights of Vegas, I never got to see them like this.

      “Wow,” I said under my breath, unable to keep my amazement in.

      “There’s like, loads of them, aren’t there?”

      I jerked my head back down and glared at Brad, who’d snuck up behind me. So much for my solitary marveling at the cosmos.

      “Yes. Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “I wasn’t sneaking—I was walking. But I guess I’m pretty quiet. Catlike, you could call me.”

      “I guess it’s useful for thieves.”

      Brad’s face fell. “I’m not a thief. I just—”

      “But you literally are. You stole phones and hard drives, wallets and bags, purses and—”

      “All right, all right. You don’t need to go on about it. Anyway, that was the old Brad. I don’t do that anymore.”

      I gave him a skeptical look.

      “What’s this? A new and improved Brad? An altar boy, or Boy Scout Brad?”

      “Yep. That’s me.” He gave me a three-fingered salute. “Honest Brad, at your service.”

      “Or maybe you just added lying to your repertoire.”

      “Stop being mean. I’m telling you I’ve changed. And anyway, I thought you had a soft spot for me. You know, because of our history.”

      “Our history?”

      “Yeah. Don’t you remember? You and me? You came to my party, we were locked in the closet together—Seven Minutes in Heaven—it was fun, wasn’t it?”

      “I didn’t ‘come to your party.’ I went to your apartment to interview you. And we didn’t play that silly game. I just wanted to talk to you in private to keep from embarrassing you. It was your friends who got the wrong idea.”

      “Is that how it happened?” Brad scrunched up his face and slowly shook his head at me as if he didn’t quite remember. “Huh. Well if you want to play again, you know where to find me…”

      “No thanks. What are you doing out here, anyway?”

      “I’m going to get my bongos from my cabin. Dylan and I are going to have a jam session.”

      “Don’t let me stop you.”

      Brad gave me another three-fingered salute before wandering off in the direction of the cabins.

      I looked up at the sky again, but the sense of awe and wonder that I had been appreciating didn’t come back. Instead, I just felt slightly annoyed at Brad. Still, I’d gotten some fresh air. I could face sitting down again.

      When I returned to the saloon, Dylan was sitting with his back to the fire, guitar on his lap, serenading the room with a song that I didn’t recognize.

      I went inside to join the party and accepted a beer from Hunter. The beers had arrived with the dinner supplies from Horrible Nanna’s refrigerator in her cabin. It sure beat the burn of the straight whiskey Abner had given me. Nanna was still sitting by Bridget, eyes closed now, hands wrapped around her glass. She was sure making the most of this impromptu getaway.

      “Bongos are here!” came a shout from the door.

      Bongos were indeed there. Brad had the pair of drums tucked under his arm and a beaming grin on his face. Dylan grabbed an empty chair next to him and spun it around for Brad so its back was toward the fire and the pair of them could perform in comfort beside each other.

      “I love the bongos,” Sally said in excitement, nudging Ian.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      I kept a straight face but I wanted to laugh. I was pretty sure Ian had no positive feelings toward bongo drums whatsoever. It was nice to see him and Sally happy together though, especially after all the rough patches they’d been having. They weren’t even going to counseling anymore.

      I sat back down beside Nanna who immediately opened her eyes and glanced at my hand.

      “You shouldn’t drink beer after whiskey. It’ll make you sick.”

      “I barely had any whiskey, Nanna, and I’ve only had a swig of beer. I’ll be fine.”

      “If you say so, dear. You should follow my lead, though. Stick with one drink. It’s much better for you.”

      I was pretty sure Nanna had drunk four glasses of whiskey by then and was going to be feeling it a lot more than me. But I wasn’t about to argue with her.

      “Everyone? Can I have your attention?” Horrible Nanna said from in front of the bar.

      Dylan stopped playing the guitar, and Brad placed his hands gently on top of his bongos.

      “Abner will lock up at ten o’clock sharp. And I would appreciate it if you did not try and persuade him to stay open longer. He has a home to get to. Have I made myself clear?”

      “Yes, Nanna,” everyone said in unison, my own Nanna included.

      “I’ve left an electric lantern for each of you up here on the bar for the walk to your cabins. You’ll find another one inside your cabin. Please turn them off when you go to sleep. Each of the cabins has a fireplace, and Abner is going around lighting each of them now. You should find that to be sufficient light and heat, so I’d appreciate it if you don’t waste the batteries in my lanterns. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Nanna.”

      “And there’ll be coyotes sniffing around later. If you have any food with you, don’t leave it outside the cabins—not that I can see any reason why you would. And make sure that dog stays inside.”

      This piece of advice had been directed at me.“Yes, Nanna,” I said sweetly.

      “And if any of you need more blankets, then…”

      It was another ten minutes before Horrible Nanna finished her instructions, warnings, advice, and last-minute criticisms. Finally, she was gone, and the tension in the air immediately began to dissipate.

      “Let’s get this party started!” Dylan strummed his guitar.

      “Right on!” Brad began to thump a beat on his bongos.

      “Hold on, hold on! Can you say that again? I wasn’t ready. This is going to be s’cool. Now, three, two…”
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        * * *

      

      At 9:55, Abner reappeared, jangling a keyring in hand. It seemed funny to me, sending everyone off to bed at ten o’clock—I often didn’t even start work until after that time. Ten o’clock in Vegas barely even qualified as real night time, let alone bedtime.

      By the door, I passed Pepper, who popped a pill into her mouth and took a swig of water.

      “Headache?”

      After two solid hours of bongos and guitars, I was surprised I didn’t have a headache myself. It wasn’t that the two musicians were bad . It was… no, scratch that. They were terrible. They almost made up for their lack of talent in enthusiasm, though.

      “No. It’s for my insomnia. I just have so much energy, so much passion, so much love for life, you know? I can never sleep without them.”

      “Maybe you should get a job working nights in a casino like me. You could use your energy keeping the customers happy.”

      Pepper wrinkled her nose at the thought of it.

      “No way. I don’t think I could go back to working for other people. The thing about being an entrepreneur is that once you’ve had that taste of freedom, you just can’t imagine going back to working for the man.”

      Dylan sidled up beside her, guitar now strapped to his back. “That’s right. We’re free spirits.”

      “It was just an idea. Sleep well, guys. Come on, Nanna.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder just how much money the two free spirits really made. From what I could tell Dylan wasn’t making much at the moment, but maybe Pepper was doing better as an influencer. I knew some of them could make six or even seven figures a year. I wasn’t sure if I believed Pepper was up to the standard though. No matter how s’cool she declared herself to be.

      Nanna and I walked back to our cabin, Bridget happily trotting along by our sides. She’d spent the evening dozing by the fire and was pleased to have another walk, even if it was going to be a short one.

      The night air was cool, and I was beginning to worry we’d be cold in the night until we got back inside our cabin. As promised, the fire had been lit and the inside was toasty warm and cozy, with dancing shadows bouncing off the walls.

      Bridget immediately made her way over to the fire, plopping herself down right in front of it and yawning with a satisfied squeal of delight.

      “Enjoying your vacation, Bridget?”

      She slumped her head down on top of her paws and let out a snore of contentment.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “Me too,” Nanna said. “And that Brad is lovely. He taught me to play the bongos.”

      “I know, Nanna. I heard. We all did.”

      “Remind me to tell Wes to buy me a set for my birthday.”

      I made a non-committal sound. I wasn’t sure if I wanted a bongo-bashing Nanna.

      “Good night, Nanna. Good night, Bridget.”
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        * * *

      

      I quickly fell into a deep sleep that should have lasted the whole night through. But it didn’t.

      I wasn’t awoken by the sun peeking in through the windows. Nor was I awakened by a rooster crowing—not that I’d seen signs of any poultry—and nor was I awoken by the sizzling of breakfast or a gentle knock at the door.

      In fact, it was still the middle of the night when Bridget decided to start barking and howling like her life depended on it.

      I blinked my eyes open and tried to figure out what was going on. The fire had mostly died down, and the room had become shrouded in shadows, reducing every object to a vague outline. Bridget was by the door of the cabin, standing on her hind legs like she was trying to open it herself.

      “Bridget, no.” I pushed myself up in the bed. “You can’t go out there.”

      “What is it?” Nanna said, slowly coming around.

      Bridget barked three more times in response.

      “Bridget heard something outside.”

      “Don’t let her out!” Nanna said in alarm.

      “I’m not going to. I—”

      “It’s coyotes! Remember what Abner said? It’s coyotes and they’ll eat her up if you let her out. She’s got to stay in here with us.”

      “I know. Please tell that to Bridget.”

      Nanna climbed out of her bed and went to the door where Bridget was now growling and whining.

      “Come on, girl. Come with Nanna. It’s okay. You stay away from those nasty coyotes.”

      Bridget gave another plaintive whine toward the door.

      “Come on. You can sleep on Nanna’s bed.”

      Nanna gently led Bridget by the collar and encouraged her to jump up onto the end of the bed. She lay down, head still pointing in the direction of the door, quieting down but still letting out occasional little whines.

      “Good night again, Nanna, Bridget.” I lay back down again, hoping Bridget would be able to control herself until the morning.

      I lay there for some time, ears pricked, listening to see if I could hear the coyotes that were supposedly out there.

      But I couldn’t. My ears clearly weren’t as sensitive as Bridget’s. All I could hear was the whistling of the wind passing through the quiet old town.

      Eventually, Bridget’s whines turned to snores, and before long I joined her and Nanna in slumber.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The next time I was woken up, it wasn’t Bridget who was urgently trying to get my attention. It was Ian.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Tiffany, Tiffany, Tiffany!”

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Tiffany, Tiffany, Tiffany…”

      “All right, all right, I’m coming.”

      “What does he want at this time of the morning?” Nanna called. I saw she was sitting on the edge of the bed, already dressed for the day, and a book open in her lap. There was no sign that she had put away several glasses of whiskey the night before.

      “Guess we’ll find out.”

      “Quick! It’s an emergency.”

      I rushed to the door and pulled it open. Ian was standing there with an awkward smile on his face. This was not unusual for him; he kind of excelled at awkward smiles. And awkward poses. And awkward dancing. And just about everything else that could be made awkward.

      When I pulled open the door, it was still dark outside, but the air was beginning to take on the first tinges of morning-gray in the moments before the sun truly began to rise above the horizon.

      “What is it? What’s so urgent?”

      “You’ve got to come quick. Pepper wants us all doing yoga in the main street with the sun rising behind us. We’ve got to get there quick. Put some exercise clothes on!”

      I didn’t think this was as much of an emergency as Ian was making it out to be. But I guess he was trying to impress his girlfriend by supporting her friends, and that friend was our hostess.

      “Just give me two seconds.”

      Ian spent the entire time it took me to tie my hair into a ponytail and sling on a T-shirt and sweatpants hopping from foot to foot, as he was still doing it when I returned to the door, Nanna in tow.

      “Did you sleep well?” I asked him as the three of us walked toward Main Street, where I could see at least some of the other guests in the distance standing around in a group.

      “Nope,” Ian said with far too much brightness for that answer to the question.

      “Coyotes bother you?”

      “Coyotes? No there was no sign of coyotes. No, I didn’t sleep much because Sally and I were up all night talking. We talked and talked and talked and talked. It was amazing, Tiffany. You wouldn’t believe it.”

      “No?”

      “Nope. I don’t think anyone’s ever talked the way we did. All night long. We’ve decided we don’t need any more couples counseling or therapists, or any of that nonsense. I’ve fixed everything, Tiffany. Our relationship is perfect now.”

      “Perfect?” Nanna sounded suspicious. “No such thing as perfect. Except for me and Wes, and we’re old. No such thing as perfect at your age.”

      “We must be old souls then, Nanna, because I’m telling you our relationship is now as solid as a rock.”

      “But a relationship isn’t a solid, unmoving object. It’s like an ocean you sail together. And rocks don’t sail too good.”

      Ian stopped and stared at Nanna, his head tilted in confusion at the metaphor. “What?”

      “Never mind that,” I said. “Let’s go and do this morning yoga.”

      By the time the rest of my sleepiness had cleared away, Pepper had us all lined up, some more sullen than others, except for Hunter, who she decided had to film us all. Hunter was dressed in business-casual attire and had already washed and blow-dried his air. I guessed he looked too staid for the image Pepper liked to portray, so she’d forced him behind the camera. She wasn’t the kind of influencer who hung with suits.

      Pepper had her face just inches from the phone Hunter was recording on. “I just love sunrises, and there’s no better way to greet a sunrise than with a sun salutation. And my best friends here all think the same. Right, guys?”

      She turned around and stepped back from the view of the camera.

      “Sunrises are s’cool,” we declared with all the enthusiasm she’d ordered us to use.

      “Now, come on! Let’s greet Mother Sun with all the love she deserves.”

      Under Pepper’s stern direction she had us move through a series of postures in the dusty main street while the sun rose behind us. Everyone was there, except Pepper’s grandmother. I suspected even Pepper was wary of hammering on her Nanna’s door and trying to get her up before sunrise to pose for her influencer videos.

      When I had my arms stretched over my head for the eight hundredth time, I heard the now-familiar sound of hooves on the dusty main road. They didn’t so much make a clip-clop sound, due to the lack of a paved surface, but more of a solid thumpy-thumpy-thump.

      “Abner! Stay there! Park your horse just behind us! Look toward the camera!”

      “What in tarnation…”

      Abner’s horse blew out a snort of agreement. I glanced behind my shoulder—against express instructions—and saw that Abner had done as requested. With the sun rising behind him, atop his chestnut horse on the dusty main street of this Old West ghost town, he looked like a character from a movie.

      “Tiffany!”

      I turned back to face the front and finish saluting the sun. Which we were actually facing away from, since the shot looked better with the sun rising behind us.

      “Now, everyone, turn around. Hunter, get some of us from behind. Abner, stay right there.”

      We turned around and began to do our final sets of sun salutations facing the sun this time. Abner agreeably maintained his position on his horse for the duration of our final two movements.

      “Thanks, everyone! You were awesome!”

      “Is that it?” Nanna asked. “In my yoga class, we do all kinds of poses. The sun salutations are just a warmup.”

      “I think we were doing it more for the photo op than for actual exercise,” I said quietly.

      “Oh.”

      “What time’s breakfast?” Ian asked loudly, so that both Pepper and Abner could hear.

      “I lit the grill already. I suggest some of you strong young folk go and help Nanna carry over the supplies like last night. Hope y’all like steak, bacon, and sausages for breakfast.”

      My Nanna sure seemed to like the sound of it, stepping right into action. “Ian! Go over to Pepper’s Nanna’s cabin. And take Sally with you. Tiffany, you too. And Brad.”

      “Yes, Nanna,” I answered, amused by her sudden enthusiasm. I guess Abner’s breakfast plan sounded appealing.

      “Will there be pancakes?” Sally asked.

      “If y’all want to try and grill up some pancakes you be my guest.”

      Sally frowned. “I think they’ll fall through the spaces in the grill.”

      Abner responded with a laugh before pulling on the reins of his horse, wheeling her around, and cantering off down the street toward the old saloon, from which I could already see a trail of smoke leading up into the sky. The grill was nearly ready for action.

      “Come on,” I said to Ian and Sally. “Let’s get those supplies.”

      “Don’t forget Bongo Brad,” Nanna said, emphasizing the last two words so that the intended recipient could hear. It looked like Brad had been slinking away.

      He turned back with a forced smile on his face.

      “Sure, I’ll help.” He walked over and bumped his shoulder gently into mine. “Come on, Closet Buddy.”

      Sally giggled. She’d heard about me and Brad’s earlier interactions the night before.

      The four of us walked over to Horrible Nanna’s cabin.

      “There’s no smoke coming from her chimney.” Ian pointed at the roof of the cabin. I was pleased that he had noticed. Some of his detective training was finally paying off. Simple observation is one of the most important skills in our business.

      Nanna’s cabin was bigger than the others, and on the narrow porch out front was a wooden rocking chair that looked perfect for sitting on and watching the world go by. Or perhaps not go by in a ghost town.

      “She’s probably too tough to feel the cold,” Sally said after checking over her shoulder to make sure Pepper wasn’t there.

      When we got to the cabin, I somehow found myself thrust to the front of our little group. I’m pretty sure that Brad, Ian, and Sally all stepped back to make sure it was me who was left to knock on the door.

      “Nanna!” I called, following up with three knocks on the door. “We’ve come to help.”

      From inside, there was a very definite sound of nothing.

      Not a hint of furniture scraping on the floor, or footsteps, or a mug being placed down, or a newspaper folded up. Just silence.

      “Nanna!” I called again, a little louder. I knocked three more times and pushed my head up closer to the door to listen.

      Still nothing.

      Behind me, I heard Abner and his horse arrive with a gentle whinny.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his voice gravelly.

      “I think she must have gone out.”

      “Out?” Abner took the hat off his head and held it by his side, running his other hand through his remaining hair. “Her vehicle’s still here. And I ain’t seen her out. Must still be sleepin’.”

      Abner’s brow was furrowed. I could tell he didn’t think there was much chance she actually was sleeping, but he didn’t have a better explanation.

      “Maybe having all of us here tired her out,” Sally suggested. If she was right, it wouldn’t bode well for her future business plans.

      Balling my hand back into a fist, I hammered on the door much harder. If she was inside, she was going to be annoyed with me, but I was beginning to get an ominous feeling.

      “Nanna!” I called again, yelling right into the crack where the door met the frame.

      Abner climbed down from his horse and walked over to join me by the front door. He placed a leather-gloved hand on the door handle and pushed it down. The door was unlocked.

      “Strange…”

      Abner pulled the door and it easily swung open. As he did so, a heavy wave of sooty, smoky dust blew out from inside. I raised a hand to cover my mouth, too late to avoid the first blast of dust.

      “What the…” Abner covered his face with his hat to block out the dust, muffling the rest of his thoughts on the matter.

      Peering inside, it was hard to make anything out. It was much darker inside than it should have been. There was no artificial lighting, and the natural light that should have been pouring through the windows in the front was dimmed by the filter of thick soot that covered the insides of the windows.

      Abner walked inside and I quickly followed.

      “Oh, no.” Abner crouched down as he spoke.

      Inside, my eyes began to adjust. I crouched down beside him. If I didn’t already have my hand over my mouth to block the soot, I would have covered it in shock.

      We’d found Pepper’s Nanna.

      And she was dead.
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      Ian and I were alone in the cabin, our positions as detectives affording us an air of authority that the others listened to. Nanna had taken Abner and Sally outside and was now standing guard to make sure no one else came in to disturb the scene.

      “What do you think happened?” Ian asked.

      Everything inside the room was covered in a layer of soot, and the windows too were similarly coated. Lying on the floor next to Pepper’s grandmother was a notepad and a ring of keys.

      “I’d say she died of smoke inhalation. But she’s on the floor, not in bed. That means she must have woken up before she was overwhelmed by the smoke.” I crouched down. “Let me take a look at this.”

      Carefully as I could, I turned over the notepad that lay next to the corpse so that it was the right way up. There was nothing written on it. If she’d been trying to leave a message, she must have been overwhelmed before she was able to do so.

      “There’s nothing on it. Now, why didn’t she leave the cabin, Ian? Why was she messing around with a notepad instead of hurrying outside?”

      Ian’s face was pulled into a frown. “I don’t know.”

      The pair of us walked back to the entranceway of the cabin and inspected it from the inside. I gently pulled the door toward us until it was nearly closed so we could examine the back of it.

      “It’s covered in handprints!” Ian said in surprise. “It’s like she was trying to get out, but couldn’t.”

      “That’s exactly what it looks like.”

      The door handle itself was cleaner than any other surface, smeared with visible fingerprints.

      “But the door was unlocked when we arrived. And she had her keys. They’re still on the floor next to the body. Why didn’t she just leave?” Ian was shaking his head to himself as he stared at the back of the door and the clear indications that the victim had tried to escape. Like me, he was trying to figure out the series of events that must have occurred.

      “She could have become confused due to the smoke?” Ian offered.

      “Maybe. Carbon monoxide poisoning can make you think some very strange things.”

      “What’s going on?” The loud voice came from just outside the cabin. It was Pepper.

      I nudged the door back open again, noticing how smoothly it swung on its hinges. Although heat can warp wood and metal, the fact that the door was still swinging so easily made me certain that wasn’t what stopped Dead Nanna from leaving.

      Outside, Pepper and Dylan were standing at the bottom of the three steps that led up to the small deck that surrounded the cabin.

      I walked down the stairs, Ian a step behind me.

      “I’m afraid there’s been a terrible accident.” I gestured back toward the cabin. “It looks like something went wrong with the fire. The cabin filled with smoke. I’m so sorry, Pepper. Your Nanna’s passed.”

      “No!” she yelled at me. I stood back and let her.

      I tried to put an arm around her shoulder in support, but she pushed it off with a shake of her head.

      Pepper lifted up her phone, tapped the screen, and then held it in front of her like a talisman, marching up the stairs toward the cabin. Dylan stayed at the bottom of the steps, shuffling from foot to foot.

      “I think you should stay out here,” I called half-heartedly after her. The scene would need to be investigated by the professionals, and I didn’t think the cops and fire crews would appreciate it being disturbed. Ian and I had been careful, but I wasn’t sure Pepper would or could be. But this was Pepper’s grandmother, and I couldn’t very well stop her. I didn’t have any authority here.

      Pepper paused in front of the cabin door and turned the phone around to point at her face. “This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.”

      “What’s she doing?” Ian hissed.

      It seemed pretty obvious to me what she was doing. She was filming herself discovering her grandmother’s dead body. It wasn’t the what that confused me, but the why.

      “Everyone deals with grief in different ways.” Sally didn’t sound like she even convinced herself. I was sure she was just as shocked by Pepper’s actions as we were.

      We all stared up at the cabin, unable to see inside but listening intently to find out what Pepper would do next. As it turned out, she wailed. A plaintive shriek fell into loud, dramatic sobs.

      Outside, our silence began to grow awkward. Listening to Pepper crying inside the cabin was making all of us uncomfortable.

      “Ian, will you come with me? I’ve got to call the police.”

      The only landline phone was inside Pepper’s grandmother’s cabin and was now part of the crime scene. As the only one with a working vehicle—excluding Abner’s horse—it was up to me to go and raise the alarm by driving out to somewhere we could get a cell phone signal.

      “Sure thing.”
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        * * *

      

      By lunchtime, the ghost town was more alive than it had been in eighty years or more. There were ambulances, sheriffs, state police, and firefighters all milling around, poking and prodding at both the scene and the witnesses.

      Officers from the sheriff’s department were taking turns interviewing each and every one of us about what had happened. But as far as I knew, no one had any idea what actually occurred, so all they were getting were recaps of the night before and this morning’s discovery.

      I was more interested in what the fire marshal had to say. He was currently standing on the sloping roof of the cabin. He’d been pointing a flashlight down the chimney, but he put that down and reached inside.

      His hand flew out of the chimney and he held aloft a blackened bundle of something like he’d withdrawn a sword embedded in a rock.

      “What is that?” I called up to him.

      “Birds’ nest. Murdering little feathered monsters must have stuffed the chimney up.”

      “A birds’ nest? Really?”

      The fire marshal stepped down to the edge of the roof and then, using only one, hand climbed down the ladder set up against it. Finally, he stood beside me, the blackened mess of twigs in hand.

      He was a young man, probably only a couple of years older than Sally and her friends.

      “Look.”

      I stared at the bundle in his hand. It very well could have been a birds’ nest.

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “Look around. Do you see many birds around here? And I can’t believe the bird would’ve built the nest in just one day. She’s been living here for ages now. She would have been making fires every day.”

      “Is that so?” The firefighter looked down at the bundle again. He didn’t seem completely wedded to the theory that it was a natural occurrence. In fact, he seemed open to any theories I might have.

      “Yes. And you’ve got to admit, the way she was up and about, with the door unlocked, and she didn’t leave the cabin… Something funny was going on, right?”

      He raised and lowered his right hand, still clutching the bundle of twigs as if weighing up the evidence.

      “Tragic accident?” asked the sheriff, sidling up beside us.

      “It’s some kind of tragedy all right.” The fire marshal held out the sticks for the sheriff to examine. “But maybe not an accident.”

      “No?” The sheriff sounded disappointed. Annoyed, even. “Y’all sure about that?”

      “There needs to be an investigation. Forensics. All of it.”

      The sheriff turned to me, snapping gum in his mouth while giving me a solid once-over.

      “And you’re a detective, huh?”

      “I’m a private investigator in Las Vegas.”

      “Is that so?” He continued to stare at me, chewing hard on his gum as he did so. I had a feeling he wasn’t pleased there was going to be an investigation.

      “Who all do you think climbed up on the roof and stuffed up the chimney then, investigator?”

      “I’m afraid I have no idea. I only got here last night myself.”

      He gave me another long, slow, lingering look.

      “Come with me. We’ll interview you next.”

      I trailed after the sheriff for my turn to be questioned. Usually, I was on the other side of the table in these circumstances, but not this time.

      The rest of our unhappy group was hanging around outside the cabins, trying to comfort Pepper, who was now wallowing in grief. While I felt sorry for her, I couldn’t help but wonder how much of her sorrow was for the camera—she had Dylan filming almost every moment of her supposed despair. While Sally had a point about people dealing with loss in different ways, it seemed to me that Pepper was taking advantage of the situation to make more videos for her influencer accounts. But maybe that was how she did deal with loss—by sharing it with everyone.

      “Ma’am?”

      I realized the sheriff was waiting for me to enter a formerly empty cabin with him for my interview. Inside, I could see his partner, a woman about my age, waiting for us. It was time to get this over with.
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      My interview was uneventful. They weren’t even interested in the fact that Bridget had woken us in the night barking. They simply recorded everything I told them without asking any insightful questions at all.

      By the time the sheriffs had finished interviewing everyone else, their rides out of there started to arrive.

      Pepper’s dad pulled up in a dusty old white pickup truck. Her father was a leathery man in his fifties, with an expression as solemn as could be expected.

      Pepper immediately ran over to her dad, letting him wrap his arms around her as he lifted her up and held her tight.

      “It’s okay, Patty,” he said, his voice wavering slightly. It wasn’t okay, but he would pretend it was for her sake.

      “Patty’s her real name,” Sally said quietly to Ian and me. “She chose Pepper for her influencer name because she thought it was spicier.”

      I’m not sure what it was about me that drew his attention, but Pepper’s father began to make a beeline for me once he’d finished hugging his daughter.

      “Carl Watson.” He stuck out his hand and I shook it. On his belt, I noticed he had a holster and sticking out of it was the handle of a revolver. A Colt Single Action Army if I wasn’t mistaken—a real cowboy classic.

      “Tiffany Black. I’m sorry for your loss, sir."

      “What in tarnation happened out here? Mom’s been working so hard to get everything ready and now…” He looked around at the cabins and the emergency service vehicles. “…It was all for nothing.”

      “Not nothing, sir,” Ian said, showing a sudden maturity I’d never witnessed before. “She was a wonderful hostess and we had a great time. She’s built something special here, and perhaps someone else can carry it on as her legacy.”

      Carl stuck out his hand and shook Ian’s, giving him a manly but grateful nod for the kind words. He ran his eye over my partner, still in his cowboy getup complete with oversized Nevada belt buckle. Carl gave him another little nod, this one of approval. Like two men cut from the same cloth.

      Kindred cowboy spirits.

      If only he knew.

      “It was a terrible accident,” Sally said quietly, looking down at Carl’s burnished brown leather boots instead of meeting his gaze.

      “If it was an accident,” Ian said.

      “Birds’ nest in the chimney, wasn’t it?” Carl asked. “That’s what the sheriff told me.”

      “Yes, but did a bird put it there?” Ian asked.

      I gave him a little nudge to tell him to cool it. The poor guy had only just found out his mother was dead. But the cat was already out of the bag. I decided to try and put the news as professionally as I could.

      “I believe the fire marshal is not entirely convinced that the blockage they found in the chimney was necessarily put there by birds. And there’s evidence inside that she tried to escape the cabin.”

      “You’re saying Ma was killed deliberately?” Carl surveyed the scene again. His eyes narrowed as they ran over the sheriff. “They told me it was a tragic accident.”

      “I don’t think any conclusions have been reached yet. They’ve only just started the investigation. I’m sure we’ll hear more in the coming days.”

      Carl put his hands on his hips and gave another scan of the situation. “We’ve got Nevada State Police, the sheriff’s office, and a fire crew here. Looks like too many cooks to me.”

      “I’m sure they’ve all got their roles to play,” I said somewhat optimistically.

      I was more familiar with the LVMPD than I was with the various agencies that operated out in the counties. However, he did have a point about things getting confused when multiple agencies were involved.

      Behind Carl, Rachel and Hunter as well as Simone and Antonio were waiting to offer their condolences.

      “Nice to meet you, sir,” I said to him again by way of farewell.

      I wanted to get Bridget from our cabin and see if I couldn’t start heading home. The rest of the weekend in the ghost town had been called off.

      “Mr. Watson? It’s Rachel, from Pepper—Patty’s high school…”

      I left them to it and went back to my cabin.
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        * * *

      

      Ian and Sally rode back with me, Nanna, and Bridget. The rest were being driven home in either Mr. Watson’s truck, or Simone’s stretch limo SUV. Her driver had eventually pulled up after the police patched her through to her father’s office and let her put in her request.

      We’d stocked up on cold drinks at the rest stop near the exit to Silver Bend, and were all traveling in a subdued, contemplative silence.

      “So,” Ian said, interrupting the peace. “Who do we think did it?”

      I was focusing on the road, but from the intake of breath I heard from Sally I knew Ian had said the wrong thing.

      “Did what?” she asked sharply.

      “Killed Pepper’s grandmother. There’s no way that birds’ nest was put there by a bird. I didn’t even see a bird small enough to fit down a chimney.”

      “The sheriff said it was a tragic accident,” Sally said firmly.

      “Yeah but the fire guy didn’t seem convinced. And anyway, Tiffany and I saw suspicious handprints inside the cabin, didn’t we?”

      I don’t think Ian realized that he was being drawn into an argument—or at least a major disagreement—with Sally. He was completely oblivious. And so of course he didn’t realize he was dragging me into it as well. It didn’t look like I had a choice now.

      “There was some evidence that Pepper’s Nanna tried to escape,” I admitted.

      Ian nodded vehemently. “Loads of evidence! Tons! It was definitely someone who was with us, too. Has to be. So who do you think it was, huh?”

      “We don’t necessarily know it was someone who was with us,” Nanna said. “It was very dark out there. Anyone could have snuck up on us.”

      “Exactly,” Sally said. “I think it was an accident, and if it wasn’t, it couldn’t have been any of my friends. No way. If it was anyone it was a stranger. Or that old Abner guy, he was weird.”

      “Oh, Abner’s not weird,” Nanna said. “He just likes the peace and quiet out there. He’s certainly no killer.”

      “We only just met him,” I reminded Nanna, even though I secretly agreed with her. “We can’t discount anyone.”

      “Well you can discount my friends,” Sally said. “I’ve known them all for years.”

      “Nope,” Ian said chirpily. “That doesn’t matter. It could have been any of them. Pepper, for example, could—”

      “Ian! Don’t you dare! She just lost her grandmother! There’s no way—”

      “But she would inherit—”

      “Ian!” Sally’s final shout was so loud, and so heartfelt, that it stopped him in his tracks.

      I think it was then that he finally realized how deep of a hole he’d dug himself. So much for spending the entirety of the night before up talking with Sally. Whatever problems he thought they’d solved were clearly now surging back to the surface.

      “Sorry, I was just saying—”

      “Well, don’t! Don’t say anything else. I won’t have you accusing my friends of being murderers just because of this tragic accident. Okay?”

      It took a while for Ian to get the word out. He really didn’t want to say it. But, finally, through strained lips and with impressive self-control, he managed an, “Okay.”

      “Tiffany? Can you drop me off at my home?”

      “Sure.”

      The original plan had been for her to come up with us and spend the afternoon with Ian. She’d said she wanted the company after all that had happened. But thanks to Ian’s attempts at conversation, she wasn’t keen on the company anymore. At least not his.

      “I think we all need a rest, after the shock of it,” Nanna said. “And do you know what else is good for shock?”

      “What?” I asked her.

      “Cupcakes. And if I’m not mistaken, I think we left three behind, didn’t we?”

      That put a smile on my face for the rest of the journey. The thought of the cupcakes made me feel much better, even though I wondered who among Sally’s friends might have wanted to see Horrible Nanna dead.

      Ian was completely right, even if Sally didn’t want to hear it.
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      I’d actually been hoping for the call when it came. It had been a few weeks since my last case, and I was ready to sink my teeth into something new. And this was one I was already a part of, something that had piqued my curiosity.

      Carl Watson called me up at nine o’clock sharp on Monday morning. I had the feeling he’d been sitting by the phone since about six, waiting until the moment business hours officially started to make the call.

      Unfortunately, I was still half-asleep when I spoke to him. This was due to the fact that I was fully asleep when the phone rang, and only about half my brain had kicked into gear by the time I sat up and croaked out a greeting.

      He’d been polite, but terse and insistent. I was to meet him right away—or the very soonest I could—at some diner called the Brockley Family Restaurant about a dozen miles outside of town.

      I got showered and dressed, poured some coffee into a travel mug, and headed out. I hesitated outside Ian’s door, before deciding not to knock. Even if he were awake already, which he wouldn’t be, but if he were he’d take too long to get ready. I’d fill him in later. Carl had been under the impression I was going to meet him alone anyway.

      Thirty minutes later, I pulled into the restaurant’s parking lot. I spotted Carl’s truck almost immediately. It was still covered in dust from the journey out to Silver Bend, and it looked even more tired and worn now than it had out there. In the ghost town, it had seemed to fit in. In this parking lot just outside of Las Vegas, it stood out as an outlier, parked between two shiny new red Ford trucks that gleamed like a pair of polished red apples beside it.

      Carl Watson was sitting on a stool at the counter when I walked in, but he spotted me in the mirror immediately, spun around, and hopped off.

      He looked older than he had the day before. It was the bags under his eyes. Or maybe the fluorescent lighting of the restaurant that highlighted the cragginess and lines of his skin in a way that the natural light of Silver Bend hadn’t. Or maybe it was just the weight of the death of his mother that had been pressing down on him.

      “Ms. Black,” he said with a jerk of his chin that was almost a nod. It served as both a greeting and a gesture to move to one of the booths up against the window.

      We sat down and ordered a refill on his coffee and a fresh one for me.

      “I was out there ‘til seven o’clock last night,” he said.

      “Mmhmm?”

      “Yep.” He rubbed a hand over his unshaven chin. “It’s a mess. Sheriff wants to record it as an accident. I think he browbeat everyone else into agreeing with him.”

      “But you don’t buy it.”

      “I don’t buy it because you don’t buy it. What kind of bird is going to build a nest in one day, in an occupied cabin, and do such a fine job of it that it completely blocks up the chimney? I ain’t no bird expert, but it smells like bull to me.”

      “Do you think your mother was murdered, Mr. Watson?”

      “Call me Carl. And yes, I think I do, sorry to say. Unless someone shows me a video of the bird flying in that chimney and blocking it up, I don’t believe it was a bird. And there ain’t no video.”

      While there had been plenty of videos taken during our brief time there thanks to Carl’s daughter, I didn’t think any of them would show birds doing what the sheriff was accusing them of doing.

      “I was thinking of investigating myself,” he went on. “You know, talking to everyone who was there. Trying to figure it out. But Patty tells me you’re a real detective and you’ve even solved murders before. I looked you up. You’re legit.”

      It took me a moment to remember who “Patty” was. “That’s right. I think if you’re going to hire someone to investigate, I’m your best bet. I was there, and I’ve met all the suspects already.”

      Normally, I wasn’t itching to take on a murder investigation. But the fact that I’d been there, that I was one of the witnesses myself, was something that was weighing on me. It bothered me that a woman had managed to get killed while I was right there, and I wanted to know who among the group had done it and why.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I went over my pay rate and arranged for him to make a first payment. Then it was time to really get down to business.

      “Mr. Watson—”

      “Carl.”

      I knew now that he was a tough, straight-shooting kind of guy and this meant I had the luxury of being able to be direct with him. With some clients, you have to tiptoe around their sensibilities, or couch your questions in vagueness to avoid upsetting them. But others, like Carl, you could just ask them direct questions.

      “Carl. Let’s start with the basics. Do you know anyone who may have wanted your mother dead?”

      He took a big gulp of his coffee before he responded. “No. She was one of the sweetest old ladies you could ever meet.”

      Sweet? I could think of a few adjectives to describe her, but sweet wasn’t one of the first that popped into my head. Sweet was somewhere near the end of the list.

      “Right. But she did have a little bit of a, err, tougher side, too, didn’t she?”

      “I suppose you could say she didn’t suffer fools. And she didn’t like it when someone tried to get one over on her. But apart from that…”

      Carl clearly had a somewhat rose-tinted view of his mother’s personality.

      “The way I see it, if your mother was killed—which I believe she was—then it was most likely someone who was staying with us that night. It’s remote enough that we would have heard any vehicles approaching, and while it’s not impossible, it doesn’t seem reasonable to suspect it was a stranger who crept up in the night. Unless my investigation throws up other leads, I’m going to be focusing on the people who were staying there that night. Does that sound reasonable to you?”

      “I drew up a list.”

      I raised my eyebrows in surprise as he pulled out a piece of letter paper that had neatly been folded into quarters and placed inside his denim jacket. He handed it over to me and I set it on the plastic tabletop and unfolded it.

      My eyes went wide. It wasn’t just a list of the people present; it also had their phone numbers and addresses.

      “Patty helped me make the list. Thought it would be useful for you.”

      “It will be, it is, thank you very much. So. Let’s go through this list and see if anything comes to mind.”

      “You’re the boss.”

      I liked that, being called the boss. It made me feel more important.

      “First, the Hardwicks, Rachel and Hunter. As I understand it, they both have good jobs here in the city. They seem to be an earnest, hardworking couple. Any thoughts on them?”

      “Yeah. I wish more of Patty’s friends were like Rachel. Straight As in school, college, then boom, she’s making six figures just a few years out of school. And her husband’s doing even better. A vice president or something. Something highfalutin, anyway.”

      “And you can’t think of any reason they may have wanted to harm your mother?”

      “Can’t think of a thing.”

      I could think of one.

      “At dinner time the night before, your mother said something that upset Rachel. Something about her working in your mother’s ice cream shop, and being fired for stealing. Did you ever hear about that?”

      He rubbed at his stubble again. “Now that you mention it… I do recall something about that. When the girls were in school. But that was years ago. And anyway, if it’s true, then that would give Ma a reason to kill Rachel, not the other way around.”

      Unless it was a false accusation, of course. But there was no need to go into the grisly details with Carl right then. I was just trying to find the lay of the land for the moment.

      “Right. So, as far as you know, no reason for Rachel or Hunter to want to harm your mother. Now, who else do we have…” I glanced down at the list to see which name I wanted to bring up next.

      But Carl beat me to my next question. “Look, I’ll be straight with you. I don’t know you, I don’t know your Nanna, and I don’t know this Ian guy. Why don’t you tell me about them?”

      This was the disadvantage of being present when the crime was committed. Even I could be a suspect from the client’s perspective.

      “Nanna and I were sharing a cabin with our dog. Nanna didn’t go out that night—I would have heard her and the dog would have barked. And of course, my Nanna didn’t know your mother at all. She has no reason to wish any harm upon her. And I can’t exactly see her clambering up onto a roof in the middle of the night. She’s fit for her age, but…”

      Carl held up a hand. “Makes sense. And if I’m hiring you, then I guess I’ll have to take your word about your Nanna too. What about this Ian? He seemed like a straight shooter when I met him, but I don’t know him.”

      “He’s Sally’s boyfriend, but he’s also a friend of mine. In fact, we work together—he’ll be assisting me with this case. Before we found your mother, Ian told me that he and Sally were up the entire night talking. They’ve been having some relationship issues, but after a whole night talking they thought they resolved them. He and Sally were both awake, and with each other, at the time the crime must have been committed. I don’t know Sally that well, but I trust Ian implicitly.”

      He slowly nodded. “Sally’s a good girl. Not quite as ambitious as Rachel, but I can’t imagine her hurting Mom. If she says she was with Ian, then that’s good enough for me.”

      At this rate, it looked like we were going to eliminate everyone in short order. Of course I had the tricky names coming up—those of Carl’s daughter and her boyfriend, or rather, fiancé.

      “There’s another guy, Brad. Do you know him?”

      Carl slowly shook his head. “Not really. Patty’s known him a while, but I don’t know much about him. I think he works in a casino.”

      “Yeah, he used to work in the Tremonte.” There was no need to tell Carl that I’d caught him red-handed stealing from his co-workers just yet. “I don’t think he knew your mom well, and from what I saw during our time out in Silver Bend they didn’t have any disagreements. And of course, he doesn’t benefit in any way from the death of Mrs. Watson. Unless I can assign a motive to him, he’s going to be low on my list for the time being.”

      “Makes sense. Now, you’ve also got Simone and this flamenco guy from Mexico?”

      “Argentina. And I think it was tango. But yeah. From what I understand she’s wealthy, and perhaps spoiled?”

      Carl chuckled and nodded. “Yep. But do you want to hear something funny?”

      “Yeah?”

      “That girl is rich, she’s spoiled, and she can buy anything she wants—and she does. But the thing is, it’s never made her mean. Some rich folks are nasty. They don’t care about others. They look down on those poorer than them. They don’t realize that some of us regular folk work just as hard—or harder—than them but we just ain’t been so lucky. But that girl, she’s not like that. She’s rich and spoiled, but I tell ya, she’s got a heart of gold. Always been good to my Patty and her friends. Even if we ain’t as rich.”

      I hadn’t gotten to know Simone well, but I could believe what Carl was saying. I remembered her getting shot down by Horrible Nanna when she asked how much the ghost town cost to buy, but she’d soon recovered and returned to her cheerful self. I didn’t think she’d been carrying a grudge. Unless she was a particularly good actress.

      “But neither of us know Antonio.”

      Carl slowly nodded. “Any reason to suspect him?”

      “Not really. Though he does seem genuinely in love with Simone.”

      “Or with her money.”

      “Perhaps, yes. Simone kind of hinted that she might want to buy Silver Bend—but your mom shut down that line of questioning right away. Simone didn’t seem too upset over it, but Antonio is quite hot-blooded.”

      “You think he might have wanted to kill Ma as some kind of revenge? Or to open a path for her to purchase it?”

      “Probably not,” I admitted. “But it’s something I’m going to keep in mind. Now, there’s just a couple more. Pepper and—”

      “Patty,” he corrected. “I didn’t name my daughter after a spice. And her last name’s Watson and don’t let her tell you otherwise.”

      “Of course, I’ll bear that in mind. Patty seemed to really love her grandmother, didn’t she?”

      Carl slowly nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, she did love her. Ever since she was a kid. But recently…” His words trailed off and he stared down at the table. This wasn’t like him; I could tell. He was the kind of person who knew what he wanted to say, then he said it. He didn’t half-say something and then let his words trail off. Except for this time.

      “Recently what?”

      “Dylan.”

      “Her boyfriend. I mean, fiancé.”

      Carl looked up to the ceiling as if requesting a savior. “Fiancé. I can’t believe it. He’s bad for her, a real bad influence. Ma and I, we had a plan, she was supposed to have a word with Patty while she was out there. Tell her what’s what. Tell her that slacker is no good for her, that she can do better, and to kick him to the curb. Only I don’t think she got the chance.”

      “I think Dylan proposed before she got the chance. I know your mom disapproved of the engagement. She told Pepper in no uncertain terms.”

      “She told you that?”

      “Ah, no. I mean, she was quite worked up. By which I mean loud. Loud enough that I think pretty much everyone heard what she thought of Dylan and her engagement.”

      Carl chuckled. The idea of his mom yelling at his daughter over her choice of fiancé seemed to cheer him up.

      “Good. I’m glad she got that out of her system at least. Maybe it’ll make Patty rethink her plans. I sure hope it does.”

      I said slowly, “I’ve only just met Dylan, but from what I can see he looks to be the most likely suspect.”

      “Explain.”

      “First, he wants to marry Pepp—Patty, and Hor—your mom was very against that. She was quite, umm, direct with him. I’m sure she hurt his pride. Second, he doesn’t seem to have any income. Although this is terrible to say, won’t your daughter stand to inherit the ghost town or some other money? He seems to rely on Patty to support him, and he could have seen an opportunity to perhaps improve Patty’s ability to do that?”

      “Makes perfect sense to me.”

      There was a but. He didn’t say the but, but there was definitely a but there.

      “I get the feeling you don’t think it was him though. Why is that?”

      “You met him, right? He’s a loser. He’s got no drive. No determination. No courage. He’s a coward.”

      “So you think he wouldn’t have had the courage?”

      “I know it. I’ve met the guy. I tried to like him, I really did. Patty wanted me to like him. But I never did, never could, never will. He’s no good for her, heck, he’s no good for himself, for anyone. There’s no way he climbed up onto the roof of a cabin and stuffed the chimney intending to commit murder. I don’t believe it.”

      “You clearly know him a lot better than me. But due to my line of work, I’ve met quite a few killers in my time. All I’ll say is that sometimes people can surprise you. I’m not saying he did it, but it seems to me he has the clearest motive.”

      Him, and Pepper herself, of course. But I wasn’t going to go there with Carl this early in the case. If information turned up later in the investigation that made her seem like a serious suspect, then I would have to, but there was no need to make that kind of suggestion just yet.

      “You’re the professional. But my gut tells me it wasn’t him, that’s all I’ll say. You investigate them all though. Heck, even Patty, right?”

      “It would be remiss of me to overlook any avenues of inquiry.”

      “There’s one more on the list. Abner Beaufort. Patty couldn’t dig up a phone number for him, but his address is down there.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t even have a phone. I don’t think anyone there except your mom knew him well. Did she mention anything about him to you?”

      “Now and then. Said he wasn’t much of one for talking. She liked him well enough, best I could tell, probably because he didn’t complain much. Ma hated people who complained.”

      “I don’t think he said much at all, complaints or otherwise.”

      “She did say something funny about him once though. Said he had an enemy. You don’t hear that much these days, do you, someone having an actual enemy. But she says he had one. Some other old guy who lived nearby.”

      “One eye? With a white horse?”

      “Right!” Carl slapped the table with his hand. “That’s what she said. I thought she was just messing with me.”

      “Abner asked if I’d seen him. Huh. I guess I’ll have to look into both of these old guys.”

      “Yep.” Carl gulped down the last of his cold coffee. “Look into ‘em all. Just find out what happened to my mother. All I know is it wasn’t some squeak-squawking bird that stuffed up her chimney to snuff her. It was a human. I know it.”

      “I’ll start right away, and keep you informed. Once again, I’m sorry for your loss, Carl, but I’ll find out who did it. I promise you that.”

      “Good.”

      We both stood up, and a few seconds later I was on my way out the door, my mind already churning through the list of suspects and all the details.

      I had a case to solve and no time to lose.
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      Ian was sitting on his couch, Snowflake purring on his lap while he complained like it was his job.

      “It’s so… annoying.”

      “Yes, but I’m sure it was a lot more annoying for Mrs. Watson since she ended up dead.”

      Ian sighed and scrunched up his hands into frustrated little fists, before releasing them and returning them to massage Snowflake’s soft fur.

      “But Sally and I were getting along so well. Everything was perfect. Now she’s mad at me. And it’s not even my fault! I wasn’t the one who killed her. Sally was even with me at the time!”

      “I’m sure it’s just the whole situation that’s getting to her. You have to remember she’s not like us. She doesn’t spend half her time investigating murders. She’s never—” I had to correct myself. “She’s only ever once been even tangentially involved in a murder investigation, at the spa. It’s no wonder she’s upset by it all.”

      Snowflake lay down and curled up into a tiny little white ball of pointy-eared adorableness on Ian’s lap. She wasn’t bothered by any of the upsets that complicated human life.

      “And now we’re going to investigate everyone, right? She isn’t going to like that at all.”

      “I’ll have a word with her, try to explain. I’m sure she’ll understand. It’s our job, after all, and we’ve been hired by her friend’s father. Even if she’s convinced all of her friends are innocent, she should at least be able to respect the fact that we’ve been hired to do a job.”

      “I sure hope so. What’s the plan?”

      “I’ve got to work later, so we’ll get started tomorrow. We’ll begin by interviewing everyone. Including Abner.”

      “That means we’re going to have to go all the way back out there, doesn’t it?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Oh! I nearly forgot. I’m looking after Angel tomorrow. She’s got to come with us.”

      I paused.

      I mean, I immediately wanted to shout no problem! But the problem with that was that maybe it would be a problem.

      Angel was Ian’s cousin’s daughter, whom he had been roped into looking after on occasion. While she could be a lovely little girl, she normally wasn’t. She was a little terror that needed careful watching over and wouldn’t make an ideal detective’s assistant.

      “You have to? Tomorrow?”

      Ian nodded glumly. “Amber’s going to a conference. She’ll be out all day. I agreed to look after Angel a couple of weeks ago.”

      “Then I suppose we’ll just have to bring her along. She’s getting better, isn’t she?”

      “Umm. Y-yes?” Ian said so tentatively it was clear he didn’t believe it in the slightest. “I think she hits a bit less now.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be good for her Auntie Tiffany tomorrow.” At least I hope so. “Right. I’m going to try and take a nap before work. Let me know if you have any new ideas about our suspects.”

      “Will do. I’d get up and see you out, but…” Ian patted Snowflake on her head. She didn’t move. She seemed to be fast asleep on his lap with no intention of leaving anytime soon.

      “Later, pardner,” I said, wondering why I was talking like a cowboy before the words had even left my lips.
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        * * *

      

      Two in the morning in a Las Vegas casino isn’t like two in the morning anywhere else in the world. It’s got a different feel to it. An energy. A liveliness.

      In most of the world, at two in the morning, there’s something in the air that tells you, It’s way too late for anything good to be happening.

      But in Vegas, it’s different.

      At two in the morning, the air’s telling you, Two? That’s no time at all. Why not hit the buffet or maybe play a round of cards? Hit up a bar with your friends, or go for a stroll!

      And that’s what I was about to do. My replacement, Lexi, arrived and I clapped my hands together and gave the cameras a wink as soon as I finished clearing my table. I let my customers know they were being left in capable hands and left the floor, feeling like I was floating. Finishing for the night was always like that, like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders no matter how much I enjoy the work.

      After changing and grabbing my personals from my locker, I left The Treasury for the short walk home. The air was cool enough to feel cold after the warmth of the inside of the casino, and I zipped up the light jacket I was wearing to hold off the breeze.

      While I walked, I thought about our short-lived trip out to the desert and the Wild West of Silver Bend. Compared to the neon, noise, and crowds of Las Vegas it was like another world entirely out there.

      During our one night in the Old West, someone had snuck out and blocked up Horrible Nanna’s chimney. I reasoned it couldn’t have been done earlier in the day, because she would have seen the smoke before dinner or when she returned after we’d eaten. No, it must have happened when she was already asleep.

      Horrible Nanna had awoken to a cabin full of smoke, half out of it from the fumes, and tried to escape. I was sure it must have happened that way.

      Whoever it was had clambered up onto the roof, quietly enough that they didn’t wake Horrible Nanna, and blocked off her chimney. Almost any of our group were young and nimble enough to have done it—with the possible exception of my own Nanna. Maybe. But it had to have been premeditated—they needed to gather the twigs for the fake bird nest. And they needed to figure out a route onto the roof as well. It was unlikely to have been a spur of the moment decision.

      It was planned; I was sure of it.

      The answer was obvious, but I didn’t like it.

      Pepper.

      Pepper or Dylan.

      Maybe even the two of them working together.

      With the motive of inheritance. It was the logical answer. But Carl thought Dylan didn’t have the guts to do it, and I hated to think that Pepper herself would have murdered her own grandmother. It was an awful thing to contemplate. Carl hadn’t even suggested it, and he seemed honest and open enough that he would have if he’d thought it a possibility. But even a guy as straight-up as him might balk at considering his own daughter a suspect in the killing of his mother.

      Things would become clearer once I started talking to the suspects. With my finesse and Ian’s blunt-force immaturity, we would get some answers that would shed new light.

      A streetlight above my head flickered and then died. I looked up at it, as if I could perhaps divine the cause of its failure or fix it with a glance. Neither happened. The streetlight stayed dark and I began walking again.

      One step after another. Left, right, left, right. Except that wasn’t it, I realized. It was left, left, right, right. Someone was walking behind me.

      That was fine. It was a big city. A big city famous for its nightlife. Why shouldn’t some of the tourists, or the service industry workers who looked after them, be walking around like me? I kept walking, my hand slipping into my tote bag. Inside, I had pepper spray. A cupcake too, but that wasn’t what my hand rested on.

      A few steps more and I was walking down the alley behind The Cosmo. A route I’d taken hundreds of times before. A route on which I’d even met friends late at night.

      The footsteps behind me continued. They were heavy. Not the clicking of heels, or the scraping and shuffling of tennis shoes. These were deliberate footsteps by someone wearing boots. Proper boots at that, not pretty ones.

      I passed under another light, and then when I was a dozen steps in front of it I whirled around. My thought was that whoever was behind me—no doubt completely innocently—would be illuminated and I’d be able to get a good look at them.

      But the person behind me wasn’t under the light. They were farther back. I’d completely misjudged the distance between us. In fact, the light only served to make it even harder to see who it was. But I could make out a shape, and it was a big one. A few yards behind the pool of light there was a silhouette of a man who’d stopped walking just like I had.

      The man’s shape looked familiar.

      Or maybe I just wanted it to look familiar. I mean, how much can you really tell in the dark?

      “Stone?”

      The man turned and walked away, far faster than he had been walking before. Heavy steps on long legs, the kind of steps I’d need to run to keep up with.

      I stared after him, squinting my eyes, wishing, hoping to see more. To see Stone.

      But I didn’t.

      Instead, the shadowy figure just faded into the shadows, turning into another alley and disappearing.

      I stood there, arms folded in front of me, staring after him, trying to process what I saw.

      But all I had was the memory of a shadowy silhouette at 2:15 in the morning.

      I reached into my bag, tempted to call Jack, in Macau. But what would I say to him? I hadn’t seen a face or any identifying features. It was a feeling more than anything else.

      And if I had seen Stone, why did he hurry away from me? That didn’t make any sense. It had to have been someone else, someone who didn’t like being spotted by me.

      I let my fingers fall from my phone in my bag. I wasn’t going to call Jack. I wasn’t going to call anyone.

      Instead, I turned and carried on with my journey home. I tried to get back to thinking about the case while I walked, but I couldn’t focus on it.

      All I could think about was that silhouette. That big, broad-shouldered outline of a man looking in my direction.

      Watching me?

      Or watching over me?
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      On Tuesday morning, I was buzzing with adrenaline as we drove over to Amber’s office to pick up Ian’s niece. The adrenaline rush wasn’t from the excitement of getting to look after a toddler for the day, but rather because Ian was driving. He was still practicing, and his improvement was progressing at a glacial pace.

      “Ian! Eyes on the road.”

      He had started fiddling with the radio while the traffic was stopped, which was fine, but the fact he continued while trying to drive forward when the traffic cleared was not. Especially since he had the spatial awareness of a drunk golden retriever.

      “Don’t worry! I’ve got this. I’m really getting the hang of driving now.”

      “You think so, huh?” I slowly relaxed my double death grip—one hand on the handle above the door, the other gripping my seatbelt, but ready to snatch the wheel at any moment. Just in case.

      “Oh, yeah. I was thinking maybe I should get a manual car when I buy one. They’re a lot more fun to drive.”

      “How would you know?”

      “I read an article about it. ‘Real Men Drive Stick.’ It was pretty interesting.”

      While Ian certainly met the technical requirements to be classed as a real man, I didn’t think the article in question was referring to men who were real the way Ian was. Even if he did dress up as a cowboy on the weekend.

      “When you’re still a beginner, driving shouldn’t be fun. It should be a serious and careful endeavor. I suggest you don’t worry about making it fun until you’ve got a couple of years’ practice under your belt.” Or a couple of decades, ideally.

      In front of us, a traffic light turned green, and Ian immediately leaned on the horn to encourage the car in front of us to a sprinting start. The driver beeped its own horn back at us and slowly began to move forward, deliberately taking their time.

      “Some drivers, huh?” he said to me in a spirit of camaraderie.

      “Yeah. Some drivers.”

      We made it all the way to his cousin’s office without me needing to snatch the wheel, and with no major heart attacks and a few incidents of shrieking on my part. A pretty successful journey with Ian in my book.

      When we arrived, Amber was standing in front of the door to her office, Angel in front of her looking as sweet as a fresh-frosted cupcake. Beside them were a child’s car seat and a bag of supplies.

      “Looks like they’re ready to go. I should have driven faster.”

      “No, you definitely shouldn’t have.” I got out of the car and walked up to the office door, smiling at Amber. I liked to smile at her because she looked like me, and it felt like I was smiling into a mirror. A mirror in which the person reflected back at me was a lawyer instead of a detective-dealer, but a mirror nonetheless.

      “Hi, guys.” I crouched down. “Are you ready to come and be a detective today, Angel?”

      Angel looked at me with wide, innocent, saucer eyes, before pulling a gun and shooting me. A finger gun, that is.

      “Pow! Pow!”

      “There won’t be any of that!” I said to Amber nervously. “We’re just going to be talking to a couple of Ian’s friends. There won’t be any shooting or fighting or anything like that. Mostly driving around and boring conversations.”

      Amber was nodding at me. “I know, I know. Don’t worry. I’m not sure where Angel got the idea that detectives go around shooting people all day long, but Ian assured me you don’t do that. Speaking of, what’s he doing?”

      I’d thought Ian would be right behind me when I walked up to the office, but he clearly wasn’t. We both looked back to see him standing by one of the rear doors of my car, leaning inside. He re-emerged in his normal gangly upright position and walked toward us.

      “I just had to clear a space for Angel’s car seat,” he said as he approached.

      Angel rushed down the stairs, and enveloped one of his legs, halting his progress toward us. “Uncle Ian!” she yelled in excitement.

      I picked up the car seat and began to carry it over to my car.

      “You better give me that,” Ian said, taking it with one hand while he held Angel’s hand in the other.

      “You know how to put it in?”

      “Sure. I watched twelve different YouTube videos last night.”

      I was impressed, and relieved. I had visions of myself leaning into the back of my car, swearing and stretching and getting frustrated as I tried to install it.

      I crouched down so I was at Angel’s height and watched with surprise as Ian installed the car seat in no time. Angel clapped her hands together, and I found myself joining her.

      “Good job!” I yelled at him, in much the same way I would have praised Angel.

      “Thanks,” he said, stepping back with an inordinate amount of pride visible on his face.

      “I’m impressed,” Amber said as she approached us, offering Ian the bag full of supplies and goodies for looking after Angel.

      “Yeah, I’m a bit of a car guy,” Ian said nonchalantly.

      I was amused to think that Ian considered installing child seats to be the kind of thing that car guys were into. Pleased, though.

      “I’m really sorry to rush you guys, but I’ve got to get to a conference—thank goodness it’s here in the city—thanks again for looking after Angel. You be good now, won’t you?”

      Angel looked up at her Mom and began to giggle like she’d just said the funniest thing in the world. Amber apparently took that as confirmation, and with a final wave and repeat of her thanks, rushed off to her car.

      “Wave goodbye to Mommy,” Ian said to Angel, as the three of us watched Amber peel out of the parking lot at a rapid pace.

      When we’d finished waving, Angel looked up at Ian and me.

      “Pow! Pow!” she said, shooting us both with her fingers.

      “I guess that means its time to get sleuthing.”
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        * * *

      

      Ian and I had a minor disagreement about where we wanted to start the investigation. I thought it would be a good idea to talk to Sally first, since she could give us some insider information on her friends, who were our suspects. But Ian didn’t agree.

      “Let’s give her a bit more time to cool down first. You saw how angry she was at me on Sunday. She said if I was going to accuse her friends of being murderers, then she didn’t want to talk to me at all.”

      “Then what do you suggest?”

      “Let’s talk to Pepper. I mean, it was probably her or Dylan who did it anyway, right?”

      “Did it?” Angel called from the back seat. “Did it! Did it!”

      “We’ll talk to everyone with an open mind. But I think we need to perhaps watch what we say. I think we might have a parrot with us,” I said, jerking my thumb behind me.

      “Parrot?” Angel called loudly. I glanced at her in the rearview mirror and saw the excitement on her face.

      “Let’s just go before we say anything else,” Ian said. “To Pepper’s.”

      “Fine. But we’re going to have to talk to Sally eventually. Maybe you could call her tonight and try and clear the air with her.”

      “Yeah,” he said dubiously. “Maybe I’ll do that.”

      I drove us to Pepper’s condo. With Angel in the car, it seemed prudent for us to put Ian’s driving practice on hold for the rest of the day.

      Pepper lived on the twentieth floor of a beautiful modern building with a spectacular view of the Strip in the middle distance.

      “Come in, come in,” she said from the hallway as we exited the elevator. We’d spoken to her through the intercom on the street and she’d come out to the hall to greet us.

      Ian introduced his cousin’s daughter as we approached, and Pepper gave her a friendly but somewhat wary greeting.

      “Are you a good girl?” Pepper asked.

      “Angel’s an angel,” I said, telling Pepper one of my first lies of the day.

      “No!” Angel shouted, before bursting into giggles.

      Pepper laughed nervously and led us inside.

      “Nice place!” Ian said as soon as we were inside. “How much does it cost you?”

      The condo looked like something out of a magazine—all the furniture matched and had a delightfully modern look to it. The hardwood floors were sparkling clean, and on the far side of the room from the entrance were floor to ceiling windows with breathtaking views. It was like being in a miniature, more homey version of Jack’s office in the Tremonte.

      Pepper laughed and ignored Ian’s question. “I have this condo for my brand. I have to live somewhere s’cool, you know? People don’t want to follow people who live in some grungy old apartment.”

      Ian and I exchanged a look. Was she talking about the building we lived in? I mean, technically she was right, it was kind of old and grungy, but I preferred to think of it as having character. And the location was great. And the rent wasn’t quite as eye-watering as it would be in a place like this.

      “Drawing!” Angel shouted and began to rush across the room. Her target was a large whiteboard on rolling wheels set up in front of part of the window.

      “Oh… don’t, don’t touch… please…” Pepper scurried after Angel.

      Ian and I strolled behind the pair of them, past a gleaming white leather sofa and a white rug that looked to be fake polar bear. At least I hoped it was fake.

      The whiteboard caught our interest almost as much as it had Angel’s. On the top was written in big letters, Pepper’s Ghost Town Ideas! And underneath were a series of bullet points: spooky nights, vegan retreats, yoga weekends, influencer training, photoshoots, non-vegan barbecue weekends, hunting, ghost hunting, horseback riding.

      Angel snatched a whiteboard marker off the little shelf at the bottom, pulled off the lid with practiced skill, and immediately dropped to the floor where she began to swing the marker in a sweeping arc around her on the wooden surface.

      “Drawing!” she shouted.

      “No!” Ian and Pepper said simultaneously.

      Ian lifted Angel up from the floor while Pepper dropped to her knees and began to wipe at the surface with a tissue. Luckily the marker came straight off the varnished surface of the wood, but it didn’t alleviate Pepper’s consternation.

      “Oh, please, please don’t do that. Can you stop her? Please?”

      “Maybe she could draw on the whiteboard?” I suggested.

      Pepper stood back up, looked at the whiteboard, and then back at me. She knew I’d seen the list.

      “This is just, you know, some ideas. It’s how Dylan and I cope with the grief. We just… make lists. You know?”

      “Right. Sure. Why don’t you snap a photo of your list and then let Angel draw on the board?”

      Pepper nodded. “Don’t need a picture.” She grabbed the board eraser from the little shelf and quickly wiped away all of her ideas from the board.

      “Angel?” Pepper said nervously.

      Angel was now standing beside Ian, innocent eyes staring up at Pepper.

      “Draw on the board. I’ll get you a chair. But not on the floor, okay? Or on the sofa—”

      “On sofa?”

      “No! Just the board!” Pepper rapped her knuckles on the board. “Just here. Only here. Nowhere else. Okay?” She turned to Ian. “Does she understand? Can you tell her?”

      “Only board,” Angel said. “Okay!” She snatched up a marker and began to scrawl on the board like a true little angel.

      I wondered how long that would last.

      Pepper walked across the condo to the kitchen area, where she removed a stainless-steel chair from under a dining table and carried it back over.

      “There, stand on this. Then you can reach the whole board.”

      Angel clambered up onto the chair, and for a few moments, it looked like we could talk to Pepper in relative peace while our young artist got to work.

      Pepper gestured for us to follow her to the sofa where Ian and I sat down, while Pepper pulled around a white armchair to sit facing us.

      “So. Guys. What’s up?” Pepper’s eyes flicked back to Angel for a moment before refocusing on us. “It was a terrible weekend, wasn’t it?”

      “Absolutely tragic,” I said somberly.

      “Silver Bend was nice though,” Ian said a touch too chirpily.

      “Pepper, I’m sure you know why we’re here.”

      “Not really.”

      “Didn’t you speak to your father?”

      She shook her head. “Not since Sunday.”

      “Ah. The thing is, Pepper, he’s hired us to investigate what happened to your Nanna. He wants us to see if we can’t find out more than the cops can.”

      “Oh. I see.” Pepper stared down at her knees a moment, then her head whipped back up. “Oh! Can I film you guys? I won’t use all of it, but I can probably cut it to make it look really exciting. Detectives investigating my own Nanna’s murder! Wow!”

      “No, Pepper, you can’t do that,” I said firmly. “It would not be appropriate in the slightest. We just want to ask you a few questions. We’re going to talk to everyone who was there that weekend.”

      Pepper didn’t look pleased. “Well, what do you want to talk to me for? I don’t know what happened.”

      “We have to eliminate all the suspects until we find out who did it,” Ian said.

      “But I’m not a suspect. She was my Nanna!”

      “Suspect!” Angel shouted helpfully from her chair across the room. I stopped myself from smiling at her, but Ian didn’t, even giving her a little clap to Pepper’s annoyance.

      “In these kinds of cases, everyone is a suspect until they’ve been eliminated,” I said as diplomatically as I could. No one likes being told they’re a suspect in the death of someone dear to them.

      “What about you?”

      “It wasn’t me, I was with my Nanna and my dog. And I had no motive.”

      “Well, I certainly didn’t have any motive.”

      I glanced back in Angel’s direction, this time at the whiteboard. A board that until a couple of minutes previously had a list of things Pepper was considering doing with her dead Nanna’s ghost town.

      “Pepper, don’t you stand to inherit a substantial part of your grandmother’s estate?”

      She stared at me. “Yeah, but so what? Look—” She pointed around the room. “I don’t need money! And she was my Nanna. You’d have to be sick—really sick—to think I’d ever harm her just for an inheritance.”

      “Please, Pepper, we’re not accusing you of anything. We simply want to talk to everyone who was there. There’s no need for anyone to get upset.”

      “It’s hard not to be upset when your Nanna’s dead,” she said quietly, indignation still audible in her tone.

      “Where’s Dylan?” Ian asked.

      “Out. He’s got a gig.”

      “Did he help you make the list that was on the whiteboard?”

      “Yes. It’s just something we were doing last night. We’re both so upset over it all. We did it to take our minds off what happened. I heard that thinking about the future is a good way to get over grief.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked her.

      “Yeah. Suzie Bright said it on her channel. It seemed logical to me. So Dylan and I got to thinking about the future. You know, someone’s going to have to do something with Silver Bend, and I doubt Dad will want to…”

      “Right. Pepper, do you know anyone who might have wanted to harm your Nanna? Or who would have benefited from her death?”

      She slowly shook her head.

      “Of the people who were there? No. Not at all. It definitely wasn’t any of my friends. If it was anyone there, it must have been Abner.”

      “Do you have any reason to suspect him?”

      “Nanna said he wasn’t that excited to open the town up to the public. He liked the quiet. Maybe he wanted to stop her opening?”

      We sat in silence for a moment while I contemplated that idea. Nanna and I had met Abner before the others had arrived, and although he struck me as a somewhat strange character, it was hard to imagine him as a killer. Or if he was, it would be in a duel in the dusty main road, not sneaking around in the night blocking up chimneys.

      “Did you hear anything about a one-eyed man with a white horse?”

      Pepper laughed, but then quickly fell back into moroseness. “Oh. Yeah. Nanna mentioned him. He’s called Eagle-Eye Bill. He and Abner don’t get along from what I heard.”

      “Did you ever meet him? Do you think he could have wanted to harm your Nanna?”

      “I never met him. But if Nanna really was killed, it must have been one of those rednecks out there. Abner, or Bill, or someone else.”

      Ian caught Pepper’s eye and leaned in like he was trying to read her.

      “Pepper, what did Dylan think of your Nanna?”

      Pepper’s eyes fell back to her knees.

      “He loved her.”

      “Really?” Ian asked incredulously.

      “Sure. She was my Nanna, and Dylan loves me, so he loved her too. He had to.”

      “But did he really?” Ian asked again. “I mean, she was mean to him. We heard her yelling at the two of you after he proposed.”

      “You… you heard that?” Pepper asked, looking up at Ian with a look of disappointment or betrayal. “You were eavesdropping?”

      “It was hard not to hear,” I said trying to smooth things over. “You were all being very loud. Of course we didn’t want to eavesdrop, so we got Abner to open up the saloon, so we could get some distance. But before that, we could hear the yelling.”

      “Nanna was just surprised, that’s all. I think she was shocked by the suddenness of the proposal. She loved Dylan, really. She would have come around. I know it. For me.”

      While I was sure Pepper knew her grandmother better than any of us, I found it hard to believe she was right about this. I’d heard and met her Nanna, and she didn’t seem like the type to change her mind about people. Pepper was either lying or had a very different image of her grandmother than the rest of us did.

      “What about your friend Rachel?” Ian asked. “Your Nanna upset her too.”

      “Rachel?” Pepper shook her head. “Oh, that was just a silly misunderstanding. Water under the bridge, that’s what Nanna said.”

      “Rachel seemed pretty annoyed.”

      “I guess Rachel holds grudges. But that stuff all happened years ago when we were in high school. We’ve all grown up now.”

      “What exactly happened between them?”

      “Rachel worked for Nanna back when she had her chain of ice cream stores. Nanna thought she was stealing and fired her. Rachel claimed she wasn’t.” Pepper shrugged. “These things happen. And like I said, it was years ago.”

      I drummed my fingers on my knees. Pepper was right in that it seemed like an unlikely motive for murder. But I got the feeling there was more to the Rachel and Nanna story that I wasn’t quite seeing. We needed to speak to her as soon as we could.

      “Ta-da!” Angel yelled.

      Angel was standing proudly in front of the board, upon which she had drawn a series of stickmen shooting at each other. It was pretty gruesome for a toddler, in my opinion, but she wanted praise and it would have been rude to deny her it. Ian and I both offered her a round of applause.

      Angel hopped off the chair and hurried toward us. In each of her fists, she was gripping an uncapped marker.

      “Sofa draw!”

      “No!” Pepper shrieked in a way that reminded me of her wail on discovering her dead grandmother’s body.

      Ian handily intercepted Angel, snatching her up by the waist and lifting her into the air, earning a couple of black marks in the process—literal ones, as Angel drew on his cheek before he could disarm her.

      “No drawing on the sofa, Angel,” I said to her gently. I had been worried that Pepper’s shriek might have upset her, but it hadn’t in the slightest. She was grinning with delight. I turned back to Pepper, who was now standing beside us looking worried.

      “Where’s Dylan’s gig?”

      Since it wasn’t yet midday it seemed like a rather odd time for a musician to be performing. But then Dylan had claimed he didn’t want to sell out, so who knew what kinds of gigs he did?

      Pepper explained to me that he was in a nearby park.

      “Really? What’s going on there? Is there some kind of event he’s performing at?”

      “Umm, no. It’s more like an… impromptu concert.”

      An impromptu concert. In a park. On a weekday. In the morning. I could think of another word for that. “He’s busking?”

      Pepper looked pained. “He’s not busking—he’s performing. He’s not a sellout, you see, so this is how he gets the word out about his music. He’s just doing it until he finds the right deal, one that gives him the kind of creative freedom that he needs.”

      “Sounds like busking to me,” Ian said with a happy smile.

      “Well, it’s not,” Pepper insisted.

      “Thanks for the information. We’ll let you get on with your day. If you think of anything that could help us figure out what happened to your Nanna, you’ll let us know, won’t you?”

      “Of course. But please, you’ve got to look at those old redneck guys. It wasn’t any of my friends. It couldn’t have been.”

      “We’ll explore all avenues,” I assured her. “Come on Ian, Angel. Let’s go.”

      Ian carried Angel as we left, me following right behind. Angel grinned at me over Ian’s shoulder and then lifted one hand.

      “Pow! Pow!”

      A double-tap, right to Pepper’s head by way of farewell.
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        * * *

      

      Angel was delighted to be at the park, and immediately misidentified a flock of pigeons as piggy-birds. To be fair, she wasn’t far off in either the vocabulary or the description.

      The park had several paths leading from each corner to a central area in which there was an ornamental fountain. Pepper had told us that was where we would find Dylan.

      We arrived at the fountain, but there was no sign of Dylan or any other buskers—I mean, performers. There was an older woman feeding some of the piggy pigeons with crumbs from a plastic bag who looked like she might have been there for a while.

      “Excuse me, ma’am? I was wondering if you saw a guy with a guitar performing.”

      “The homeless busker? Oh, yes. He’s here every Tuesday and Thursday morning.” The lady looked at the fountain, and waved a fingerless-gloved hand and pointed. “He’s usually right there.”

      “He ran off,” said another late-middle-aged woman who had the air of someone eager to talk about anything and everything and had just found the opportunity. “Not five minutes ago. He answered the phone, and then he shoved it in his pocket and packed up! Whoosh.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Are you an undercover cop? If so, I can tell you where to find all the buskers. In fact, I could go undercover. I’m very good at—”

      “No, no, we’re not cops. The guy’s just a friend of a friend and we were hoping to catch him is all. Thanks, both of you, you’ve been very helpful. Come on, Ian. Let’s go to the playground.”

      “Yay!”

      Ian and I took Angel to one of the playgrounds. There were two right next to each other, one for little children like Angel, and one for bigger, school-aged children.

      While Ian and I sat down on a bench, Angel began to run around.

      Ian slapped his hand down hard onto my knee. “Look!”

      “Oww!”

      Ian was pointing to the other side of the playgrounds, where a bench was set under a large palm tree. Sitting on it was a man in a suit who looked familiar.

      “Is that…?”

      I stood up, leaving Ian to watch Angel while I quickly crossed the playground. It was hard to tell if it was who I thought it was from that distance, but the man looked strikingly familiar.

      The bench-sitter glanced in my direction and then quickly stood up. He didn’t meet my gaze or acknowledge my presence, but with abrupt swiftness turned and hurried away to the other side of the park.

      “Hey!” I called after him. He didn’t hear, or pretended not to, and carried on.

      “Look! Look!”

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Angel, balanced on the roof of a little cabin that sat on top of the slide. Children were definitely not supposed to be on top of that part of the apparatus, and she looked to me in a very unstable position.

      “Uh-oh!” Angel began windmilling her arms. I sprinted toward her, while Ian shot to his feet and hurried at her from the other direction. Like me, Ian had been staring after the man on the bench. Angel had only taken a few seconds to monkey her way to the roof of the structure.

      She toppled off the top of the structure, straight into my arms. I stared at her, horrified, mouth agape, imagining what would have happened if I hadn’t rushed over.

      “Whee! Fun!” she shouted in my face.

      “No… no. Not fun. Not fun.” I’d seemingly lost my ability to make proper sentences.

      Then Ian was there, taking Angel out of my arms like it was my fault she’d nearly fallen off the roof of the slide.

      When we’d all calmed down a little, Ian and I sat down again, both of us keeping our eyes firmly locked on Angel.

      “That sure looked like Hunter Hardwick on the bench,” I said to him without taking my eyes off our young charge for even an instant.

      “That’s who I thought it was.”

      “But it looks like he’s gone deaf.”

      “You think?” Ian asked, puzzled.

      “No, not really. He ignored me when I shouted.”

      “Ohh!”

      “That’s two guys who seem to be avoiding us today. First Dylan, now Hunter.”

      “That must be your ladylike charm,” Ian said with a grin.

      I smacked him on the leg. “Ha, ha.” I sounded it out to make very clear that I was not in the slightest bit amused. “So what do we think? Dylan got a call from Pepper warning him we were coming. And then Hunter saw us and ran off too?”

      “That sure looks like what happened. I mean, if that was Hunter.”

      We sat in contemplative silence, neither of us able to come up with a good explanation for the behavior of either of the two men. None except the pair of them being murderers avoiding the detectives, that is.

      “I guess he could have been on his lunch break,” Ian said finally. “Getting some fresh air.”

      “Followed by some speedwalking practice when he saw me coming for him.”

      Ian snorted.

      “Right. Let Angel play for a few more minutes, then we’ll get going. We’ve got a lot more people to speak to.”

      I pulled out my cellphone. In fact, I could begin right away.
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      While Ian pushed Angel on the swing, I called Simone. She picked it up before the first ring had even finished.

      I told her who it was, and that I’d been hired by Carl Watson to investigate the death of his mother. I asked Simone if she was available to meet with us.

      “Umm, meet with you? When?”

      “This afternoon?”

      “Umm.” Simone paused. “Can you come out to Macau?”

      “What?”

      “I’m on a flight right now. Dad says I have to get to know the casino industry, and there’s a conference on, so I’m heading to Macau. Can you come?”

      I imagined handing over an expense sheet to Carl Watson with flight to Macau and hotel listed. Somehow I thought that might be pushing reasonable expenses a little too far.

      “No, Simone, I can’t fly to Macau. I’ll speak to you when you get back, okay?”

      “Oh, okay, sure. Ciao!”

      She must be going to the same conference that Jack was at. Thinking of which, I decided to give Emily a call. She, along with some of the Tremonte staff, was looking after Bridget for the rest of the week. It would be good to catch up with her while Jack was away.

      While the phone rang, I watched as Ian played with Angel, pretending to push her higher and higher as she demanded, but making his pushes weaker than they could have been so she didn’t soar too high.

      “Hey,” Emily said, sounding tired when she answered. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing special. Just investigating a new case. Thought I’d check in and see if Bridget’s being good.”

      Emily laughed. “Of course, she’s an angel.”

      I had to cover my mouth from laughing while I watched an entirely different Angel happily swinging away.

      “Any news from Jack about… anything?” There was silence on the other end of the phone. It lasted so long I began to think I’d been disconnected. “Emily?”

      “I… yeah.” Emily sighed but I couldn’t tell if it was one of annoyance, exhaustion, or resignation. “Can we meet later for coffee? I want to—I need to talk to someone about it.”

      “About what?”

      There was another, shorter silence. “Let’s just meet later. I’ll text you when I get off work.”

      “Okay. Is everything all right, Emily?”

      “Not really. We’ll talk later. Gotta go.”

      Emily hung up before I could press her any further. She was upset about something. I was pretty sure it wasn’t Bridget, which meant that it must have to do with Jack.

      Did that mean it was connected to Ryan and Stone too?

      I put my phone back in my bag, trying to shake the dread that had settled in.

      I couldn’t let myself give in to that feeling. I needed to keep moving.

      “Ian!” I called. “Let’s get going!”
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        * * *

      

      I got through to Rachel on the phone, but I didn’t ask her about her husband and why he may have been running away from us in the park. I would save that question until I could look at both of their faces while I asked it.

      She, unsurprisingly, wasn’t available to meet during the day time due to work. We’d have to catch up with her either early one morning or late in the evening. I told her I’d get back to her about that. I already had plans to meet Emily tonight.

      With our options limited, we decided to go and see Abner. Carl didn’t have a phone number for him on his list of contact details, but he had given me his address. It was a few miles outside Silver Bend, near the highway, but far from any other semblance of modern civilization.

      “What if he’s not there?” Ian asked after we had Angel safely strapped into the back seat.

      “If he’s not there, then I guess we can go over to Silver Bend again and see if there’s anything that sparks any new ideas.”

      “I know! We could try and find Eagle-Eye Bill.”

      “Yeah, that too. Come on. Ready, Angel?”

      “Ready! Ready!”

      Ian sat in the back with Angel, just in case, as he put it. It was almost alarming how good of a pseudo-parent figure he was. He may not have been great at looking after himself, but he sure was good with Angel. It made me feel almost proud of him, in a way. And I was grateful he hadn’t roped me into being Angel’s primary caregiver when Amber wasn’t around.

      The drive was uneventful, mostly because both Ian and Angel spent most of it asleep. They both woke at the same time as we left the highway onto the kind of road which my car really didn’t like: an unpaved, pothole-strewn one. As soon as we started bouncing down the trail, Ian and Angel were both shaken awake.

      “Stop it!” Angel demanded from the back seat.

      “Yeah, it’s a bit bumpy, Tiff.”

      “There’s nothing I can do about that. I’m going slow. Look, there it is, just ahead. Quit complaining.”

      I pulled up outside a ramshackle old wooden house that was like a bigger, more ancient version of the cabins Horrible Nanna had built at Silver Bend.

      After I exited the vehicle, the front door of the house slowly swung open. I breathed out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding when Abner stepped outside. He stared at me for just a second too long, before raising a hand in a wave of greeting.

      Ian emerged from the backseat, along with Angel, and the three of us walked up to Abner’s home.

      “Afternoon.”

      “Hi, Abner. It’s me, Tiffany—”

      “I know who you two big ‘uns are.” He stared down at Angel. “Who are you?”

      “Angel!” the little girl shouted.

      That made Abner chuckle. “What a name.” He turned to look back at me. “What can I do you for?”

      “We wanted to chat.”

      He narrowed his gaze. “Chat? Old Abner don’t get many folk comin’ to see him to chat.”

      “We’re detectives,” Ian said. “We’re investigating the murder of Mrs. Watson.”

      Abner stared at him. “Murder, huh? Well, come on up here.”

      Abner was speaking to us from the porch of his little house. He sat down in a rocking chair and waved a hand toward two old, straight-backed wooden chairs that looked less comfortable than where he now had himself ensconced. With scrapes against the wooden floor, Ian and I pulled up the chairs and sat down, Angel sitting on Ian’s lap.

      “Murder, huh. Seems the sheriff wants it written up as an accident.”

      “Really?” I said in disbelief. “The fire marshal agreed with me about—”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. I agree with you, too. That nest wasn’t put in there by no bird. And what kind of nest was that? Twigs, cloth, even a plastic bag jammed down there. But that sheriff ain’t interested. His office is over a hundred miles away. As far as he’s concerned, it was an accident. If it wasn’t birds, then it was the wind, or a prank gone wrong. He ain’t interested.”

      “So you agree the chimney was deliberately stuffed, and she was killed?”

      Abner slowly rocked back and forth, letting himself complete two full arcs before responding. “Mighta been someone tryin’ to warn her. Or maybe they wanted her dead.”

      “And why would they want to warn her? Did she have any enemies in the area?”

      Abner made a show of looking off into the distance and scanning the horizon. “Ain’t too many people to make enemies with ‘round these parts.”

      That might have been true, but it didn’t answer the question.

      “What about Eagle-Eye Bill?”

      Abner stopped his rocking by placing both feet firmly on the floor.

      “Forget about him.”

      “Who is he? Did he have any disagreements with Mrs. Watson?”

      “He’s a nobody. Trouble. A waste of time. Best you just forget all about him.” Abner waved his hand dismissively. “No good old coot.”

      “But who is he? Did he work there?”

      “Work there? Ha! Arthritic old buzzard couldn’t work a slide rule, let alone real work. No, you just forget about him.”

      “Where does he live?”

      Abner looked up to the heavens as if to ask what sin he was being punished for with my incessant questions.

      “Lives in an old shack. About five miles from Silver Bend. If you stand behind Mrs. Watson’s old cabin and look straight ahead, his cabin’s up on the little hill you can see. Course, you’ll need a clear day. If the wind whips up the dust, you won’t see jack. Don’t worry ‘bout him though. He’s nobody. Just pokes his nose in where it doesn’t belong.”

      “And he didn’t have any disagreements with Mrs. Watson?” I asked to confirm.

      “Nope.”

      Abner clearly didn’t want to talk about this Eagle-Eye Bill guy any more than he had already. It didn’t mean I didn’t want to talk to him though. It would be interesting to hear Bill’s take on Abner, for one thing.

      The chair I was sitting on wasn’t very comfortable, and I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees to give my back a rest.

      “Were you pleased about her development at Silver Bend?”

      “Pleased? Why would I be?”

      “It would bring new people to the area. Revive the old town. Bring in some tourism. There could be new opportunities.”

      Abner snorted. “New opportunities? What would I want with them at my age? And tourists. I prefer the coyotes.”

      “So you weren’t happy about what Mrs. Watson was doing?” I asked curiously.

      “Not overly, no.”

      “Then why were you helping her?” Ian asked. “You were her sole employee, weren’t you?”

      “I was. The way I saw it, she was going to do what she wanted out in Silver Bend. I figured I could either let her hire someone else to help her, or I could join her. Help guide her. Make sure it didn’t get too commercial.”

      “What kind of guidance did you give her?”

      “Told her not to put in electricity. Told her to put up them cabins instead of wrecking the old town itself.” He shrugged to himself as he rocked. “I just didn’t want her ruinin’ the place. Tried to keep it as authentic as possible.” He lowered his voice a little. “And I hoped to keep out some of the tourists. Thought the lack of comforts would put ‘em off.”

      “Did you get along with Mrs. Watson?” Ian asked.

      “As well as any man could.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He shrugged. “She was a tough old bird, Mrs. Watson. I didn’t mind that. I’m a bit of one myself, truth be told. Others don’t like it though. That’s probably what happened.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “One of them youngsters must have taken what she said the wrong way. Stuffed up her chimney for a prank. That’s what I think happened. Probably didn’t mean to kill her. But they did.”

      “Did you see anyone do that? Where did you go after you locked up the saloon?”

      Abner chuckled softly. “I locked up, then I rode home. From here to there is an easy ride. Got a trail out back which goes right there. That’s why I don’t drive. Horse’ll get ye there quicker.”

      “I don’t suppose you live with anyone else, do you?”

      Abner just laughed, not even bothering to answer. Of course he lived alone. And that meant he had no alibi for the evening, unlike most of the guests.

      “You think I’d be climbing up on that roof in the middle of the night? At my age?”

      While I hadn’t suggested it, it was clear he knew what we were driving at. I had to admit it did seem unlikely that an old guy like him would be climbing on roofs in the dark. But it wasn’t entirely out of the question.

      “No, Abner, of course not. I’m just trying to figure out what happened. What did you actually do for Mrs. Watson? What was your day-to-day schedule like?”

      “Well first, we didn’t have no schedule. Never been for ‘em. In school, they used to call me Absent Abner ‘cause I never went. What happened is Mrs. Watson would ask me to do something, and if I could, I’d do it. If I couldn’t, I’d let her know. We didn’t follow no schedule.”

      “So what kind of things did you do?”

      “Fixed it up. That saloon? It was in a state. I fixed the chairs, sanded down the bar, re-hung the signs, put in new nails to hang the lanterns, cleaned the whole place. Not just there, other things too. Made the town look like, well, like you saw it. Run down, but not a wreck, if you know what I mean.”

      “Carefully managed dilapidation?”

      “Somethin’ like that. The furniture in your cabins? I made all of it.”

      As far as I recalled, the only furniture in our cabin apart from the bed had been a single chair, much like the one I was sitting on now.

      “You mean the chairs?”

      “Yep. All handmade by me. For Mrs. Watson’s cabin too.”

      “And it was just the two of you?”

      “Yep. Said she was going to start interviewing soon. She wanted herself a chef, and someone to handle the bookings, and someone to serve in the saloon. Ideally all the same person.” Abner laughed to himself. “Or a couple.”

      “And what about you?”

      “What about me? I’d still be there. Fixin’ what needs fixin’. Doin’ what needs doin’. There was plenty to keep me busy. Still is.”

      “Bored!”

      We all looked at Angel, who promptly hopped off of Ian’s lap.

      “You want a carrot?” Abner asked, leaning toward her.

      “No!”

      Abner shrugged. “Suit yourself.” A carrot was clearly the beginning and end of treats he kept in stock for visiting children.

      “How about going to see a ghost town?”

      Angel froze, staring at me with her eyes wide open. “Ghosts?”

      I grinned at her. “No ghosts, but a ghost town.”

      “Okay!”

      “Thanks for your time, Abner. We’re going to go poke around Silver Bend some more. If you think of any information that might be of use, please give me a call.” I handed him one of my business cards, which he took and looked at with interest.

      “Good luck. I’m telling you it was one of them kids pulling a prank. I’d bet money on it.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind. Thanks for your time.”

      “Take care,” Ian said as we walked back to the car.

      We left Abner out on his porch, slowly rocking back and forth in his old chair while he watched the world go by. Or not go by, as it was out there.
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        * * *

      

      It took almost half an hour to get from Abner’s house back to Silver Bend by road, and I figured he was right about it being much quicker by horse. We had to drive all the way back to the highway, down it a few miles, and then back down the longer, even bumpier road to Silver Bend.

      During the journey, Ian tried to explain to Angel what a ghost town was, but she was a little too young to fully appreciate the intricacies of nineteenth-century economic pressures that her uncle tried to convey.

      “Ghosts?” she asked again for the dozenth time.

      Ian gave up. “Maybe,” he answered with a slightly disappointed sigh.

      Angel whimpered and grabbed onto him tight.

      “Ian will look after you,” I called to her from the front seat. “He’ll protect us all. Won’t you, cowboy?”

      “That’s right,” he said. “Should I take your gun?”

      “No.”

      “Pow! Pow!” Angel shouted.

      “Exactly,” Ian said.

      We pulled up in the parking area on the edge of the town near the cabins. Although mine had been the only vehicle last time I arrived, there was an even stronger sense of abandonment than what I’d felt the first time. Now the ghost town felt like a ghost town.

      We got out of the car, and Angel walked between Ian and me, holding hands with both of us and looking around warily as if a spirit or ghoul might pop out at any moment.

      We walked over toward the cabins. I couldn’t think of anywhere better to look, or anywhere else to search for clues.

      The last time we’d been by the cabins, there had been three different government agencies present, all doing their own poking around. Apart from those first few minutes in the cabin before we left to contact the authorities, I hadn’t had the chance to have a good look myself.

      Horrible Nanna’s cabin had police tape wrapped around its perimeter. We stopped in front of the building, and I tried to look at it with fresh eyes.

      It was a simple wooden building. At the front were three steps which led up to a wrap-around porch, upon which sat a rocking chair and a couple more high-backed chairs like we’d seen at Abner’s. There were two windows in front looking out, but both of them were still sooty from all the smoke on the night of the incident.

      “Ghost house?” Angel asked quietly.

      “Kind of,” Ian said.

      Angel squeezed our hands tighter and whimpered again.

      “Don’t worry. There aren’t any ghosts. And even if they were, they’d be friendly ones, not scary ones. Wouldn’t they Ian?”

      Ian frowned. “Friendly ghosts? Really? Surely most ghosts are angry spirits seeking vengeance on the living…”

      “Ian!”

      “Oh, right. Yeah.” He crouched down next to Angel. “Friendly ghosts. Super friendly.”

      Ian stood up again, and the three of us contemplated the cabin some more. Just as I was about to walk up to the cabin, we were interrupted by a yell that made us all whimper.

      “Hey!”

      I squeezed Angel’s hand and turned around. Staring at us from a few dozen yards away was a wild-eyed, wild-bearded old man clutching a rifle in one hand and a telescope in the other. Covering part of his face was a black eyepatch.

      He began to walk toward us with a heavy limp. I felt Angel squeeze my hand again.

      “Pirate ghost?”
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      As the man got closer, Ian let go of Angel’s hand and put both arms up into the air. Angel giggled, and copied him, sticking her arms up beside him. I stared at the pair of them and shook my head.

      “Are you Eagle-Eye Bill?” I asked him as he approached.

      “What?” he asked, way too loudly. He was clearly deaf.

      “Eagle-Eye Bill! Is that you?”

      “No need to shout,” he shouted. “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “I’m Detective Tiffany Black. We’re here investigating what happened on the weekend.”

      He halted in front of us. “Horrible business. Murder!”

      “Yeah? Know who did it?” I asked him slowly and loudly.

      “Old Abner, wasn’t it?” he asked, as if it should have been obvious.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “What?”

      “I said—”

      “Hold on!” Bill raised a hand and reached toward his ear and adjusted something. “There. I’m all switched on now. What were you asking?”

      With his hearing now fully functional, I lowered my voice to a level more suitable for a professional detective rather than a wrestling announcer.

      “Why do you say that it was Abner that killed her?”

      “Who else would it be? None of them kids would have any reason to hate her, right? And I doubt you did it, either. Stands to reason that it was Abner. He was the one who was here every day. He was the one who hated her.”

      I blinked. There was a lot to unpack in what he’d just said. Starting with why he would say it wasn’t me.

      “Did you see me on Saturday?”

      “Sure. Sunday too.”

      “But we didn’t see you,” Ian said with some consternation. “Where were you?”

      Bill tucked his telescope into his belt and then grabbed Ian by the arm. “C’mere.”

      Angel and I followed behind Bill as he led Ian behind Horrible Nanna’s cabin. He halted at the back and then pointed into the distance where a small hill rose out of the desert.

      “My place is up there.” He pulled the telescope back out of his waist and waved it in front of Ian’s face. “I keep watch on things. Make sure there’s no trouble.”

      “You were watching us from all the way out there?”

      “Yep.”

      “And you could recognize me at that distance?” I asked in skeptical surprise.

      He shook his head. “Naw. Too far to recognize faces. But you can recognize shapes.”

      I frowned at that. I didn’t like to be reminded that I had a shape. “And you recognized mine, did you?”

      He stuck out his telescope and poked my tote bag with it. “Sure did. Always got this bag hanging off your arm. Easy enough.”

      And now for the million-dollar question.

      “Did you see someone climb onto Horr—Mrs. Watson’s cabin roof and stuff up the chimney?”

      Bill laughed, a throaty chuckle that sounded like he’d been smoking cigars or pipes longer than I’d been alive.

      “Naw.”

      “But you think it was Abner? May I ask why?”

      Bill looked me over, as if sizing up whether it was worth explaining to me. “You met him?”

      “Yes, of course. In fact, we were just at his house.”

      Bill turned his head and spat into the dirt. “House? More like a shack. And that’s how he likes it. Abner’s an odd character. A real loner. Stays out there in that house of his barely socializing with anyone.”

      I glanced back in the direction of Bill’s own secluded home, which, even only being able to make out a vague outline, I suspected was just as shack-like as Abner’s.

      “And you think he hated Mrs. Watson?”

      “I don’t think he hated her. I think he hated what she represented. What she was doing. I think he liked her just fine, but he didn’t like her as much as he hated the idea of bringing tourists out to Silver Bend.”

      “But why?” Ian asked.

      “Yeah, why?” Angel echoed, looking up to Ian for approval, which she got in the form of a nod.

      Bill laughed at the little girl’s antics.

      “Abner liked things the way they always were. Quiet. He didn’t want tourists coming here, hootin’ and hollerin’ all night long. I mean, I agree with him—who wants that?—but times they are a-changin’, am I right?”

      “Right,” I said simply to get him to continue.

      “Abner was really against it. He didn’t want that big city way of life coming out here and ruining everything.”

      “Big city way of life?”

      Bill waved his telescope at the cabins. “Look at ‘em all, crowded in right on top of each other. Not even enough room to breathe.”

      If this was crowded, I wondered what he would think of my apartment building in Las Vegas.

      “And you think Abner was so annoyed by this he killed Mrs. Watson?”

      Bill shrugged. “Maybe it was an accident. Maybe it was deliberate.”

      “Do you have any evidence?” Ian asked.

      “Yeah! Ever dense!” said his little protege.

      “Nope. But explain this’n. Why was Abner always sabotaging the renovations? There’s a reason it took so long to get everything ready, and that reason is Abner. And now, everything’s finally ready for a grand opening, and what happens? Why poor old Mrs. Watson dies. Is that a coincidence?”

      “What do you mean he sabotaged the renovations? How do you know?”

      Bill waved his telescope at me. “Told you, I keep a watch. Make sure nothing bad’s going on. I saw him. Used to be an old water tower just down the street there, at the other end of town. He knocked the whole thing over while he was pretending like he was trying to fix it. Trashed it. Mrs. Watson’s got to get a well dug now.” He paused. “She would have, anyway, but that water tower was a nice little landmark.”

      “That’s very useful information, Bill. Is there anything else you can tell us about anything here?”

      He slowly looked around the cabins and then down Main Street.

      “Nope. Told you all you need to know. It was Abner what did it, sure as day is day and evening’s night.”

      “Thank you for your time,” Ian said politely.

      “Thank you!” Angel yelled, waving at Bill as if to shoo him off.

      Bill limped off back across the parking area to the edge of town. When he disappeared from view, I heard a gentle whinny from the horse he must have tied up on Main Street.

      “Come on. Let’s have a quick look around and then head back.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Ian asked, giving me a very meaningful look.

      “What?”

      “We didn’t eat lunch!”

      Angel clapped her hands together. She sure knew what lunch was.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, the three of us were sitting in a booth eating a surprisingly good cheeseburger. At least two of us were. Angel merely had a plate of French fries in front of her.

      “Do you think she should eat something else? A bit of fruit or something? They probably do pie…”

      Angel shook her head at me.

      “Fries!” she yelled, and then placed both hands protectively over the pile of greasy potato sticks on her plate.

      “Actually, potatoes are very healthy. They’re basically the perfect food,” Ian said. “You could live off milk and potatoes.”

      “Yeah?” I said dubiously. I looked down at Angel who was now rhythmically lifting up one fry after another and popping it into her mouth, chewing each one exactly four times before swallowing and replacing it with another. “If her mom asks, I had nothing to do with her dietary choices today, okay?”

      Ian shrugged. “No problem. I can’t imagine Amber would have any complaints.”

      “If you say so.” After eating and swallowing a big bite of my burger, I got back on topic. “What do you think of Abner and Bill? Think either of them did it?”

      Ian chewed slowly while he thought, finally swallowing.

      “I think there’s something they’re not telling us. Did you hear the way they talked about each other? I don’t think they like each other very much.”

      “I agree. But if Abner was the killer, then maybe Bill would be right not to like him. Maybe he’s just a good judge of character.”

      Ian nodded. “That’s possible.” He picked up a fry and bit it in half. “Do we want to go back and see Abner today?”

      I shook my head. “Let’s stew on it a bit. It’ll be dark soon anyway.” I nodded down to Angel. “Maybe we shouldn’t be taking Angel to see a guy accused of murder in his rundown old shack in the middle of nowhere.”

      “We already did that once.”

      “Yeah. Well, let’s not do it again, at least not today. Especially not now we’re going to say he’s been accused of being the killer.”

      My phone buzzed and I tapped at the screen to pull up the message that had just arrived.

      “It’s Rachel. Says she can meet us tomorrow.”

      “Yeah? What time.”

      I stared at the screen in disbelief. “Seven.”

      “Seven?” Ian shook his head. “That’s no good. You’ve got to work. And I might be seeing Sally, if she’ll let me.”

      “Not seven in the evening, Ian.”

      His eyes went almost as wide as Angel’s had earlier. “Seven in the morning?”

      “Yep. She’s suggesting a power breakfast. Whatever that is.”

      “Oh, I don’t like the sound of that at all.” Ian stuffed several fries into his mouth, chewing and shaking his head with worry.

      “But it’s our job,” I said, hating myself for even saying it.

      “You don’t need me though, do you?”

      “I absolutely need you, Ian. You’re integral to this whole thing now.” More like there was no way I was going out at that time of the morning without dragging him with me. He wasn’t going to escape that easily.

      Angel poked Ian. “Integral,” she repeated with surprising competence.

      I grinned at her and she smiled happily back. As detective’s assistants go, she was at least the second-best one in the booth. At least.

      My phone buzzed again. This time the message was from Emily. She also wanted to meet at seven o’clock, but the proper one, not the unholy hour.

      “Let’s eat up. I want to try and fit in a nap this afternoon.”

      “No nap!” Angel said with concern.

      “Not you, me,” I said with a laugh. Angel had already had a nap on the drive out to Abner’s home, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she had another on the drive back to Vegas. I wasn’t going to tell her that though. She seemed determined to stay awake throughout her time with her uncle.
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        * * *

      

      When I met Emily that evening, she looked exhausted. She’d suggested a coffee shop just around the corner from her office, and she was still dressed in her business-casual work clothes when I met her.

      “Hey. Did you come straight from work?”

      “Yep. And I’m going back there after this. It’s hectic right now. I need coffee. Lots of it.”

      Two minutes later, we were sitting at a table, a pair of bucket-sized cups of coffee between us.

      “So what’s up? You sounded like you needed to talk about something.” I put a hand on top of hers and gave it a light squeeze.

      “Ugh. I don’t know if I should. I promised I wouldn’t tell the office, but he didn’t say anything about you… so, here we are.”

      “By he I assume you mean Jack? Is he in trouble?”

      “Yeah. Of course I mean Jack. And I think he’s in more trouble than he knows, Tiff. He got another threat.”

      I squeezed her hand again in support. Jack had hired people to look into what had happened to Ryan and then Stone, and had turned over some rocks that didn’t like being turned over. The bugs that had crawled out hadn’t been too pleased, and they somehow traced things back to Jack and threatened him. I’d been witness to Jack receiving a written warning once before, and it looked like now he’d got another one.

      “What happened?”

      Emily interlocked her fingers and stretched her arms out in front of her, like she was limbering up for a big story-telling session.

      “It was yesterday afternoon. Bridget and I were doing a video call with Jack, in Macau. We were in his office. He told me he’d sent me a gift. I was excited, right? Like, what could it be? He told me I’d like it though, and to just trust him. Sure enough, a few minutes later, a courier arrived at his office with a box.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “Yeah. But Jack thought it was the present he sent me. So he’s there on the screen, going. ‘Open it! Open it!’ And I do. I didn’t even bother to look at the box or the details—if I had, I would have seen it wasn’t sent from Macau. It was sent from New Mexico. But I didn’t notice that then. So anyway, I tear off the tape and pull open the box, and I stick my hand inside and guess what I pull out?”

      “Was it a threatening note?”

      Emily shook her head. “Nope. It was a big lump of metal. All blackened and twisted and messed up. But at this point, I still think it’s Jack’s present, but I’m thinking either he’s lost his mind or I’m terrible at recognizing awesome presents. So I hold it up in front of the camera and Jack goes pale. Like, really pale. He asks me what it is.

      “Of course, I’m telling him, ‘Hey bozo, this is the present you got me.’ And he says that isn’t the present. It isn’t it at all. Then we both start freaking out.”

      I had to wrap both my hands around my coffee mug to stop them from shaking. Stone and Ryan had disappeared, and the best that Jack’s sources had managed to come up with was that two bodies had been found at a small airplane crash site.

      Neither Jack nor I believed those bodies were Stone and Ryan. But the piece of wreckage in a box was surely connected. It had to be.

      “Then what happened?”

      “He told me to put it back in the box and leave it for security. Then guess what?”

      “What?”

      “Another courier arrived. This time with the actual gift. Turns out, he sent me Portuguese egg tarts and almond cookies. Apparently Macau’s famous for them. I wasn’t in the mood to eat anything by then though. Here. I packed you a few.”

      Emily slid a little plastic box across the table, which I gratefully accepted.

      “I don’t know what to do, Tiff. I’ve been telling Jack to stay out of trouble. But I don’t know if he’s not listening, or whether trouble isn’t staying away from him.”

      I patted her hand again. “Emily, he’s a grown man and I think this is something you can’t help him with. At least not right now. He’s got security guards, and… I don’t know, an empire to help look after him. I don’t think you or anyone else can do anything except trust him and support him. You know?”

      “Maybe you’re right. But I just… I hate it. I’m a cop. I should be able to stop junk like this from happening. But I feel helpless. I hate it, Tiff. I’m used to being in control. I’m used to keeping people safe.”

      “I know. I know. At least you had a chance to vent. Maybe that’s all you can do for now. And anyway, Jack’s safe in Macau at the moment. Let’s just keep our eyes peeled and try and stay careful. Yeah?”

      Emily downed half the contents of her mug. “Yeah. I guess so.” She smacked a hand down on the table. “Can’t do anything else, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Sorry, I’ve got to get going. Got a meeting.”

      “This late? Something big going on?”

      Emily didn’t meet my gaze, instead looking down at the table. “You know, just police stuff. Busy, busy, busy.”

      She finished the rest of her drink and, before I could ask her anything more, she was off back to work.

      It was weird to know that Emily was hiding something from me. It was unlike her, simply because there wasn’t any need for either of us to keep secrets from the other. Maybe there was a big police bust about to go down that she was sworn to secrecy on.

      It didn’t matter. I was sure I’d find out eventually. When I finished my coffee, which I drank a lot more leisurely than Emily had, I stood up and began the walk to the Treasury Casino.

      I was working until two, and then I had my power breakfast meeting with Rachel at seven. It was going to be a tough twenty-four hours.

      No rest for the awesome, right?
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      While Ian and I looked and felt like a pair of zombies when we arrived for our meeting with Rachel and Hunter, our interviewees looked as fresh as daisies and as energetic as Angel.

      We met them at a donut shop near where they both worked. Having looked up their address online, I knew it was also a very short distance from where they lived.

      “Good morning!” Rachel yelled with a somewhat manic grin on her face.

      Or maybe that was just my perception. Perhaps it was a friendly smile and my brain was interpreting it as manic because you’d have to be crazy to be anything other than miserable at that time of the night. Or morning, as they claimed it was.

      “Hi, guys,” Hunter said with just as much, seemingly unforced, cheerfulness.

      “Let’s sit,” I snarled at them. Okay maybe it wasn’t a full-on snarl, but I wasn’t my normal chipper self.

      Ian just gave them a wave and hurried over to the nearest four-top table. He hadn’t even wanted to drive that morning, instead taking the opportunity provided by our short journey over to catch a few more minutes of sleep.

      “So, you’re investigating, huh? Carl doesn’t trust the cops?” Rachel was leaning across the table with an intrigued look playing across her face.

      “That’s about the size of it. They want to record it as an accident, but Mr. Watson doesn’t believe it. And nor do we.”

      “And now you’ve got to speak to everyone. Makes sense,” Hunter said, nodding along. “Don’t worry about offending us, just ask away. We’ve got nothing to hide, do we, babe?”

      “No, babe,” Rachel said, rubbing her hand over her husband’s.

      “That’s good to hear. Some people get offended when I have to speak to them. But they don’t understand, sometimes even the smallest piece of information can be enough to solve a case. Just because I’m speaking to them doesn’t mean I suspect them, you know?”

      “Though you are suspects,” Ian croaked.

      I smacked him under the table. They were being very cooperative and I wanted to keep them that way. What Ian was saying wouldn’t help.

      “Of course, of course. I understand,” Hunter said. “So. Ask away. I don’t want to rush you, but I like to be in the office by eight. Always beat the boss, that’s my motto.”

      “Me too,” Rachel said. “Though I like to get in about fifteen minutes early if I can. Just to be safe.”

      “And then you go home at about four?” Ian asked after he’d done the math on an eight-hour workday starting at eight in the morning.

      The power couple laughed. “Yeah, right!” they said together.

      “So. First things first. What can you tell me about Pepper and her relationship with her grandmother? You’ve known each other a long time, right?”

      “We have. Or I have, anyway. Hunter didn’t meet them until a few months before our wedding, did you, babe? Pepper loved her Nanna, even if she could be a bit hard on Peps sometimes.”

      “Like we saw just before we went into the saloon,” I prodded.

      “Yeah. Like that. But Pepper knew it was always because her Nanna just wanted what was best for her. She wasn’t deliberately mean to Pepper. She saved that for everyone else.”

      “Oh?”

      Rachel nodded, leaning forward. “Not to speak ill of the dead, but she could be a real… witch. If you know what I mean. While it was tough love for her family, it was more like tough hate for anyone else she didn’t like the look of.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yep. You know she was firm but fair with Pepper, but with Dylan? Man, she was rough.” Rachel looked up, a half-smile twitching. “And she was right to be, with that guy.”

      “Not a fan of Dylan, I take it?”

      She shook her head. “We agreed with Pepper’s Nanna, didn’t we, babe?”

      Hunter nodded. Not knowing either Pepper or her grandmother as well as Rachel, he’d been happy for her to take the lead, but with Dylan he was on firmer footing.

      “We don’t know what she sees in that guy. He’s a bad influence on her, to be frank. If it were up to us, she’d be done with him tomorrow, isn’t that right, babe?”

      “Absolutely, babe.”

      I could certainly recognize some of Dylan’s weak points, but I wanted to hear which ones exactly they would latch onto.

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He’s… he’s a loser. He’s got nothing going on. No ambition, no—”

      “I thought he wanted to be a musician?”

      They both rolled their eyes. “Yeah, right. He’ll never get anywhere. I even offered him a meeting with a record label, and he turned them down! Said he didn’t want to sell out. He doesn’t understand though, you’ve got to sell—if you don’t sell, you don’t make any money. If you don’t make money, you’re a nobody.”

      “I see.”

      “But worse, it rubs off on Pepper. It’s his fault she decided she wanted to become an influencer. We’ve told her, go to college! Get a real job! But no, she listens to Dylan instead. He tells her don’t go to college, don’t get a real job, don’t listen to your Nanna, don’t listen to your most successful friends. He’s like… he’s like a leech, sucking everything good out of her.”

      “Leeching money too, isn’t he, babe?” Rachel said.

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “Pepper had one inheritance already, from her grandfather—her Nanna’s husband. She got a few hundred thousand dollars. We’re worried she’s blown most of it already on the rent for that stupid apartment she’s in, and funding Dylan. Not to mention her so-called influencer lifestyle. S’cool it is not.”

      I had to stop myself smiling at Rachel’s use of Pepper’s catchphrase. I needed to get things back on topic.

      “And you said Pepper’s Nanna was mean to Dylan? Do you think he was upset by her?”

      The couple exchanged knowing looks before leaning forward to face me. Hunter spoke first.

      “He’d have to be an idiot not to be upset by her. And I mean, he is an idiot, but you know, even more of an idiot to not realize what she thought of him. I mean she straight up told him to his face. So yeah, I’d say he probably didn’t like her much. Don’t you think, babe?”

      “Yep, totally, babe.” Rachel focused on me again. “Did you see the way he looked at her when she told him to go get the supplies with Brad? It looked like he wanted to murder her.”

      “So you know, maybe he did,” Hunter finished. Then he shrugged. “I mean, of everyone that was there, I can’t think of anyone more likely.”

      “But not Pepper herself?” Ian asked, finally awake enough to contribute.

      The pair of them both shook their heads. “No way,” Rachel said. “Like I said, Pepper really loved her Nanna.”

      “But you did say that Dylan’s been influencing her, right? It sounds like he’s had a pretty strong effect on her. You don’t think he might have persuaded her to help him kill her Nanna?”

      “That’s a horrible thing to say,” Rachel said, pursing her lips and giving me a disappointed look.

      “We’re just exploring all the avenues, not accusing anyone of anything.”

      Hunter squeezed his wife’s hand. “It’s okay, babe. They’re just doing their job. Even if they are going somewhere a little too dark for us.”

      “You’re right, babe.” She turned back to me. “Sorry. But no, I don’t think even Dylan could have persuaded her to do something like that. Persuading him to marry her, sure. Persuading her to give him money, absolutely. But killing her Nanna? No, I don’t think so. Not at all.”

      “Thanks for that. What about anyone else who was there? Did anyone else have problems with Pepper’s grandmother? Or could perhaps seek to gain something from her death?”

      They glanced at each other as if to check they were both on the same page, and then turned back to me and shook their heads together.

      “I don’t think so,” Rachel said. “Simone doesn’t care what anyone thinks of her, and I think Pepper’s Nanna always had a soft spot for her anyway. I can’t imagine Simone ever wanting to harm her. And Antonio just met her. I guess he could be some kind of psycho, but he didn’t seem like one to me. Did he to you, babe?”

      “No, babe. Antonio seemed like Simone’s typical type—a passionate man hopelessly in love with her. I don’t think he would even have wanted to leave her side long enough to get up to any mischief, even if he was some kind of international serial killer type.”

      They both laughed at that. I found myself agreeing with their arguments and logic though.

      “No one else?”

      “Who else is there?” Rachel asked, half to herself and half to her husband.

      “There was the old guy, Abner, wasn’t there, babe?”

      “That’s right, babe. Abner. He seemed nice enough? But we don’t know him. We can’t comment on that. Oh, and there’s Brad.” They both laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Brad’s just… Brad. I mean, he’s a bit of a thief, and he’s been known to maybe deal a little pot. But he’s, you know, Brad. You know him right? He was telling us the two of you used to hook up?”

      “What? No! He’s a liar.”

      “Didn’t you go to his party and play—”

      “I was investigating him in another case,” I said snappily, interrupting them before they could get anything more wrong. “But I have a good mind to murder him myself now.”

      Rachel and Hunter both leaned back in their seats, reassessing me with fresh looks.

      “I’m kidding. But only partially. Anyway, you don’t think he would have any reason to harm Pepper’s grandmother?”

      “Not that we know of. He only just met her formally on the weekend, though I guess he must have been in her ice cream shops back in the day.”

      “Speaking of ice cream shops, didn’t she say you worked for her?”

      Hunter put a supportive arm around his wife’s shoulder and squeezed it.

      “Yes. That was a long time ago now. I’ve grown up a lot since then.”

      “She said she fired you?”

      Rachel rolled her eyes. “That was years ago! And it was a misunderstanding. Actually, not a misunderstanding. She was wrong. I didn’t steal anything from her shop. Never.”

      “It’s okay, babe. It was a long time ago.”

      “But you’re still upset by what happened,” Ian said bluntly.

      “Wouldn’t you be? If someone accused you of stealing? And you lost your job because of it?”

      “I guess so,” Ian said with a shrug. He’d probably never contemplated such a thing, and since he had a fortune of his own he’d never have to, either.

      “Okay, thanks. By the way, do you know where we might be able to find Dylan? I’ve got his phone number, but sometimes it’s nice to surprise people.”

      “I do, actually,” Hunter said. “On Wednesday mornings, he’s always busking outside the Mirage hotel. I make sure to avoid it—I don’t want to have to admit I know him in front of my colleagues or clients. Can you imagine how embarrassing that would be?”

      “I know, babe,” Rachel said with a little laugh.

      “Thanks. Actually, we tried to catch up with him in the park yesterday. But he left just before we got there.”

      Ian sat up straight and started looking intently across the table at Rachel and Hunter with all the subtlety of a slap across the face.

      “Is that so?” Hunter asked.

      “That’s right. In fact, weren’t you there too? We were at the playground with Ian’s niece, and it looked like—”

      Hunter began laughing loudly to interrupt me. When he finished his round of laughter, he leaned across the table and said, “I wish I had the time to go to the park. Don’t you, babe?”

      Rachel slapped the table and treated us to a peal of laughter of her own. “Right, babe! Going to the park, in the middle of the week? Maybe when we retire!”

      “Five more years, babe.”

      Rachel put her hand on top of her husband’s and squeezed it. “Five more years.”

      “We must have been mistaken. Okay, we won’t keep you any longer. You’ve got to get to work, right?”

      “Right. Come on, babe,” Hunter said, standing up. “I’ll walk you to your office.”

      “Aww, thanks, babe. See you guys. Good luck with the investigation!”

      We waved them off, and then I stood up and sat on the other side of the table. Sitting right next to Ian while having a conversation with him would be weird.

      “So?” I asked him.

      Ian answered me first with a yawn. “What?” he asked second.

      “What do you think, babe?”

      Ian laughed. “Babe, I don’t know, babe. Maybe, babe, they’re really annoying when they talk to each other. What do you think, babe?”

      “I think you’re right, babe.”

      We both collapsed into giggles and I realized I was intoxicated from exhaustion. I definitely needed to squeeze in a nap today.

      “Let’s get some breakfast and then see if we can track down our busker.”

      “Don’t you mean performer, babe?” Ian said with another cackle.

      “Yeah, babe. A performer, babe.”
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        * * *

      

      After eating three donuts and drinking close to a gallon of coffee, we made our way over to the Mirage to see if we could find Dylan.

      We spotted him setting up from a distance and decided to bide our time until he was ready to begin performing. We didn’t want him to be able to hustle off when he saw us, at least not without making a scene.

      After he laid out a blanket with a tip bucket in front of him and stood with his guitar hanging from the strap around his neck, we sprung into action. Or at least began walking toward him. Action was a bit too energetic for us that morning.

      We split up, so that Ian and I approached him from different diagonals, while Dylan was stuck with the fountain behind him. When I was getting close, his eyes locked onto mine and went wide. He glanced to his right as if considering hurrying off in that direction, but his eyes latched onto Ian. He wasn’t going anywhere.

      We both reached him at the same time.

      “Hey, babe,” Ian said with a grin.

      I smacked him on the arm.

      “What?” Dylan said in confusion to Ian.

      “Aren’t we doing that anymore?” Ian asked me.

      “No, we are not doing that anymore, and we’re definitely not doing it with him.”

      “Doing what with me?” Dylan asked warily, taking a step back so he was fully up against the fountain.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said to him. “We just wanted to ask you a few questions and maybe catch a show.”

      “This is because of Mr. Watson, isn’t it?”

      “He has hired us to investigate what happened, yes. We’re speaking to everyone, Dylan. There’s no need to be nervous.”

      Ian leaned in so his face was just in front of Dylan’s. “Or is there?”

      “What? No. I’m not nervous,” he said in a high-pitched voice. “I’m fine! But I’m trying to work. Can’t we talk later?”

      “No, now’s good,” I said to him. “It won’t take long.”

      “Or will it?” said Ian, leaning into Dylan’s face again.

      “Knock it off,” I hissed in Ian’s ear. I was pretty sure he was intoxicated from exhaustion too. That would explain his even-loopier-than-normal behavior.

      “Dylan, what did you think of Pepper’s Nanna?”

      “She was great,” he said warily, eyes flickering around.

      “Really? Because I don’t think she thought a lot of you, did she?”

      He shrugged. “She didn’t know me. Not yet. If she’d had more of a chance she would have loved me. That’s what Pepper said. And she should know, right?”

      “Maybe. The night we spent out in Silver Bend, she said some unkind things to you, didn’t she?”

      He shrugged. “I’m used to it. A lot of people don’t get me. If I got upset every time someone misunderstood me and insulted me, I’d have a whole trail of bodies in my wake.”

      “What?” I said to him, eyes narrowed.

      He shrugged. “I mean, that’s what you’re asking, right? You’re asking if I killed her? So I’m just getting one step ahead of you. No, I didn’t kill her. And no, I didn’t kill anyone else. Insults flow off me like water off a duck’s back. I’m telling you, I don’t get upset. I don’t care that Pepper’s horrible old grandmother thought I was no good. She was wrong and she would have learned, but she didn’t have a chance to. Nothing I can do about it now.” He shrugged, palms up for extra emphasis. “Not my fault she died.”

      “But you can understand how it looks. She yelled at you, really laid into you, and then later that night she died? Looks bad, right?”

      He hand waved it away. “Nah. Anyway, we resolved our differences that afternoon. That’s why we were all smiling when we came into the saloon.”

      I glanced at Ian for confirmation. I didn’t remember them all smiling when they came in. But I didn’t remember them not smiling either. And that didn’t prove anything anyway, they could have been putting on an act. Especially if they were planning on killing the mean old lady.

      “Some of Pepper’s other friends think you’re a bad influence on her.”

      Dylan rolled his eyes. “You’ve been talking to Hunter and Rachel, haven’t you? They’re idiots.”

      “Idiots?” Ian asked.

      “Yeah. Look at those suckers. Working a million hours every day so that they can retire at thirty or whatever. I mean, what is that? Who does that? They’re wasting their lives, giving their souls to corporate America.”

      “Unlike you.”

      “Exactly. Pepper’s lucky to have me.”

      “Is she?”

      “Sure. Without me, what would she be doing with her life? Wasting time in some college? Being a worker drone like Rachel? Nope, that’s not the life for her, or for me. It was me who told her to become an influencer. It’s her calling, and only I could really see it. I showed Pepper her dream, you know?”

      “Mmhmm,” I said as noncommittally as could. “Lucky her.”

      “I know, right?”

      “What did you do the night of the… fire?”

      “What do you mean what did I do? I did the same as everyone else. Pepper and I went to our cabin. Got an early night. I woke up once, when your stupid dog was barking—”

      “Hey!” Ian yelled in his face. “Bridget’s got more brains than you’ll ever have.”

      “Whoa, man, chill. It’s just a stu—just a dog. So-rry.”

      I kind of wished Bridget was there so I could command her to give him a little nip, just to let him know he shouldn’t speak about dogs like that. She was probably too much of a sweetie to do it, though.

      “I saw you and Pepper have got some plans for the ghost town.”

      “She showed you, huh? Yeah, we’ve been thinking about what to do with it. But don’t go thinking that we killed her just so we could inherit it. No way. Pepper’s super sad about it all.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “Of course I’m sad! If Pepper’s sad, I’m sad. That’s the way we are. We’re like one spirit. No, the whole dead Nanna thing’s really got her down. The only thing cheering her up is making plans, it’s what keeps her happy. Making lists, making plans, thinking about the future, that kind of stuff. That’s why she’s so inspiring as an influencer. She makes people think about the future and what they’re going to achieve.”

      “I see. Okay then, who do you think blocked up her Nanna’s chimney?”

      “That’s heavy stuff. I don’t think it could have been any of Pepper’s friends. I guess there’s that Antonio guy, we don’t know him too good. And we don’t know you.” He jabbed a finger in my direction only to have Ian swat it out of the air.

      Tired Ian was interesting.

      “So no ideas?”

      “Oh, maybe that old guy. Abner. He was weird, wasn’t he? He didn’t laugh at any of my jokes. And he didn’t stay for the music. I always say, don’t trust anyone who doesn’t like music.”

      “Maybe he just didn’t like your music,” Ian said.

      “Yeah, right,” Dylan said with a dismissive shake of his head. “It was probably that guy. Imagine how tough it was for him, working with that horrible old woman every day. Having her yelling in your ear all day, every day. It would drive anyone to murder, wouldn’t it?”

      “I thought you liked her.”

      “Oh, umm, yeah. I mean. I understand her, but other people didn’t really get her, you know? It wouldn’t have bothered me, working for her. But for someone else? Like that old guy? I bet she would really have gotten his goat.”

      “We’re looking into all possibilities. Come on, Ian. Let’s leave Dylan to it.”

      “Don’t you want to stay for the show?”

      “I’ve got things to do. And anyway, we heard you perform out at Silver Bend.”

      “Exactly! You know what you’re getting. But hey, if you’re busy, I understand. The tip bucket’s there though, if you, you know, want to leave a few…”

      We didn’t hear the rest of it as we were too busy walking away.

      “Later, Dylan,” Ian called over his shoulder. “Come on, babe. Drive me home. I need a nap.”

      “I told you we’re not doing that anymore, Ian.”

      “Whatever, babe.”

      Tired Ian definitely needed his nap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      After our power breakfast that morning with Rachel and Hunter, I followed up with a power nap that lasted until midday. When I woke up again, I sent Ian a message.

      Time to get back to sleuthing. Meet me at the car in thirty.

      It was more like forty-five before we were both alive and ready to roll again.

      “Where to?” Ian asked. I was glad he’d stopped mocking Rachel and Hunter with their non-stop babes.

      “Now that we don’t have Angel with us, let’s go see Abner again. See what he has to say about deliberately messing up the renovations. And maybe killing Mrs. Watson.”

      “Cool. You can drive today, Tiff.”

      “Gee, thanks for letting me drive my own car. But no napping. You’ve got to stay awake with me.”

      “What? That’s not fair. I just need a few more minutes.”

      “Nope. That’s the rule. Co-pilot has to stay awake with the driver.”

      “I don’t want to be a co-pilot. I want you to be my chauffeur, and I’ll just stretch out in the back, and—”

      “Ian! No. You’re riding shotgun and you’re going to make sure I don’t fall asleep. Got it?”

      “Yes, boss,” he said with more than a hint of sullenness.

      Ninety minutes later, we were pulling up outside Abner’s house—or shack as Eagle-Eye Bill had referred to it—in another cloud of dust. This time, he was already sitting out on his porch, rocking back and forth in his chair. I wondered if he’d been sitting there the whole time since we last left. He’d been in the exact same spot when we’d last departed.

      Abner tipped his hat at us as we exited the vehicle and coughed our way through the dust cloud to reach him.

      “Howdy.”

      “Hi. Have you got a minute? We wanted to ask you a few more questions.”

      “I got all the time in the world. At least until there’s a new owner for Silver Bend. If they want me, that is. If not, well I guess I’ll just keep having all the time in the world.”

      “Great. Can we sit?”

      He waved a hand at the chairs and we sat down again in the same spots we had on our previous visit.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “We spoke to Eagle-Eye Bill.”

      Abner snorted. “Fill your head with sawdust?”

      “Sawdust? Umm, no. But he did have a few things to say about you. I wondered if you could clear them up for us.”

      “Sounds like he was speaking sawdust to me. I’d use a worse word but you’re a lady and that ain’t right.”

      “How gentlemanly of you.” Abner tipped his hat my way. “Bill said you weren’t in favor of opening up Silver Bend to tourists.”

      Abner shrugged. “Didn’t I tell you the same thing? Coulda sworn I did.”

      “Yes, you did say that. But Bill added a few more colorful details. He said you deliberately sabotaged the renovations?”

      “There you go. That’s the sawdust he was blowing into your brain. Nonsense. I did a fine job. A fine job, I tell you.”

      “Was there an incident with a water tower?”

      “An incident? You mean like how I took it down because it was a safety hazard? Because I didn’t want it falling on any highfalutin city slicker’s cranium and givin’ me a headache? That the one you talkin’ about?”

      “I guess so. Bill said you pretended to fix it and then sabotaged it.”

      “Bill’s an idiot or a liar. Naw, scratch that. Bill’s an idiot and a liar. He wouldn’t know a deliberate demolition from a demolition derby.”

      Ian leaned forward, eager to have a go at questioning our suspect. “How long have you known Bill?”

      “Oh, I’d say… about…” Abner looked up at the ceiling of the little porch. “Fifty-seven years and two months.”

      Ian looked at me for guidance. I shrugged back at him. I had no idea why Abner was so weirdly precise.

      “Did you used to be friends?”

      “I guess so.”

      “For a long time?”

      “About two years and two months.”

      “Then what happened?” I asked, intrigued.

      Abner grinned at us and then slapped his knee. “Sarah-Jane is what happened. Prettiest rose in the whole high school. She went on a date with old Bill. Course he wasn’t so old then.”

      “And?”

      “And then she set eyes on me and wanted nothin’ more to do with old Bill.” Abner cackled to himself. “He’s been mad at me ever since. Ain’t my fault I’m handsomer than him though, is it? Smarter too.”

      “Did you marry her?” asked Ian, eyes alight.

      “Naw.” Abner looked down and squeezed at his knee. “Two months later, she graduated. Moved on to the big city. Didn’t never come back. Heard she got married to some city type. Bill never forgot her though. Nor did I.”

      “That’s quite a story. And Bill’s been holding a grudge ever since?”

      “Yep, that’s exactly what he’s been doing, the miserable old coot. Won’t drop it.”

      Neither have you, I thought to myself.

      “Did Mrs. Watson have any interactions with him? Do you think he disliked her?”

      Abner leaned forward and treated us both to a mischievous grin.

      “I let on to Bill that me and Mrs. Watson were dating. We weren’t, you know, purely platonic. But I didn’t let him know that. Drove him mad. Cheered me up though, knowing he was up there with his telescope, staring down at us, trying to catch us. If anything, I think he had a soft spot for her himself. Probably because he thought he could get one over on me because of Sarah-Jane.” Abner sighed. “Shame what happened to Mrs. Watson. Now I ain’t got nothing to poke at Bill with.”

      Ian had a thoughtful look on his face as he leaned in toward Abner. “You don’t think Bill would have tried to kill her out of jealousy?”

      Abner leaned back in his chair and hooted with laughter. “Him, a killer?” he said when he finally stopped laughing. “First, he ain’t got it in him. No guts. Second of all, even Bill’s got enough brains under the sawdust in his head to know not to do something like that when there’s a whole bunch of guests. He would have waited until y’all had gone home. And third, he can barely walk the length of a bar, and he needs a platform just to climb up onto his horse. No way he clambered up onto some old roof, carrying a whole bunch of junk to stuff down a chimney. And in the dark? He can barely see in the day time. No, Bill’s a good-for-nothing, but he ain’t killed Mrs. Watson.” Abner reached up and tapped at his stetson. “If it was him, I’ll eat this hat.”

      Listening to him being mean about his old rival actually endeared me to him more. There was something about the two old guys, having such a long-lasting rivalry that seemed kind of sweet. Even if it had meant they wasted a whole bunch of our time.

      “Thanks for talking to us again, Abner. Say, if we wanted to drive over to Bill’s house, how would we get there?”

      Abner squinted, and for a moment I thought he was going to say he had no idea as he had no interest in going over there. But he relented, and then explained how we could approach his plot of land from the other side of the hill he lived on.

      Ian and I left Abner sitting on his porch, rocking away in the afternoon sunshine.

      It was time for a good old fashioned scolding, and Eagle-Eye Bill was to be our subject.
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        * * *

      

      It took nearly half an hour to get to Bill’s place, and it was an even dustier and bumpier ride to get there than anywhere else we’d been. When we pulled up, he was leaning on a fence post, watching us, a toothpick sticking out of the corner of his mouth.

      “Found it then.”

      “Yeah. We found where you live, Bill,” I said as I walked up to him, putting a stern frown on my face.

      “What’s the matter? Been chewin’ wasps?”

      “Tiffany has not been eating wasps, bees, or any other insects.” Ian glanced at me as if to confirm this was true. I gave him a little nod. “She’s annoyed because you misled us.”

      I stepped up so I was right in front of him.

      “Bill, what you told us about Abner was a load of old baloney. He wasn’t sabotaging the renovations, was he?”

      Bill chewed on his toothpick a little more. “That what he told you? You believe him, huh?”

      “Yes, I do believe him, as a matter of fact. He told us all about your history. Sarah-Jane and all the rest of it.”

      A little smile crept across Bill’s lips, and he pulled the toothpick out of his mouth and shoved it into the pocket of his jeans.

      “Sarah-Jane. Boy, that was a long time ago.”

      “But you haven’t forgotten, and that’s why you tried to get Abner in trouble with us.”

      He stared at me for a long time before he answered. “I guess so,” he said finally. “But it’s not like that. It’s just what me and old Abner do. Play pranks on each other.”

      “Trying to frame him for murder is a prank?”

      Bill shrugged. “Don’t be so dramatic. He wouldn’t have been prosecuted, no way. No evidence. No motive. I was just fooling around.”

      “Your fooling has wasted a whole bunch of our time, Bill.”

      That caused him to pause.

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes, that is right,” Ian responded indignantly.

      “Well then, I’m sorry. Sometimes I forget how important time is to you city folk. Out here, we got all the time we need. But in the city, it’s like y’all have a lackage of hours, like twenty-four ain’t enough for you. Your days are so short you have to get up in the dark just to get all your business done. So I guess what I’m sayin’ is sorry for wasting your time. Will you accept my humble apology?”

      He’d wasted even more of my time with his long-winded criticism of city life. Not that there wasn’t at least a smidgeon of truth to it.

      “I’ll think about it,” I told him. “Is there anything you can tell us that might help?” I pointed at the telescope on his belt. “Ever see anything interesting with that glass of yours? Did Mrs. Watson have any visitors that caught your eye? See anything suspicious?”

      Bill ran his hand lovingly over the barrel of the telescope as if it would help him recall, and then he rubbed a hand over his chin.

      “Few weeks back, young couple came by.”

      “Yeah? Who were they? What’d you see?”

      “Dunno who they were. Coulda been the same as what came with you, though. From a distance, they had that kind of… shape. You know?”

      “If you say so.” I didn’t like the shape talk last time and didn’t want to hear more of it.

      “C’mere. Look.” Bill slowly began to follow a path around the outside of the fence that surrounded his little wooden house, while we followed behind. When we got to the far side of his home, we found ourselves with a spectacular view, allowing us to see far into the distance.

      “See that?” Bill pointed to some dots in the desert down below. “That’s Silver Bend.” He lifted his telescope up to his eye. “And with this, you can see it. Here, try.”

      I took the telescope from his hand, closed one eye, and peered through the lens. Silver Bend came into focus, but I began to see what he meant about being able to make out shapes rather than precise details. I could recognize the row of buildings and the dozen or so cabins, but if there had been any people down there they wouldn’t have been anything more than a vague outline. A shape, if you will.

      “Now you see what I see. You get images, you can see what’s goin’ on, but you can’t tell who’s who.”

      “Let me have a look.”Ian had his hand out for the telescope already. I handed it over and he eagerly began to peer out across the valley.

      “So this couple you saw, you don’t know who they were,” I said to get him back on track.

      “A man and a woman. They talked to Mrs. Watson, and the girl went into her cabin. The guy stayed out on the porch. He was messing around out there. Saw him even lifting up those stupid old chairs.”

      “Why are the chairs stupid?” Ian asked as he handed back the telescope.

      “Ain’t got a brain, have they?” Touché. “Well, I guess they ain’t any more stupid than any other chairs. But Abner made those old chairs so I don’t like ‘em.”

      “Can you tell us anything else?” Ian asked.

      “Can tell you lots of things. But nothin’ ‘bout what you want to hear I’d wager.”

      “We’ll take that as a no, then. Come on, Ian.” I turned back to Bill. “And please, no more lies or misleading statements to get Abner or anyone else in trouble, okay?”

      He gave me a half-smile. “Whatever you say, miss.” Then he winked at me.

      While Ian and I walked back to the car I couldn’t help but think about what Bill had seen. A young couple visiting Mrs. Watson? It had to be Pepper and Dylan. Maybe they were planning the trip for everyone out there.

      Was it strange they hadn’t mentioned it before? I had a feeling it was, but I wasn’t quite yet sure why. I thought I might have a better idea once I’d spoken to them though.

      “Let’s get out of here. I think we’ve narrowed down our list of suspects enough for one day.”
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      On Thursday morning, I was awoken by an intriguing phone call from Rachel Hardwick.

      “Tiffany? It’s Rachel. Are you in the middle of something?”

      Yeah, sleeping.

      “It’s okay. What’s up?”

      “I’ve got something interesting to tell you. Can you meet us at about six? Same place as before?”

      “Six in the morning?”

      “What? No. It’s already nine-thirty. I mean six o’clock this evening. I’ll try and finish early today.”

      “Got you. Yeah. See you later, Rachel.”

      Now awake, I figured I might as well begin my day. As I stumbled off to make coffee, I realized I hadn’t handled that phone call very well. What did Rachel mean by saying she had something interesting to tell me? If it was important, it would have been nice to know right away. But if it wasn’t important, well, then why was she calling me? Especially so early in the morning. Grumbling, I made the coffee.

      I sent Ian a text to tell him to get ready while I did the same, thinking about what news Rachel might have to tell us the entire time.

      Forty-five minutes later, I was well and truly awake because Ian was driving us to Sally’s, and there’s nothing like adrenaline for really getting you going in the morning.

      “Ian! If you don’t pay attention, you’ll never pass your test!”

      I didn’t actually believe this. Judging by the standard of driving I saw on a daily basis, they’d give a license to anyone who could hammer a gas pedal or yank a steering wheel. But I wanted Ian to be a better driver than the Vegas average, if only because I was likely to be spending more time in the car with him than anyone else.

      “I am paying attention. That’s why I haven’t hit anything yet.”

      “Please don’t say yet.”

      “Or anyone.”

      “Don’t say that either! Just keep your eyes on the road, will you?”

      “Sure, sure.” Beep. “Did you see that?”

      “You’re not the road police, Ian. Try and lay off the horn. You’ll get in a fight if you’re not careful.”

      That quieted him down and kept his hand off the horn for a while. Ian wasn’t much of a fighter unless he was forced into it.

      We pulled up outside the apartment building and soon got buzzed inside. Sally shared a three-bedroom apartment with two roommates who were both at work.

      When she opened the door, she seemed a lot calmer than the last time we’d seen her. She’d taken a few days off from both work and seeing Ian, and used that time to recover from the shock of all that had happened.

      “Hi, come in, come in. It’s not much, but it’s home. Well, where I live anyway.” She looked around as if seeing it for the first time.

      The apartment was a little old, as was the furniture, but it was cozy. Sally sat us down on the sofa and brought us both coffees.

      “How have you been?” I asked her when she’d settled down in front of us.

      “Good. Sorry if I was a little snappy the other day. It was all such a shock.” She leaned over and put a hand on Ian’s knee. “Sorry to you, too.”

      “We were just doing our job,” he said with a smile.

      Sally gave him a look. “You hadn’t even been hired yet. You were just speculating.”

      “Ha ha ha!” I laughed loudly to distract her. It didn’t sound forced at all. We hadn’t come here to rekindle an argument.

      “Sometimes it’s hard for us to turn off the sleuthing even when we’re not working,” I said to Sally. “We’re so used to looking for causes and motives and suspects we do it all the time, even when we’re off the clock. A cookie can’t go missing without me wanting to find the culprit!”

      Sally smiled and nodded at me in understanding. “Okay, okay, I get it. Ian, I’m sorry for getting mad at you. Sometimes I forget you’re a professional detective.”

      “Great,” he said, bouncing up and down happily on the sofa. “That’s good, because we’re here to do some investigating!”

      I nudged Ian. On the way over, we’d agreed it would be better if I asked most of the questions—just in case Sally didn’t like them. It didn’t bother me much if Sally got mad at me.

      “Go ahead, Tiffany. I’ll take notes.”

      Like a true professional, Ian produced a pad and pen from his pocket and sat there like a reporter ready to take notes. Sally gave him a slightly suspicious look and then turned her attention toward me.

      “I know you and Pepper were friends in high school, but would you say you’re still close?”

      “Y-yes,” she said hesitantly. “I mean, we’re both pretty busy now, so we don’t hang out as much as we used to—but no one does. Not like in high school. There, we’d see each other practically all day every day, but now it’s once or twice a month if we’re lucky.”

      “That’s the way it goes,” I said in agreement. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d hung out with high school friends. Well, there was been Sophia Becker, but that had been in the context of a murder investigation, so… “So you don’t know her as well as you used to.”

      “I guess not. But I know she’s not a murderer if that’s what you’re driving at.”

      “I’m not driving anywhere yet, Sally. I’m just getting some background information.” I waited for her to give me a little nod to continue. “You don’t know Dylan as well, right? He’s not one of your old friends?”

      “No. They’ve been together over a year now, so I guess I’ve met him a bunch of times.” She frowned in thought for a moment. “Now you mention it though, I guess it’s probably only six or seven times. But she talks about him all the time so it feels like more.”

      “And would you say he’s a bad influence on Pepper?”

      “I…” Sally bit her lower lip. “If they love each other, that’s what counts, right?”

      “From the perspective of a detective, that’s not really relevant. Pepper’s been pursuing her influencer career since she met him. Has that been successful for her?”

      “She says she’s still building…”

      “Right. And she had an inheritance a while back? Has she used that wisely?”

      “She’s got a nice condo.”

      “She rents a nice condo,” I corrected. “She doesn’t own it. And from what I hear, her inheritance is dwindling.”

      “Things’ll work out for her. She says she’s on the brink of success. And once she is a success, the money will be rolling in. She won’t have to worry about it.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      Sally looked down at her feet. Ian scribbled on his pad.

      “I don’t know,” she finally said. “I’m her friend, so I support her in whatever she wants. If she says she’s going to be a success, I believe her. That’s what friends do.”

      Or sometimes friends give you a proverbial bucket of iced water to the face to wake you out of a crazy dream is what I wanted to say. But I didn’t want to criticize Sally’s qualities as a friend right then, so I moved on.

      “Dylan has almost no income, apart from what he gets busking. He’s been spending Pepper’s inheritance. They’re going to run out of money soon. Can you honestly tell me that you completely, implicitly, trust that Dylan wouldn’t try and help Pepper gain another inheritance? Perhaps without her knowledge?”

      Sally still didn’t look up. “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “I think I’m a good judge of people, and I think Dylan’s a nice guy. He may not be the most successful, and maybe he leans on Pepper too much, but I don’t think he’s a killer. He’s too… soft, I suppose. Too passive to go around trying to kill people.”

      She wasn’t the first person to say the same thing, or something similar, about Dylan. All the evidence pointed his way, but no one truly seemed to suspect him. This either meant he was very good at putting on a front, or the evidence was pointing in the wrong direction.

      “And you definitely think it wasn’t Pepper, correct?”

      “Absolutely not. No way. No how. Completely impossible. She loved her grandmother more than anyone.”

      “Okay, okay.” I still thought that Dylan could have persuaded her—brainwashed her—into doing something stupid, but it wasn’t something to bring up in Sally’s presence.

      “Rachel seemed pretty upset when Pepper’s Nanna brought up the stealing incident.”

      Sally finally looked up again, a little smile on her face as she shook her head in mild amusement.

      “Yeah, Rachel doesn’t like being falsely accused. I guess no one does.”

      “Falsely accused?”

      “Yep. Rachel never stole a dime from Mrs. Watson. She still gets mad at it, even now. Just the memory of it can set her off. And it’s true, it wasn’t her.”

      “And I guess now we’ll never find out who it was.”

      Sally laughed.

      “Oh, no. It was Pepper. She thought no one would ever notice the money going missing, but Mrs. Watson did. It was her. She told me a couple of years ago. It was only a few dollars—we aren’t talking thousands or even hundreds here. But Mrs. Watson was a stickler and the second she saw any money missing—boom—she fired Rachel.”

      “And Pepper never came clean?”

      “Actually, she did. Eventually. To her Nanna, anyway. A couple of weeks back she drove out there and finally told her Nanna it had been her. She says she forgave her, and that’s when they came up with the idea of inviting us all out there.”

      “If she told her grandmother, and was forgiven, why did her Nanna bring it up on Saturday night? If she knew it wasn’t Rachel…?”

      “Oh, that was just her sense of humor. She likes to tease people. I think she was going to tease Rachel a bit, and then finally let on that she knew it wasn’t her. But Rachel stormed off in a huff, so Nanna decided not to bother. That’s what she was like, you know? Her sense of humor had a mean streak to it.”

      “And Rachel never found out that Mrs. Watson knew she was innocent?”

      “I don’t think so. I was going to tell her, but then everything… happened. It didn’t seem important after that.”

      Could Rachel have been so angry at Mrs. Watson that she blocked up her chimney, even if it was just supposed to be a nuisance rather than a murder? It would be something to think about when I met her that evening.

      “Thanks. And what about Brad?”

      Sally leaned in toward me, grinning. “Cute, isn’t he?”

      “What? No. He’s annoying.”

      Sally giggled. “Yeah, I guess he is a bit. What do you want to know?”

      “I don’t know. Did he have any run-ins with Mrs. Watson? Did he dislike her at all? Anything like that?”

      “No, I’m pretty sure that weekend was the first time they met. And there’s no reason for him to dislike her, is there? Not a serious one. Anyway, Brad’s a great guy. Do you want me to maybe arrange a—”

      “Brad is really not my style,” I said quickly, trying to put a stop to that train of thought as soon as I possibly could.

      “If you say so,” Sally said with a look on her face that said I know you like him really. She couldn’t have been more wrong.

      Sally pulled a buzzing phone out of her pocket.

      “I should take this,” she said. “Excuse me a sec?” Sally pressed the button to answer the phone and then as she began to raise it up to her ear we could all hear the noise coming from the other end of the phone. It was Pepper, screaming.

      I looked at Sally in alarm as the screams continued. Sally rolled her eyes and shook her head at me, as if to say these were not the screams of someone being murdered but someone prone to making a volcano out of a molehill, then setting the whole thing on fire.

      “Pepper? What’s wrong? What’s the matter?”

      The screams continued, and Sally covered the bottom of her phone to mute her microphone. “She’s probably filming this, too. It might take a while…”

      “Ian? I think we’re probably about done here.”

      “Sa…. lly…” Pepper wailed on the phone. At the rate she was drawing out the words, it would be dinner time before they finished greetings.

      “I’ll call you, yeah?” Ian said to Sally.

      She covered up the end of the phone again. “If I ever get off the line again, yeah. Talk to you later, Ian. Bye, Tiffany.”

      We showed ourselves out, while Sally continued to hold the phone a foot or so away from her head to keep Pepper’s wails from permanently damaging her hearing.

      “What do you think’s up with Pepper?” I asked Ian when we were safely outside.

      “Don’t know. Maybe she lost a follower on one of her influencer accounts or something.”

      I smirked. “Yeah. I guess if it’s anything that affects the case we’ll hear before too long.”

      And as it turned out, I was right.
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        * * *

      

      When we met up with Rachel and Hunter they were sitting beside each other at the same table as that morning, both of them trying hard to keep smiles off their faces. They were holding hands and had an expectant look on their face as we approached. I was suspicious immediately.

      “Hi,” I said as I sat down. “So what’s the news?”

      “Well—” Rachel started

      “The thing—” Hunter said at the same time.

      They both stopped, glanced at each other, and laughed.

      “Go ahead, babe,” Hunter said, nudging Rachel with his shoulder.

      “Thanks, babe. The thing is… I mean, what’s happened, is that…” Rachel closed her mouth again and frowned before trying again. This time, she spoke with precision and confidence. “Mrs. Watson left Silver Bend to us in her will.”

      “What?” Ian and I said simultaneously.

      “You’re not going to believe this, but do you remember when she accused me of stealing? And I got upset and stormed out?”

      “Yep.”

      “It turns out she knew I wasn’t stealing back then. She found out. She was trying to play some kind of prank on me, or just tease me a bit. But she left a note in with the will, saying really nice things about me. About how I was a good influence on her granddaughter, and that she’d mistreated me when she fired me from her ice cream shop back in high school. It said that Hunter and I would know what to do with Silver Bend better than anyone else, and she knew we could make it a success. Of course she left most of her money to Pepper and her dad, but she left the ghost town to us. Can you believe it?”

      “Wow,” Ian said, doing a good impression of disbelief. “And you had no idea about it?”

      “Nope,” Hunter said, shaking his head. “We had no idea! But we’re over the moon, aren’t we, babe?”

      “We are, babe. With Silver Bend, we’ll be able to retire even earlier! It’ll be the perfect lifestyle business while we raise our family. And imagine how good it’ll be for the kids, all that fresh air and nature, none of the crime of the city.”

      I hoped their future kids had a penchant for playing with rattlesnakes and coyotes, because there wasn’t a heck of a lot else out there to play with.

      “She must have written the will quite recently,” I said.

      Rachel shrugged. “Yeah, it was changed just a couple of weeks back.”

      Ian tapped my knee under the table. “Pepper.”

      He was right. That explained Pepper’s wailing on the phone to Sally.

      “Does Pepper know?”

      Rachel and Hunter looked at each other.

      “Yes. She’s… not happy. She thought it was going to be left to her and her dad. He wasn’t mad. But she was pretty upset.”

      It didn’t seem to me like Rachel and Pepper’s friendship was long for this world. Not unless they handed the town over to Pepper, which it didn’t sound like they had any intention of doing at all.

      Rachel and Hunter looked at each other again, and then as one they stood up.

      “We just wanted to let you know what had happened, in case it was important for your investigation,” Rachel said. “We didn’t want you to think we were keeping secrets from you, did we, babe?”

      “No, babe. That’s why we wanted to fill you in. But we’ve got to get back to work now. Thanks for meeting us.”

      Ian pulled out his phone and checked the time. “Back to work? It’s night time.”

      “Work-life balance,” Hunter said. “Isn’t that right, babe?”

      Ian and I both gave them confused looks. It looked like a supreme imbalance to me.

      “Right, babe. First we work, then we live! One more year of the grind, then Silver Bend here we come.”

      “Congratulations on the inheritance, and have a good evening.”

      “We will!” they said cheerily as they left me and Ian behind in the café.

      I switched seats so I was sitting across from Ian. “What do you think?”

      “I think now they’ve got a motive for murder.”

      “Yep. But they claim they had no idea what was in the will.”

      We sat in silence for a moment. “Pepper clearly didn’t have any idea what was in the will anyway,” I said. “I assume that’s what her screaming was about earlier. She was completely shocked.”

      “Must have been. I’ll call Sally and confirm it with her when I get home.”

      “And if Pepper really thought she was going to inherit Silver Bend, she still has her motive. And considering how upset she seems to be…”

      “You’d be upset too if you murdered your own grandmother for nothing.”

      What I really needed to know was who knew what was in the will before it was revealed. Surely that would give me the person with the best motive. Was it Rachel and Hunter, or were they genuinely taken by surprise? Had Pepper seen an older version of the will in which she was the recipient?

      “Okay, I’ve got a shift at the casino. Let’s think it over tonight. I have a feeling things are going to fall into place soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ian confirmed with Sally that Pepper’s telephone theatrics the day before had been her reaction to finding out that a large chunk of her expected inheritance wasn’t actually going to be hers. But I wanted to see both of their reactions, in the flesh, to the news, so the next morning we headed back to their condo. This time, we didn’t tell them we were coming in advance. I didn’t want them to prepare.

      We managed to get into the condo building without having to buzz up to Pepper’s apartment by following another resident inside through the gleaming front doors. We rode the elevator up to Pepper’s floor and walked over to the entrance to their apartment.

      Ian reached for the doorbell, but I took his wrist and lowered it. There were sounds coming from inside. It sounded an awful lot like yelling or arguing. And when you’re a detective investigating a murder, yelling and arguing are some of the best clues you can get.

      “Shh, listen.”

      “…my money! My credit card!”

      “You said you’d support me! You want to go back on that now? After I’ve dedicated my life to you?”

      “Sometimes I wish you didn’t!”

      “Don’t say that. Please, Pepper, never say that. I’m sorry. Come here.”

      The volume of the voices lowered and became inaudible. The argument was over. With a shrug, I reached out and rang the doorbell. It was a full minute before the door finally opened.

      Pepper smiled at us with red eyes.

      “Oh, hi. I didn’t know you were coming. I’ve been, umm, chopping onions.” She wiped the back of her hand across her face.

      “Can we come in a minute?”

      “I was just—”

      Ian walked inside past Pepper as if she’d already said yes, and luckily she was too polite to stop him. I quickly followed behind.

      “We won’t take up too much of your time,” I said to her.

      Inside, Dylan was sitting on the white sofa. He turned to watch us enter, a displeased expression on his face. On the other side of the room in the open-plan kitchen, I noticed a distinct lack of chopped onions on the counter.

      “What do you want?” Dylan asked in a much sterner tone than I’d ever heard him use before. The laid-back guitar player was sounding more like a bad-tempered, uptight suit.

      “Just following up on our earlier conversations. Are you guys doing okay? It sounded like you were having a disagreement.”

      “We weren’t having a disagreement. Everything’s fine. Isn’t it, Pepper?”

      Her hands went up to her face and she began to sob.

      “No,” she said between sniffles. “It’s not fine.” Sob. “We were fighting. And everything’s going wrong.” Sob.

      I wanted to clap my hands and rub them together. Maybe the truth would finally come out now.

      “What are you fighting about?” Ian asked.

      “Nothing,” Dylan said.

      “Money,” Pepper said, earning a mean look from her fiancé.

      “Not money. It was just a stupid credit card.”

      “A credit card is money, Dylan! Someone has to pay the bill!” She turned to face me. “He took out a credit card in my name and used it.”

      “You’re blowing it out of proportion. I only did it because I needed a new guitar and—”

      “You’ve already got three guitars!”

      “Oh, it’s going to be like that, is it? After all I’ve done for you? You don’t even know the half of it, Pepper. You really don’t. The things I’ve done. Do you think Eric Clapton has just three guitars? Brian May? Huh? I’m a real musician, Pepper. Without a guitar, I’m nothing.”

      “Do you mean without four guitars?” Ian asked helpfully. Dylan gave him a nasty glare.

      “But it’s my credit! You should ask me, Dylan. I don’t mind helping you out and you know that. But you went behind my back. You betrayed my trust.”

      “You really want to do this now? With these two clowns here? Huh? Let’s talk about it later. I’ll make it up to you.”

      “Don’t mind us,” Ian said brightly.

      Pepper glanced at Dylan, and then at Ian and me.

      “What can we do for you? Will it take long?”

      “No, not long,” I said in my best professional tone of voice. “Just a couple of questions.”

      Ian and I walked farther inside the apartment, crossing the room to the dining area. I pulled out a couple of the metal chairs from the dining set, like the one Angel had stood on last time we were here. There was no sign of the whiteboard this time. I figured it had been wheeled into the bedroom. Or thrown out.

      “We heard about the will. About how Silver Bend has been left to Rachel and Hunter. Did you know that was what the document said?”

      Pepper balled up her hands into fists and then took three exaggerated deep breaths. Her face was flushed red.

      “I did not know about that, no.”

      “Were you upset?” Ian asked.

      Pepper took two more deep breaths. I got the impression that if she didn’t take them, she might simply explode.

      “I can’t believe it. I really can’t. Nanna left it to Rachel. Not me. It’s just… It’s wrong. It should be mine, shouldn’t it?”

      “Mrs. Watson got to decide who she wanted to leave it to,” Ian said.

      “But I’m her granddaughter! It should have gone to me!”

      “Do you have any idea why she might have left it to Rachel instead of you?”

      “No!” Pepper began to pace up and down. Then she froze.

      “It was your fault,” Dylan said sullenly to his partner.

      Pepper ignored him.

      “She did something dumb, didn’t you?” Dylan continued. Again, he was ignored.

      “A few weeks ago, I went to see her,” Pepper said, her face now ashen. “I… I confessed that it was me that stole the money from the cash register back in high school. It was for my channel, the confession I mean. I wanted to show my followers that honesty is the best policy.”

      “So you confessed to your Nanna and then she wrote you out of her will?” I confirmed. Horrible Nanna really was horrible.

      “I guess?” Pepper began to pace again. “I can’t believe it! She was supposed to forgive me! She did forgive me—that’s what she said. She lied! She lied about forgiving me and then gave my inheritance to Rachel! She’s not even a relative! How could she do this?”

      “Because she was a b—”

      “Dylan! Don’t you dare say that about her again! I’ve told you before.”

      “Well, she was. And this just proves it. And Rachel’s just as bad. That’s probably why your Nanna put her in the will. They were kindred spirits. Two horrible, mean people together.”

      Pepper whirled and walked over to me, grabbing me by the arm.

      “Do you think Rachel tricked my Nanna to get herself put in the will?”

      It seemed the close-knit group of friends was rapidly fraying.

      “Do you think she did?”

      “Yes,” Dylan said from the sofa.

      Pepper frowned. “No.” She sighed. “I don’t think she did. But she has no right to my inheritance! She should give it back to me. Don’t you agree?”

      “I can’t comment on that because I’m involved in investigating the case.” This was not exactly true. The truth was that I couldn’t comment without upsetting Pepper even more, and she was upset enough as it was.

      “Do you think I should sue her?”

      “Yes!” Dylan called from the sofa. They’d clearly discussed this already. Rachel ignored Dylan and focused on me.

      “I always find it’s best to avoid lawyers where possible,” I said evasively.

      “Makes sense.” Rachel put her hands against her cheeks and made a sound somewhere between a growl and a moan. It was obvious this whole situation, from the death of her grandmother to being cut out from a part of the will, was having a terrible effect on her.

      “ Are you guys finally going to leave us alone now? Have you finished gloating about the will? Finished upsetting us?” Dylan asked.

      “Yes, thank you,” Ian said to Dylan, giving him a toothy smile as he did so. “Come on, Tiffany. Let’s carry on our investigation elsewhere.”

      “Thanks for your time, Pepper, Dylan.”

      Pepper just nodded at me, her mouth a tight line. She was holding back more tears and was perhaps on the verge of a full meltdown. While I did feel sorry for her, I wanted to leave before it happened.

      “Take care of yourself, Pepper.” I squeezed her shoulders and then turned to leave with Ian.

      “Don’t hurry back!” Dylan called after us as we exited.

      When we’d made it back downstairs again, we regrouped outside the front door of the building to compare notes.

      “Dylan seems nastier than I remember,” I said.

      “I know! And he’s so angry. About as angry as you’d expect if he’d killed Horrible Nanna for an inheritance and then found out it was going to someone else.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking.”

      Before we could get any further in our analysis, my phone buzzed. It was a message from Carl Watson, asking me to call him.

      “I better do it now.”

      Ian leaned up against the wall of the building while I waited for the call to connect.

      Carl answered the phone quickly, and in less than a minute he’d told me all he had to say and hung up the phone. I stuck it back into my bag.

      “What’s up?” Ian bounced himself forward off the wall.

      “Looks like we’re going back to Silver Bend tomorrow. Carl wants us to go.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. He wants to have a memorial for his mother. He says he can’t think of a better place for it. They had the funeral already, but he wants to scatter the ashes. And he wants us all there—everyone who stayed at Silver Bend. He said he okayed it with Rachel already.”

      “I’m not sure I want to go back there now,” Ian said, shaking his head in worry. “Not after what happened, and not now everyone’s mad at each other.”

      “I don’t think we have a choice. We’re still investigating, and this is going to be our best chance to watch everyone outside of formal interviews.”

      “Ugh,” Ian said in resignation. “Fine.”

      And that’s what I was hoping for. Fine would be about as good as you could expect considering we were going there to memorialize a dead woman, with the murderer almost certainly in attendance. In fact, fine was probably being very optimistic, all things considered.

      “Come on. Let’s go pack.”
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      We arrived back at Silver Bend for the fourth time in a week, in our customary cloud of dust. As I exited the vehicle, once again I was struck by just how quiet it was.

      Until my passengers emerged from the vehicle, that is.

      I’d driven Nanna—my Nanna, Nice Nanna, and now the only Nanna—as well as Ian, Sally, Brad, and Bridget. It hadn’t been my idea to bring Brad, but when we’d turned up at Sally’s, there he was, waiting for us with a stupid grin on his face.

      “Oh yeah, back in the ghost town! Man, we had some good times here, didn’t we?”

      “No,” Ian and I said emphatically.

      “What?” Brad raised his hands and put a confused-hurt look on his dopey face. “I mean before Pepper’s Nanna died. You can’t tell me you didn’t have fun. Let’s try and recapture that, huh? Should I get my bongos out, or save them for later?” Brad ran his eyes over us as if trying to gauge the mood. “I guess we’ll save them for later.”

      Sally and Nanna were both wearing dark dresses. Ian and I were wearing black jeans, and I’d matched them with a navy blue blouse, while Ian had on a black shirt that contrasted with the silver buckle of his belt and clasp of his bolo tie.

      Brad was wearing a Hawaiian shirt and cutoff jeans. Not exactly memorial appropriate, but I didn’t say that to him, keeping my judgment to myself. I was sure Nanna was thinking the same thing too. I could tell.

      Bridget hopped out of the car and bounded over to me, bouncing around in excitement.

      “Remember this place, girl?”

      Woof! I was pretty sure that meant, Of course I remember. It was only a week ago How could I possibly have forgotten? Doggy language is a lot more concise than English.

      “Nanna? You can go back into the cabin and rest if you like. Carl said that Abner should have unlocked them all, and to keep things easy we should stay in the same ones as last time. He’ll take one of the empty ones. Ian, you can come with me. We’re going to check something out.”

      With Bridget on my left and Ian on my right, I walked us over to Horrible Nanna’s taped-off cabin.

      “Must have been smoky in there, huh?” Brad said from behind me.

      “I didn’t invite you to come with me.”

      “Hey, it’s a free country. I’m just walking where I want to, as is my right.”

      I turned back to face the cabin again, and this time I handed Bridget’s leash over to Ian and ducked under the police tape, walking up the steps to the little veranda.

      “Hey, you’re not allowed up there!” Brad shouted. “That’s why there’s tape.”

      I ignored him. I didn’t need to go inside; I just wanted to look at the outside again. See if I could figure something out.

      Sitting on the veranda, was old Mrs. Watson’s rocking chair, along with two more high-backed wooden chairs that Abner had made. I crouched down and examined them.

      “Are you doing an appraisal? What are they worth?” Brad called. “A hundred bucks? A thousand? Are they antiques?”

      I didn’t even turn around. I stared at the chairs some more, and then took the three short steps to the front door of the cabin and stared at the door. It had a push handle to open and close it, and it opened outward onto the porch. That was unusual, since front doors opened inward.

      I looked back at the chairs, and then at the door again. When I stood up again, I had a smile on my face as I trotted down the steps and scuttled back underneath the police tape.

      “What’d you find?” Ian asked.

      “Yeah. Find something valuable?”

      I shook my head. “Tell you later, Ian. Come on. The others are arriving.” I pointed and the other two followed my gaze to where we could see clouds of dust in the distance, which marked the arrival of the rest of the guests.

      A few minutes later, three more vehicles arrived. In the old white pickup truck was Carl Watson with Pepper and Dylan, while Rachel and Hunter had arrived in their own car. Simone and Antonio were dropped off in a big chauffeur-driven black SUV, which promptly turned around and left as soon as they had exited the vehicle.

      “Did you have a nice trip to Macau?” I asked Simone with a smile.

      She wrinkled her nose at me. “Nope. Boring, boring, boring. If it weren’t for Antonio I literally would have died of boredom.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” I said without too much sympathy. I thought I might enjoy a boring trip to Macau. I certainly wouldn’t be complaining about it, especially if someone else was paying.

      “Did you find it boring?” I asked Antonio.

      He shook his head. “No!” he said loudly, with a short Spanish o sound. “I was with my love, and when I am with my love I am never bored, not even for a moment. Isn’t that right, mi amor?”

      Simone giggled and rubbed her hand over his arm. Then she stopped smiling and tried to look a little more somber. “We shouldn’t mess around. This is a serious occasion.”

      “Of course, my love,” Antonio said in a throaty voice that he managed to make sound like it was filled with emotion. I assumed he was acting.

      Pepper had hopped out of her father’s truck, and after a brief walk around she was back with a smile on her face, holding her phone ominously in front of her.

      “It’s a beautiful day guys. You know what we need to do?”

      “I dread to think,” Nanna whispered in my ear. She’d returned from our cabin when she heard the vehicles approaching.

      “Photosynthesize!”

      I tilted my head at her. “What?”

      “Photosynthesize! Most people suffer from a vitamin D deficiency, and the best cure for that is none other than pure sunlight. I want us all to go out into Main Street, and hold up our arms to the sun, and photosynthesize together.”

      “Not all of us are plants, Pepper,” Nanna said, straight-faced.

      “Doesn’t matter! Go, go, go, everyone. Dad, you too! We’ll just take a few pictures.”

      I guessed everyone thought Pepper had suffered enough recently, so we all played along, even her father, who wasn’t someone who had much time for nonsense. I noticed Rachel and Hunter keeping some distance from Pepper, and as far as I could tell they didn’t speak to each other at all beyond a cursory greeting.

      “And look up at the sun! Right at it!”

      I closed my eyes. I may be neither a scientist nor a doctor, but I knew staring at the sun wasn’t recommended.

      “And put your hands up! Reach up like you’re going to grab it. Dylan, take the picture. Get me in it. Is everyone ready? This is going to be s’cool. Three, two, one…”

      After the countdown was over I lowered my arms and my eyes. I could play along with Pepper for a little while, but even someone as nice as me had my limits. I noticed everyone else doing the same.

      “Thanks, guys. It’s going to look great on my feed when I get back to a cell signal.”

      “Can I have everyone’s attention, please?” Carl spoke with a gruff, gravelly voice.

      “Yes, sir!” Brad yelled.

      The rest of us gathered around him.

      “Y’all were here when my mother passed away, and y’all were the first, and only, real guests she had here. I’m grateful you could make it. Thank you for making the effort.”

      We all muttered that it was nothing, no problem, a pleasure, in fact.

      “I suggest you all freshen up, it’s mighty dusty out here, and then we’ll do the ash scattering at sunset. We’ll light the bonfire, and we’ll eat hot dogs. They were Ma’s favorite. Any questions?”

      There were none. Everyone began to wander off back to the cabins they were familiar with from the week before.

      “Tiffany, if you’ve got a minute?” Carl said before I could leave with everyone else.

      I handed Bridget’s leash over to Nanna and sent her on ahead.

      Carl slowly began to walk down Main Street in the direction of the saloon, gesturing for me to fall in beside him.

      “Any news?” he asked me after warily checking that no one else was within earshot.

      “I’m getting there, Carl. I don’t want to say anything until I’ve gathered all the evidence, but I think I’ve nearly cracked it. This little gathering will help. I hope to honor your mother’s memory by solving what happened to her, here, in Silver Bend.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder. “Good, glad to hear it. Let me know if I can do anything to help you.”

      “Will do.”

      I left Carl standing in the street while I began to walk back to my cabin. There was a rustling from the side of the street, where an old oil can stood in front of a stack of ancient lumber and the rusted remains of some kind of farming equipment. I stared at it, hoping a rat wouldn’t emerge.

      It didn’t.

      As I strolled off down the road, I thought about the sound a little more. It had sounded too big to be a rat. It was the kind of rustling that would have been made by a person rather than a small mammal.

      I glanced back over my shoulder. There was nothing, except Carl standing in the middle of the empty street, staring off into the distance in contemplation.

      When I got back to my cabin, I walked inside to see Nanna and Bridget both sitting on the end of one of the beds. It looked like they’d been deep in conversation.

      “Everything okay in here?”

      “Absolutely,” Nanna said. “I was just reminding Bridget to look out for coyotes. She promised she would, didn’t you, girl?”

      Bridget yapped a response that really sounded like she was confirming what Nanna said.

      With a smile for the pair of them, I sat down on the edge of the other bed. I stretched out a leg and found I could kick the door without even stretching.

      “Tiffany, don’t do that.”

      “I was just checking something, Nanna.” I stretched out my leg again. Yep, I could definitely reach the door from there. “All ready for the memorial?”

      “Nope,” Nanna said. “But I’m ready for those hot dogs.”

      I grinned and fell back onto the bed. It looked like I’d have time for a bit of rest before we were required again.
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      My quiet afternoon of contemplation in the cabin with Nanna and Bridget was ruined by a knock at the door about half an hour after we arrived. Bridget began to yap excitedly at the visitor. I sat up with less enthusiasm.

      Nanna was up and opening the door in no time. “Brad!” she said with an alarming amount of pleasure. “What are you up to young man?”

      “Nothing. I was just bored. I’m the only one without a roommate, and there’s no internet out here or anything.”

      “You should have brought a book,” I said to him.

      “A book?” He shook his head as if the concept was alien to him. “I was going to go for a walk. Anyone want to come?”

      Woof! Woof! Walk was a word that Bridget always understood.

      “What a good idea. You and Tiffany should take Bridget for a walk.”

      Bridget looked up at me expectantly, tail wagging because she already knew the outcome. It didn’t matter how many walks she had in a day; she was all ready for another. I couldn’t disappoint her.

      “Okay, okay,” I said, not happy with the development. “Come on then.”

      I attached Bridget’s leash to her collar and went to join Brad by the door.

      “Have a nice time, you two!” Nanna called after me before I closed the door behind us.

      “You’re really bored, huh?”

      “Yep. You know, when we first came here I thought it was kind of cool. Now I’m thinking I’m more of a city person, like you.”

      “Like me?”

      “Yeah, sure. You love Vegas, right?”

      It took me a moment to respond. I lived in Vegas; it was home. I hadn’t thought about whether or not I truly loved it though, but when Brad spoke I realized he was right. I did love it. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Of course I’m right. I’m Rad Brad. I’m always right.”

      “Rad Brad?”

      “Yep. Pepper was telling me I should be an influencer like her. She suggested the name. Rad Brad. Pretty cool, huh? Or should I say… Rad.”

      “Do you think Pepper’s the best person to take life advice from?”

      Not so long ago, Jack wanted to catch up with Brad and give him a second chance at the Tremonte. Now Jack was someone to take life advice from—as a self-made multi-millionaire, he was in striking contrast to Pepper Loveslife.

      “Sure. She’s a cool chick. Get this. She thinks if I work hard enough, I’ll be able to get people to start saying brad instead of rad. As my catchphrase. So if someone sees something cool, they’ll be like, ‘Whoa! That’s so brad!’ That’d be pretty great, huh?”

      “Oh yeah. S’cool.”

      He beamed back at me, then grabbed me by the arm. “Listen!”

      Bridget and I both cocked our heads, and once again I found myself listening to an argument. It was all people seemed to do when they thought they were alone these days.

      “Come on.” Brad pulled me toward the back of a cabin. I realized it was the one Pepper and Dylan were sharing.

      It was hard to make out what they were saying through the walls of the cabin. The only words I could catch were “credit card” and “money,” and I figured they were re-hashing the same argument I’d heard the day before. When we realized we couldn’t really hear anything, we slowly began to walk forward again.

      “What do you think of Dylan?”

      “I used to think he was a cool cat. Pretty brad, in fact. But I’ve changed my mind.”

      “Yeah? How come?”

      ”Sally told me he stole one of Pepper’s credit cards or something, ran up the balance. That’s probably what they’re fighting about. That’s not cool—I mean, not brad, man.”

      “Stealing isn’t cool?” It was funny that Brad had an issue with it, considering the only reason I met him was that I caught him stealing red-handed at a party.

      “Not from your own girlfriend! Strangers, sure, whatever, but your own people? Nuh-uh, that’s not good. She should dump him. That’s what I say.”

      So Brad did have some kind of moral compass, though it was clearly a faulty one. Stealing was only terrible if it was from someone you knew, but from strangers, he had no problem.

      “Come on. Let’s keep going.”

      We didn’t get that much farther before we stopped again. This time, we were at the back of Rachel and Hunter’s cabin, and they must have had a window open because their voices were much easier to make out than Dylan and Pepper’s had been.

      Brad and I both stopped at the same time. Bridget gave me a little whine of complaint but didn’t push it.

      “They’re fighting too? Seems like everyone’s at each other’s throats.”

      “Shh!”

      “Except us. We’re pretty brad together, aren’t we?”

      I smacked him on the arm and put my finger back to my lips. I wanted to hear if they were talking about the inheritance.

      “I’m sorry, okay, babe? I got a tip, and I acted on it. That’s all, babe. You know how these things are. You have to move fast.”

      “Yeah, well, I wish you would have told me. I about had a heart attack when I checked that account and saw two hundred grand had disappeared.”

      “It hasn’t disappeared. It’s just been temporarily relocated. Don’t worry about it, babe. It’s fine.”

      “Two hundred grand?” Brad said, wide-eyed. Then he lifted the corners of his mouth. “That’s a lot, isn’t it, babe?”

      I smacked him on the arm again. “Don’t call me babe.”

      “I was just kidding.” He jerked his thumb at the cabin. “Because of those two.”

      “Yeah, I know. Just… don’t.”

      Brad held up his palms in surrender and we turned our attention back to the cabin.

      “I’m sorry again, babe. Do you forgive me?”

      “Of course I do, babe. Just keep me in the loop next time, okay? Come here, babe.”

      And that was the end of that argument. Rachel and Hunter seemed to be just as efficient in their disagreements as they were at planning their future together.

      “Come on,” I said, nudging Brad. “If we’re going to walk, let’s walk.”

      With Bridget happily trotting along by my side, Brad and I walked down Main Street and back up it again. When we got back near the parking area, we saw that a large unlit bonfire, made up mainly of old wooden pallets, had been built. Standing by it, putting on the finishing touches, was Abner.

      “Nice fire, man! Looks pretty brad.”

      Abner looked Brad over like he was a lame horse he was considering shooting. “It’s for tonight. Mr. Watson ordered it. He wanted it in Main Street, but I told him there ain’t no way we were doing that. Had to be out here, where it’s safe. Can’t risk it otherwise.”

      “Sounds sensible,” I said. “Did you hear about the new owners?”

      “Yep.”

      I waited for him to continue. He didn’t.

      “Are you excited?” Brad asked.

      Abner stared at him again, a good, long, thinking pause. After careful deliberation, he gave his answer. “Nope.”

      Brad stared at Abner to see if he would continue, but he didn’t, instead returning his attention to the fire to adjust some of the pieces of wood.

      “Come on,” I said to Brad. “Don’t you want to get changed before the memorial?”

      “Changed?”

      “Yeah. You’re wearing a Hawaiian shirt and cutoff jeans. That’s not exactly memorial clothing.”

      “Man. I didn’t think of that. I guess I’ve got some full-length jeans for the evening.”

      “And no other shirts?”

      “Just my party shirt. This one’s more suitable for a memorial.”

      That made me raise my eyebrows. A party shirt? And he’d brought it out here? He really was on another planet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Just as the sun was about to set, we all gathered down the far end of Main Street, Carl Watson the center of attention for our little group. Everyone was there, even Abner.

      “I want to thank you all for coming,” Carl began. “I know that some of you—Simone—had to make an effort to get here, and I appreciate it.”

      “Oh, it was nothing,” Simone said. “Macau’s boring, anyway.”

      Carl and the rest of us laughed. When it had subsided, Carl carried on. “Ma, with the help of Abner, made this place what it is today. She turned a run-down, abandoned old town into a, well, not quite so run-down, semi-abandoned old town.”

      That earned a chuckle from us as well. I glanced at Abner and saw he had a soft smile of quiet pride on his lips.

      “And you, all of you here, you were the only ones who ever saw her vision completed, or as close to it as she got. This was the last place she loved, and it’s here that I want to lay her to rest.”

      I had visions of us being handed shovels to dig a hole for her ashes. Luckily, that wasn’t what he had in mind.

      “Now, everyone, I want to walk down this road, and I’ll scatter the ashes behind me as we go. This place meant a lot to Ma, and now it’ll always have a part of her in it. They call this town a ghost town. Well, let’s give ‘em a real ghost.” Carl lifted the urn he was holding up high. “Give ‘em hell, Ma.”

      Carl began to slowly walk down the road, the rest of us walking along in two wings either side of him.

      “There you go, Ma. You’re home now,” Carl said as he began to scatter the ashes behind him as he walked. “This is your town.”

      In companionable silence, broken only by further utterances from Carl, we slowly walked the entire length of Main Street while he spread his mother’s ashes behind us. When we reached the end, he upended the urn to empty out the last of it. I watched as the gray dust slowly sank to the ground, mixing with the yellowish sand and dust that covered every surface out here.

      Mrs. Watson, Sturdy Nanna, Horrible Nanna, was gone. All of her.

      Carl turned back around and we grouped closer together again as we walked over to the bonfire.

      “Abner? Light it up.”

      The old cowboy tipped his hat at us and walked over to the fire. He crouched down and picked up a stick that had cloth wrapped around one end. Next, he pulled a book of matches from a pocket, lit one, and then held it to the end of the brand. With a whoosh, the cloth caught fire, lighting the end of the torch in flames.

      “Make a wish,” Abner said, before sticking the burning stick deep into the center of the unlit fire. Immediately, a series of loud pops, followed by a consistent crackling and occasional cracks, emerged from the fire.

      Abner pushed the flaming stick in a little farther, and then took a step back. “That’ll do ‘er.”

      Just as the sun set at the other end of Main Street, and the last of the natural light began to disappear, the fire blossomed to its full height, all of the wood in the center catching ablaze and sending the flames licking skyward.

      We all began to crowd closer to the fire until we had surrounded it. As soon as the sun had dropped, the air had noticeably cooled, and the fire drew us toward it like we were a crowd of moths.

      “Romantic, isn’t it?” Brad said in my ear.

      “A memorial for a dead grandmother? Not really, Brad, not really.”

      “Well, I think it is. In fact, I think it’s pretty—”

      “S’cool, right? Or should I say brad?” Pepper said, stepping between us. “Can you say a few words about my Nanna? I want to make a memorial video so that we can remember her by it.”

      “I really didn’t know her that well.”

      “That’s okay. A few minutes is enough. Just say what’s in your heart.”

      A few minutes? I didn’t think Pepper had any idea how long a minute was. It’s an excruciatingly long time to talk about a topic when you have next to nothing to say about it.

      “You go first,” Brad said with the kind of tone that implied he was being gentlemanly.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “And three, two, one… go!”

      Pepper had the camera in my face and was recording already. Oh well. I’d give it my best.

      “Mrs. Watson, or, Nanna as some called her, was a powerful woman. Almost alone, she managed to bring a ghost town back to life, before unfortunately she, umm, passed away. We’ll always remember her for her strength of character, and her… organizational skills. She could bring a room to order in a second. And she could, umm, she was really… you know… good at what she did. Mrs. Watson, you’ll be missed. I hope you’re in a better place now. Thank you for letting me, and all of us, share this place with you. Goodbye.”

      Pepper lowered her camera. “It was a little short. But it did sound off the cuff, which is good. Do you want to do it again? Get it right? We can do it as many times as you like.”

      “Just one and done for me,” I said to her. “I get worse with each attempt.”

      “But you could add that—”

      “No, that’s it, Pepper. Please. I’ve got to go.”

      I whipped my head around looking for where exactly it was I had to go. Considering we were in a ghost town, in the middle of nowhere, there weren’t too many possibilities. But I spotted one. Simone and Antonio. I’d barely spoken to them since the previous weekend.

      “See you later,” I said quickly, head down and already moving.

      In a few short steps, I slipped in beside Simone, an inane smile already on my face while I tried to think of what to say. Thankfully they were already engaged in conversation.

      “You know,” Simone was saying, “being out here, with the memorial and all, it really puts things in perspective.”

      “Oh? How’s that?” I said, bustling in. Simone greeted me with a warm smile before she carried on with what she’d been saying.

      “How old was Mrs. Watson? Maybe seventy? It’s no age at all. If that’s how long I end up living, it means I’ve lived more than a third of my life already. And what have I done with it?”

      “Lots of things?” I suggested. In front of me, the fire crackled and I put out my hands to soak up some of the heat.

      “Yeah. But it’s making me think. What more could I be doing? I think I need to sit down and think about things. Really think about them.”

      “You are the best thinker, my love,” Antonio said, wrapping his arm around her shoulder.

      “Thanks, lover. But I need to find out what I really want to do. It’s time to stop messing around and do more. More enjoyable things. I wasted nearly a week of my life in Macau just to please Dad. No more. I’m going to live my life for me. No more boring wastes of time. I need new hobbies and new adventures. I’m not going to waste another instant.”

      “So you’re going to do more fun stuff?” I asked for confirmation.

      “Exactly!”

      “Wow.” As far as I could tell, I thought Simone already dedicated her life to hedonism. But it sounded like she was going to redouble her efforts to fill her life with nothing but pleasure.

      “Simone?” Pepper called. “Can you do a little video for Nanna? I…”

      I slipped away again before Pepper decided to ask me to re-shoot my attempt again.

      Standing on his own, around the other side of the fire, was Abner. I walked around to join him, standing beside him and staring into the fire.

      “Do you know where Mr. Watson went?” I asked to initiate a conversation.

      “Hot dogs.”

      “Hot dogs?”

      “Yep. He’s cooking hot dogs.”

      “He said they were Mrs. Watson’s favorite. Is that true?”

      “Could be.”

      Still as talkative as ever, I thought to myself. I stared into the flames for a while.

      “Did she get many visitors out here?”

      “Nope.” I thought Abner was done, but after several more moments of crackling from the fire he offered a little more. “The last few weeks, there were a couple though, as you know.”

      “As I know?”

      Abner turned to look at me. In the flickering light of the fire, his face looked even older and more wizened than it did in the day. “Well, sure, you’ve been investigatin’, right? Your friends over there came to see her just a couple of weeks ago.”

      Abner nodded across the fire to where Pepper was standing next to Simone on one side. On her other side, Rachel and Hunter were now standing, presumably waiting their turn to record a memorial video.

      “Pepper and Dylan were here. I remember.”

      “Yep. But I meant the other two.”

      I glanced back at Abner for confirmation. He was serious.

      “You mean Rachel and Hunter were here too?”

      “Yep. Didn’t you know? They were here about a week after Mrs. Watson’s granddaughter came out here. She called ‘em up special.”

      Now that wasn’t something they mentioned to me. And nor had anyone else. But maybe no one else knew.

      Could Rachel and Hunter have been out here without Pepper’s knowledge? If Mrs. Watson herself had invited them, then I supposed they could have. But why wouldn’t they have told Pepper?

      “Do you know what they were here for?”

      “Nope. Not my business. Don’t like people nohow. I busied myself fixing up the saloon ‘til they were gone.”

      “Thanks, Abner. You’ve been a big help.”

      I had a good mind to ask him why he hadn’t told me that information earlier, like at the two times we’d visited him at home. But I suspected I knew what his answer would be: I didn’t ask.

      “Hot dogs!” Carl called as he approached the fire. “Hot dogs for everyone. Come get ‘em while they’re hot. Cold dogs are no good!”

      Pepper was there with her phone in front of her, filming as the first few customers lined up for their dogs.

      Just one more night, I said to myself. One more night and I’d be away from Pepper and her constant intrusions with her smartphone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Neither Nanna nor I stayed around the bonfire too long. Nanna’s legs got tired and I was fed up trying to avoid being constantly filmed by Pepper.

      Pepper had entered a manic state, bouncing around the fringes of the fire, shoving her phone in everyone’s face and laughing hysterically. While she pretended to be in a great mood, celebrating the life of her grandma, there was clearly something wrong. She made a few quips toward Rachel and Hunter but avoided exploding at them, which was a relief. A big argument between them was inevitable, but I was hoping it wouldn’t take place until after everyone was back in Las Vegas and I was off the case.

      We stayed just long enough to eat a couple of hotdogs each and hear the first of Brad and Dylan’s songs together. Although Brad had claimed to me that he was no longer a fan of Dylan, he managed to keep that opinion to himself for the time being so they could perform. Pepper acted as their loudest cheerleader, jumping up and down and declaring them to be s’cool and brad. Every now and then, she would break away, and film a mini-monologue to the camera about how to celebrate life, or how to deal with grief, or some other pearl of wisdom that she made up on the spot.

      When Nanna and I returned to our cabin, the fire in the corner of the room had been started for us by Abner making it toasty inside, and warmly lit from the dancing and flickering flames that licked up against the metal fireguard. Bridget rushed over to the fire as soon as we were inside, collapsing in doggy-delight in front of it.

      “Tiffany?” Nanna said after we’d turned off our electric lantern and climbed into our respective beds. Outside, we could still hear the bongos and guitar, luckily dulled by the doors and walls of the cabin.

      “Yes?”

      From in front of the fireplace, Bridget let out a loud yawn. She was exhausted after all the hotdogs she’d eaten that evening and the cuddles she’d received from everyone around the fire.

      “Did you solve the case?”

      “Maybe, Nanna, maybe.”

      “Are you going to tell us in the morning?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “That’s very good news, dear. Goodnight, Tiffany.”

      “‘Night, Nanna. Sleep well. Sleep well, Bridget.”

      Bridget was already softly snoring.

      I only lay awake a few minutes. I hadn’t completely solved the case, but I was pretty sure I had put everything together. I just needed to confirm a few details.
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        * * *

      

      I think I was dreaming of more hotdogs when I was woken up by a hot dog of my own.

      Bridget was barking up a storm, and Nanna was sitting up in bed, coughing and wheezing and trying to say something but unable to.

      I opened my eyes and they immediately began to sting.

      Why was Nanna coughing? Why were my eyes stinging?

      “Na—” I broke into a coughing fit, unable to even finish the word. The last vestiges of sleep fled and I tried to suck in a deep breath of air. It was another mistake. With lungs full of smoke, I began to choke like Nanna.

      We had to get out of there—fast.

      Bridget had her paws up against the door of the cabin and was barking as loud as she could, scratching at the wooden surface as if she could dig her way through it. I grabbed my pillow and held it up against my mouth, as I climbed out of the bed.

      “Nanna?” I said.

      She answered me with another fit of coughing.

      “Come on,” I said, voice muffled by the pillow pressed against my face.

      The cabin was so small I was only a step away from the door. I pushed down on the handle to open it.

      The handle did not go down.

      The door was jammed shut.

      I pushed down on the handle again and again, but it barely moved a fraction of an inch, blocked by something sturdy on the other side to prevent me from opening it.

      Perhaps I could knock over whatever was wedging the door shut. I brought my shoulder to bear, slamming it into the door at the same time as I mashed the handle down as hard as I could.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      Nothing budged. Unless I came up with a plan, we were stuck in the cabin with a blocked-up chimney and a roomful of smoke.

      Just like what happened to Horrible Nanna.

      “Tiffany!”

      I turned to look at Nanna, and she’d copied me with a pillow up against her face. In her right hand, she was grasping a broom, which she was waving emphatically at me.

      “No… time… for cleaning…” I said between choking breaths.

      Nanna pushed past me and went to the side of the door. Using the end of the broomstick, she proceeded to shove the handle through the windowpane, smashing it.

      Nanna and I stuck our heads in the hole and sucked in some deliciously cool night air. It didn’t last long. The smoke from the fire was drawn to the hole, and in a moment we were choking worse than ever.

      “Give me that,” I said before breaking into another round of eye-stinging coughs.

      I took the broom from Nanna, pushed it through the hole in the small window, and then twisted my wrist so that the handle smacked up against the front door of the cabin. If I could knock whatever was wedging us in out of the way, we would be able to get out the front door.

      Bridget was still barking and whining and scratching at the front door. She yelped excitedly when my broom handle smacked against the door.

      “Help!” Nanna yelled over my shoulder through the hole.

      “Nanna? Tiffany?” came a voice calling from outside. It was Ian, and he was just leaving his cabin.

      I swung the broomstick again, and it connected with something in front of the door. I got the end of the stick lined up right and gave it another shove. It didn’t work. The wedge was still in place.

      “I’m coming!”

      I shoved again. And again. With the scrape of wood on wood, something shifted and there was a big thump as the wedged-in piece of wood toppled over.

      Ian flew up the three steps outside in one bound, slapped his hand down on the handle and pulled it open.

      I dropped the broom, pulled my arm back inside, and then with one arm around Nanna hurried us both out the door, coughing and spluttering as we emerged. Bridget was already just outside, urging us to hurry up with more barks.

      “Get out of there!” Ian said, hurrying us outside.

      I opened my mouth to tell him we were trying to get out as fast we could, but I was coughing so much no words would form. Helpfully, he smacked me hard on the back, sending me almost falling down the stairs outside.

      Wheezing, choking, hands on my knees, I stared back up at the cabin. Smoke was pouring out of the front door and the window. Just in front of the door, lying as innocently as any piece of wood ever did, was a rectangular piece of wood about four feet high.

      “What in tarnation is going on here?” Carl was striding toward us, his hand resting on top of the Colt holstered on the belt of his jeans. “And what are you doing up there?”

      Carl pulled out the gun and pointed it over our heads at the roof of the cabin.

      I turned around and looked up.

      There was someone on the roof.

      Abner.
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      Carl had us all inside the saloon at gunpoint. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this right now,” he said.

      He got everyone else out of their cabins, most of whom had been awakened by the commotion and were already on their way outside anyway.

      Pepper was holding her phone against her chest, filming all of us, but being not sprouting any pearls of s’coolness for once. She looked glassy-eyed and half out of it herself.

      Nanna and I sat beside each other, both of us wheezing and coughing intermittently.

      We all sat around the tables at which we had eaten dinner just one week ago, though that had been much earlier in the evening. This time it was just before dawn, and outside the black of night had already begun to turn into the gray of pre-dawn.

      Everyone was there, including Abner. Carl had taped his wrists together behind his back with little complaint from the stoic old man. Abner had just raised his eyebrows and given a mildly exasperated sigh, as if just going through the motions even though he himself knew it was a waste of time.

      And course Abner was right. He wasn’t the one we were after.

      “Now,” Carl said. “This ends here, this morning. Tiffany?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but I was wracked with coughs as soon as I tried. I’d inhaled more smoke than I thought. I held up a finger in the air to tell them to wait a minute.

      “I’ll explain,” Hunter said. “Abner over there killed Mrs. Watson and now he tried to kill Tiffany, too, because he knew she was this close,” he held up a pinched index finger and thumb, “to catching him. Isn’t that right?”

      “Go… on…” I said between more coughs.

      Hunter licked his lips and leaned forward. He was seated in the middle of the tables, with Rachel sitting beside him on one side and Dylan followed by Pepper on the other. Pepper’s eyes were dilated and she was sitting in uncharacteristic silence as she filmed us.

      “Abner never wanted this ghost town developed, did you?” Hunter said to Abner.

      Carl nodded at Abner to answer.

      “Nope,” Abner said in agreement.

      “And you hated the idea of it being filled with tourists, didn’t you?”

      “Yep,” Abner said agreeably.

      “And you made the furniture, didn’t you?”

      Carl tilted his head at Hunter and gave him a quizzical look, as did most of the others around the table. In between coughs, I noticed that Ian had a frown of concentration on his face.

      “Yep.”

      “And we caught you on Tiffany’s roof just now. Ladies and gentlemen, we have our killer.”

      Carl stared at Abner, daring him to deny it.

      “Nope,” Abner said. “Ain’t killed, and ain’t harmed no one.”

      “He did,” Hunter said. “All the evidence points to it. Only he would have thought to block up the chimneys. And he’d been planning this for a long time. Do you want to know the final proof?”

      “Go on,” Carl said. Everyone turned their focus back to Hunter so he could deliver his coup de grace.

      “You all saw the chairs on old Mrs. Watson’s porch, right? The ones with the high backs? That Abner made?”

      We all murmured that we had indeed seen the chairs. In my case, the murmur came out more like a smoky growl. Hunter was definitely on the right track.

      “What you all haven’t noticed is that the middle-cross bar on the high backed chair is the exact height of the cabin door handle. If placed in the right position, the handle would not be able to be pressed down. And do you know who made those chairs? Abner. He made them deliberately so that he could kill Mrs. Watson in her cabin whenever he decided the time was right.”

      Hunter peered around at everyone around the table. I considered speaking, to correct a few minor points, but when I opened my mouth to do so all that came out was another round of choking coughs.

      “Are you all right?” Nanna asked beside me. Somehow she hadn’t been quite so badly affected, her coughing fits now largely over.

      “Yes,” I croaked out before another round of coughs.

      “Oh, and if that wasn’t enough proof, there’s more.”

      Everyone stared at Hunter again, urging him to go on.

      “Didn’t any of you think it was strange that the doors on the cabins open outward?”

      “What do you mean, babe?” Rachel asked.

      “External doors almost always open inward. So you don’t whack someone on the outside when you fling them open. But you’ll notice that here, they don’t. They open outward. Why would you do that? I’ll tell you why. It’s because you want to have the option of blocking the door from the outside, to keep someone in the cabin. Abner fitted the doors, and built the furniture, all with the express purpose of being able to kill Mrs. Watson to stop the ghost town from ever opening.”

      There were murmured oohs from around the table. I heard Pepper whispering “that’s s’cool” into her phone as she continued to film Hunter.

      “Wow, babe, I always knew you were smart,” Rachel said, rubbing her husband’s hand. He wasn’t done yet, though.

      “And he’s an intelligent guy, our killer, I’ll give him that. He waited until there was a whole group of us here, last weekend, so he could push the blame onto one of us.” Hunter stood up. “Abner is our killer.”

      Everyone stared at the old man, their gazes mixtures of anger, hatred, incredulity, and betrayal.

      “No, I ain’t.”

      Mr. Watson looked at me, eyebrows raised, wanting me to either confirm Hunter’s theory or shoot it down. I held up a hand. “He’s mostly… right…” I couldn’t quite get it all out though, my lungs still being on some kind of strike and refusing to cooperate with the rest of my body. I broke into more coughs.

      “I think he’s wrong.” Everyone’s gaze turned to Ian.

      “Why?” Carl asked with a frown, turning his focus to Ian.

      “I’m not wrong,” Hunter said. “I just laid it all out. There’s no other explanation.”

      “Of course there is,” Ian said. “The evidence you just presented was all circumstantial. That means it’s merely—”

      “We all know what circumstantial means, Einstein.” Hunter turned his head slowly in a sweeping gaze as he spoke so he could address each of us. “But people who complain about evidence being circumstantial don’t know what they’re talking about. Most evidence is circumstantial. And circumstantial evidence is better than any other kind, bar an outright confession. People who think evidence being circumstantial is a bad thing have been watching too many television shows.”

      Most of the people around the table seemed impressed by Hunter’s little monologue.

      I wasn’t. And nor was Ian.

      “Look, buddy, I am a detective, and I’m telling you that evidence doesn’t add up.” Ian slapped his hand on the table. “Tell me this. If Abner’s the killer, why was he up on Tiffany’s roof?”

      Hunter gave him a look of amazement. The kind of amazement you feel when someone’s being particularly, outstandingly, earth-shatteringly stupid.

      “Because he was blocking up her chimney to try and kill her in her cabin, numbskull. He knew she’d almost cracked the case and needed to shut her up before morning.”

      Ian shook his head.

      “Nope. I saw Abner climbing up the ladder onto the roof when I left my cabin. He saw me going for the front door. He pointed up at the roof. I knew what he meant. He—”

      “Did he say something? Huh?” Hunter asked.

      “He’s a man of few words. And I knew what he meant. He meant he was going to climb up onto the roof and unblock the chimney while I tried to get the front door open.”

      Everyone looked at Abner, who gave a little nod that, yes, Ian was right.

      “Baloney! He fooled you. He was pretending to be helping when in fact he was probably going up there to stuff more things down the chimney. He’d probably just climbed down when you saw him.”

      Ian shook his head. “I don’t buy it. He would have made sure to be well on his way home instead of hanging around.”

      “Some murderers like to watch their victims,” Hunter said with a shrug.

      “Nope, still don’t buy it,” Ian said.

      I coughed again and sucked in another deep breath. I was returning to normal. I’d be able to speak and tell everyone what happened in a moment. I wanted to hear what Ian had to say first though. It seemed like he had cracked it too.

      “What do you think happened?” Carl asked.

      Ian said, “It wasn’t Abner. It was Dylan.”

      There was a series of gasps and everyone’s heads swiveled to look at the guitarist. His eyes had gone wide and his mouth had dropped open. He began shaking his head.

      “No, no, not me. I didn’t do it! I didn’t do anything!”

      “Pepper, how are you feeling?” Ian said, leaning across the table toward her.

      “I… Sleepy.” She stifled a yawn. “Tired.”

      Ian nodded. “And do you know why she’s tired? Because she took a sleeping pill. A sleeping pill Dylan urged her to take.”

      I didn’t know about this. It was new information. It seemed that after Nanna and I had retired for the evening, Ian had kept his eyes and ears open.

      There was a swelling in my chest, and it took me a moment to realize what it was: pride. Pride that Ian, my assistant, was picking so much up on his own. I’d make a professional detective of him yet.

      Of course I had suspected Pepper took a sleeping pill, due to the zombie-like look in her eyes. I’d seen her taking one the week before, so I already knew she was a regular user.

      “Is that true?” Carl asked, eyes locked onto Dylan’s.

      The younger guy shifted uncomfortably in his chair, shoulders hunched, like he was trying to disappear into the simple wooden furniture.

      “She doesn’t sleep well! She needs her pills. Don’t you, Pepper?”

      She slowly nodded. “If you say so, Dylan.”

      That didn’t do much to win anyone over to Dylan’s side of things.

      “What happened is this,” Ian said. “Dylan has been leeching off of Pepper ever since she received her first inheritance. But he knew the money was running out. They’ve been living a lavish lifestyle, in an apartment they can’t afford, chasing dreams that never pay.”

      Pepper, still glassy-eyed, was shaking her head at Ian in a way that looked more wishful than factual.

      “No, that’s not true,” Dylan said. “We’re near the tipping point. Pepper just needs a few thousand more followers. And everyone loves my music. I just need to find the right opportunity.”

      While his guitar playing had been nice enough for campfires, I don’t think anyone here really believed that Dylan was going to be a successful musician. Pepper’s thing was more nebulous—most people don’t know much about becoming an influencer—but a professional musician? Everyone knows music, and everyone knows what it takes. And we all knew that Dylan didn’t have it.

      “So, Dylan realized Pepper needed another inheritance before their money ran out. And she’s only got one grandparent left.” He shook his head in dismay at what he had to say. “So that’s what he did. Last weekend, after giving Pepper a sleeping pill so she wouldn’t wake up and know he was gone, he climbed on Mrs. Watson’s roof and blocked her chimney, and then he blocked her door from opening so she couldn’t get out. Isn’t that right, Dylan?”

      “No! I swear I didn’t do any of that. And Pepper didn’t inherit the ghost town anyway!”

      “Yes, but you didn’t know that. And there’s still her cash inheritance. You’re probably glad, in fact. Cash is easier to deal with than running a business like Silver Bend.”

      Pepper was staring at Dylan, blinking slowly, trying to process everything. “Is it true?”

      “No!”

      “You did steal my credit card,” Pepper said, pursing her lips.

      “That’s different! That’s not murder. I would never!”

      “We heard you were out here a couple of weeks ago, Dylan,” Ian continued. “You were even seen out on Mrs. Watson’s porch, playing around with the chairs. Testing them to see if they would be able to block the door handles, right?”

      “What?” Dylan did look confused now. “Last week was my first time here.”

      I blinked. While Ian wasn’t right about everything, that little fact surprised me, assuming Dylan was telling the truth.

      Pepper was nodding. She seemed to be waking up a little now. “He hadn’t been here before. I came out here to see Nanna a few weeks ago. But I didn’t come with Dylan.”

      Everyone stared at Pepper.

      “Who did you come with?” Sally asked.

      “Brad.”
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      Brad stood up, his hands held palms out in front of him, his head whipping left and right, denying accusations that hadn’t even been made yet.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. I just came out here with Pepper to keep her company. Dylan had a gig.”

      After clearing my throat a final time, I finally felt up to speaking. My throat was still raw, but I could talk.

      “That may be true. But beyond that, Brad didn’t have any reason to want Mrs. Watson dead.”

      “Exactly! She was great! I didn’t hurt her—I wouldn’t hurt anyone. I’m a good guy!”

      Now that last sentence was pushing it a bit far. I could maybe be persuaded that Brad was an okay guy when he wasn’t stealing, but good? Nah, that was too much.

      “What were you two doing here?” Carl asked.

      Pepper spoke up. As the sun was rising outside, the glassiness in her eyes was beginning to fade as she began to fully wake up.

      “I wanted to confess something to Nanna. Something from back in my high school days. I was making a video about honesty being the best policy and embracing your faults. Brad came with me to keep me company.”

      Rachel turned her head to stare at Pepper. “What were you confessing?”

      Pepper stared down at the table, not meeting Rachel’s gaze. “It was me who stole the twenty dollars from the ice cream shop.”

      Rachel slapped her hand down on the table. “I knew it! And that explains a few things.”

      “Like what?” Carl asked.

      “Hello?” Hunter said loudly. “Are we forgetting something here? The old man killed Mrs. Watson! We don’t need to hear about high school hijinks—we’ve got a murderer here!”

      “Weren’t me,” Abner said with a little shake of his head. He’d been remarkably quiet considering the accusations that were thrown his way. But that was the kind of person he was, not one for showy displays of emotion.

      Hunter was on his feet, looking around the room for allies to his cause but not finding them anywhere except for his wife. Everyone else seemed to be withholding judgment until more had been revealed.

      I stood up too, resting a hand on the table for support but with my lungs now seeming to be back in fully functional order.

      “Hunter’s wrong. It wasn’t Abner,” I began. I didn’t get much further as Hunter was instantaneous with his retort.

      “Wrong! It was him! It’s the only person that makes sense!”

      “No, I mean, you came up with a method and a motive, but they simply don’t work with a man like Abner. He’s simply not a killer. Are you?”

      “Nope,” Abner said, treating me to the very smallest of upturns in the corner of his mouth, the closest I’d seen to a smile from him since I met him.

      “They all say that,” Hunter said, rolling his eyes. He stepped back from the table and began to pace back and forth.

      “You’re looking pretty flighty there, Hunter.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he said while continuing to pace.

      “It means it looks like you’re getting ready to run away.”

      Carl slowly turned his gun to point in Hunter’s direction.

      “You’re not thinking of running, are you, son?”

      “Run? Why would I run? I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      “I think you do, Hunter,” I said. “Let’s go over a few things, shall we?”

      “Why don’t you sit back down, boy? All your pacing’s making me nervous.”

      “Sit down, babe. Let’s get this cleared up and then we’ll go home.” Rachel extended a hand to her husband. He looked at it, considered it, and rejected it.

      “This is ridiculous.”

      Hunter turned and launched himself toward the saloon door in a sudden burst of energy.

      “Babe!”

      “Boy!”

      Just before Hunter reached the door to the bar, it flung open, causing all of us to gape in surprise.

      Silhouetted in the doorway was a man in a Stetson hat, a patch over his eye, a telescope in his belt and a rifle hanging in his right hand.

      “Bill!” I shouted.

      “What in all that’s good and—”

      Hunter crashed into Bill, turning his final words into a gasp for breath as the younger man’s shoulder crashed into the older man’s solar plexus.

      “Hunter! No!” Rachel shouted.

      But he was beyond reason. He yanked the rifle out of Bill’s hands and turned around, wrapping an arm around Bill’s waist to keep the winded man upright and putting his body in-between himself and Carl’s gun.

      “Hunter,” Carl said, his voice frigid. “Last chance. Sit down. Now.”

      He almost looked like he was going to do it. Almost, but instead he raised the rifle, grabbing the barrel of it with the arm wrapped around Bill and putting his other on the trigger.

      Carl fired a shot way over Hunter’s head, disappearing into the woodwork and raining down a small amount of sawdust. It was a warning.

      Hunter responded in kind, squeezing the trigger of the rifle. But Hunter’s shot wasn’t a warning.

      I watched, breathless as his finger curled in slow motion, pulling the trigger inward. I hoped the gun wasn’t loaded or that the safety mechanism was still on.

      Nope.

      It was locked and loaded and ready for action, and the moment Hunter’s finger completed its curl, the rifle let out an almighty crack, launching a bullet in Carl’s direction.

      “Argh!” Carl shouted as his own firearm clattered to the ground. Through the kind of luck that Hunter, along with half the gamblers in Vegas, did not deserve, the rifle bullet had crashed into the gun, knocking it flying and scraping Carl’s hand as it flew relentlessly forward to bury itself into the hardwood front of the saloon’s bar.

      Hunter gave Bill a shove, knocking him stumbling forward before he crashed into a wooden support column and managed to grab it to steady himself. Hunter was out the door in an instant, yells and screams following him.

      “Babe! No!”

      “Get back here!”

      But he was gone.

      Our ears ringing from the two gunshots, we all stared at the open door that Hunter had flown out of. That was not how I wanted things to go down.

      “Mornin’, Bill,” Abner said amiably.

      Bill pushed himself up straight, wheezed a couple of times, and then tipped his hat toward Abner. “Mornin’.”

      The rest of us stared at the pair of them in something akin to disbelief. How could they greet each other so calmly after all that had happened?

      Around the table, Simone and Rachel were both sobbing. Pepper was staring slack-jawed and the sleeping pill she took the night before seemed to be kicking back in again.

      Carl was holding his hand up, a handkerchief now wrapped around it.

      “Are you okay?” I asked him.

      “I’ll live. Guess I won’t be doing any shooting with this hand for a while though.”

      “Untie me, would ya?” Abner asked.

      Carl nodded and Ian immediately hurried behind the old man and began to cut away at the tape with one of the saloon’s knives.

      When the tape was off, Abner stood up and walked over to Bill.

      “Fancy going for a hunt?”

      Bill stared at him for several seconds. Finally, he gave an almost imperceptible nod. “Nice mornin’ for it.”

      The two old men began to shuffle toward the door.

      “Guys?” I called. “Wait up. We’re coming too.”
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      There were four of us and two horses. Abner and Bill both had their steeds tied up just down the street, and we were on our way to mount up. Our little posse of four was going hunting.

      “Where’d you come from, Bill?” I asked him as we walked toward the horses. They were tied up next to each other outside the long closed-down General Store, one white, one chestnut.

      He tapped the telescope on his belt. “Looked out this morning, to see how y’all were doing. But it didn’t look too good. Every cabin door was open, and the sun barely peeking its head above the horizon. That ain’t right, I says to myself. City slickers don’t get up that early. Not all of them at once, anyhow. I said to myself, Bill, something ain’t right. So I came down to do a bit of investigating of my own.”

      “Good looking out,” Abner growled. “You growin’ a brain in your old age?”

      Bill chuckled at Abner but didn’t answer, simply shaking his head in amusement at the insult.

      “How are we going to find him?” I asked.

      Abner and Bill glanced at each other, swapping information without needing to open their mouths, or even do much more than flick their eyes. They both almost smiled.

      “Tracks. We’ll mosey on around town, see where they lead. Y’all are sure he’s not driving off?”

      “Rachel said she had the keys to their car. He’s on foot.”

      “And we’re on horses. No contest. Come on.”

      “I’m ready,” Ian said, hands on his hips and a serious look in his eyes.

      I gave him a once over, seeing him almost as if for the first time. My assistant was back in full cowboy getup, Nevada belt buckle gleaming in the morning light. This time he had one addition, though. Carl had handed him his Colt and attached the holster to Ian’s belt for him.

      If I didn’t know Ian any better, I would have thought the outfit actually suited him. He rested a hand on top of the firearm like he knew how to use it, and then proceeded to ruin his new tough-guy image.

      “And so, the Hunter becomes the hunted.”

      Dork.

      Five minutes later, I was riding behind Abner while Ian was behind Eagle-Eyed Bill as we trotted to the end of Main Street.

      “Bill. What do you see?”

      “Someone ran down here this morning and I’d wager it’s our man.”

      “How do you know he ran?” Ian asked.

      “Look at the distance between the footprints. If he was walking they’d be closer together. When they’re that far apart, it means the person was running. See?”

      “Oh, neat! What else can you tell?”

      “Can tell he’s carrying a rifle,” Bill said.

      “Wow! How can you tell that?” Ian squinted down at the tracks we were following. “Is it because the one on the right is a bit deeper, because of the extra weight?”

      There was a long pause, then both Abner and Bill broke into laughter.

      “Nope,” Bill said. “It’s ‘cause I saw him run out the saloon holding my rifle.”

      “Oh.” Ian seemed to deflate.

      “Know what I can tell from the tracks?” Abner asked Ian.

      “What?” Ian was a little warier and more hesitant in his questioning now.

      “I can tell we’re following a city boy who doesn’t know squat about the real world.”

      “Go on, tell us how you can tell that,” I said. It didn’t seem fair for Ian to take all of the jabs from the two old men. I’d take this one for Team Detectives.

      “Because only an idiot would be walking out into the desert.” Abner pointed ahead. “Ain’t nothing this way‘til you get to Bill’s house. And after that, what comes next, Bill?”

      “If you keep going straight? Vegas, I think. But you’d need two camels’ worth of water to walk there. Nope, we’re going to catch up to our little troublemaker before too long, mark my words.”

      And he wasn’t wrong.

      We knew we were getting close to Hunter when he shot us. Or at least, shot at us.

      One moment Bill’s hat was sitting firmly atop his head, the next, it seemed to lift up into the air and a little hole appeared in the top of it. Almost immediately after, a crack echoed through the air.

      The bullet must have just whizzed past Ian because he let out a yelp of alarm and his hand whipped up to paw at his face where the wind of the flying bullet had scared him.

      Bill crouched down lower behind his mount, Ian trying to do the same while he rubbed at his cheek.

      Abner signaled to his horse and immediately we broke away from our position just behind Bill, the animal accelerating to a canter as we circled off to the left. Bill saw what we were doing, and angled his horse off in the other direction.

      As I bounced up and down, I stared at where the bullet had come from.

      “There he is!” I pointed off to my right and saw Ian looking in the same direction.

      Hunter was crouched down among a small mountain of rocks that had perhaps been left there a half-century ago by miners. The barrel of the rifle glinted in the morning sun as it poked out.

      “Get back! Go away or I’ll shoot you!”

      Hunter fired another shot, this one into the air above my head. The crack came after I felt the projectile disturb the air just above me.

      “Give it up, Hunter!” I yelled. “There’s nowhere for you to go!”

      “I said get back! You’ve had your warnings! Come any closer and I’ll blast all four of you.”

      “Don’t much care for being told what to do by some city boy with more money than sense. Even old Bill’s got more brains than this one.”

      “I think he really might shoot us, Abner. He’s lost his mind.”

      Abner turned to look over his shoulder at me. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a little lead?”

      “Actually, I am afraid of a little lead. Especially when it’s flying faster than the speed of sound in my direction.”

      That made Abner chuckle. Was this a game to him? Or perhaps he just had a very different philosophy on staying alive.

      “Get out of there!” he yelled. “The sun’ll cook you, just as soon as the rattlers finish biting you.”

      “There aren’t any snakes in Nevada!” Hunter yelled.

      Even I knew that was wrong. There were plenty of snakes if you knew where to look for them. Both human and reptiles.

      “That boy’s never been out of his glass tower, has he?”

      “Coyotes’ll want a piece, too!” yelled Bill toward Hunter’s rock pile, getting in on the action. Hunter didn’t like that much.

      Crack.

      “I said get back! Get! Go away! Just leave me alone!”

      When Hunter yelled he stuck his head up and I managed to get a better look at him. The well-groomed vice president of a Las Vegas bank was looking very much the worse for wear. His eyes were wild, he had stubble on his chin, and he looked to be covered in sweat. He’d be dehydrated in no time out here.

      “Right,” Abner said. “Down you get.”

      I wasn’t sure what he had in mind, but I did as I was told, climbing off the horse.

      “Now what?” I asked him.

      He looked down at me. “Now we capture your friend in the rocks.” Abner turned to face Bill and Ian, who were now about thirty yards away. He jerked a thumb at Ian and then nodded down at me. That was enough for Bill to understand, and in short order Ian was dismounting too.

      “What are you doing?” Hunter yelled.

      “We ain’t doin’ nothing!” Abner yelled. “Enjoy your rock nest in peace!”

      “What’s the plan?” I asked, shielding my eyes from the sun as I looked up at Abner.

      “Bill and I are going to canter around the back of the rock pile. We’ll make a big scene, riding and shouting and yelling. We’ll make him think we’re going to get him from the back.”

      “Okay…”

      “He ain’t got eyes in the back of his head. He’ll either be looking at us, or looking at you. And I wager he’ll be looking at us. No offense, but Bill and I are much more threatening figures than you and the redhead.”

      “None taken. So, while he’s watching you, Ian and I approach from the front. Got it.”

      “Ready?”

      “Yep. Good luck, Abner.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t say good luck. Don’t believe in it.”

      “Well, good riding then.”

      “Yee-haw!” With a nudge of his heels, he sent his horse galloping off, making a very wide circle around Hunter’s position.

      “Giddy-up!” Bill yelled, and he began cantering off in the opposite direction from Abner, making up the opposing side of a loop.

      I looked across at Ian and saw him holding the Colt in his hands. He had it pointed in the right direction at least. I pointed toward Hunter, and he and I both began hurrying forward, taking quick short steps and crouching down behind cacti, bushes, and rocks as we moved.

      The ground was sandy but littered with a good assortment of dark gray rocks, some of which were big enough I had to step around. The air was heating up fast, and I could taste the dust in the air.

      Hunter had spun around in his position and was staring away from us as Abner and Bill completed their half-circles to get behind him, their two horses meeting. The two old men yelled yee-haw and yeah and woo-hoo and get and giddy-up to keep his attention on them while they raced around in a small circle about a hundred yards behind Hunter’s position.

      I held my gun ahead of me as I quickly but quietly approached Hunter’s position, trying to stay at least partially hidden by low-lying scrub.

      Hunter must have sensed something was wrong because he turned around despite the best yells coming from Abner and Bill on their mounts.

      “Hey! I said don’t come here!”

      Hunter brought his rifle around to bear in my direction.

      “Freeze!” Ian yelled, pointing the Colt at Hunter. He was too far away to make the shot without a lot of luck. Actually, since it was Ian, he’d have to be about an arm’s length away to have a good chance.

      “You’re surrounded, Hunter. Give it up!”

      “No!” He swung the rifle around and pointed it at Ian. “Drop it!”

      Ian did not drop the Colt. Instead, he pulled the trigger. Five times, one after the other.

      Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.

      Dust whipped up around Hunter while he stuck his head back down into the rocks.

      While Ian was shooting the gun, I rushed forward, meaning to capitalize on the distraction to get up real close and personal.

      Hunter stuck his head up again, a smirk on his face and a wild look in his eyes as he locked his gaze with mine. From behind him came yelling from the two old-timers, and they both began to ride in toward his hideout.

      It was because I was looking at them that I didn’t see the book-sized rock in front of me. The rock that managed to position itself perfectly so that I dug the toe of my sneaker underneath its lip.

      “Oh!” I shouted as I began to fly forward. My arms automatically went out to arrest my fall, and my gun went flying forward to bounce into Hunter’s shoulder.

      His nasty smirk became a wide grin as he saw my mistake.

      I crashed into the ground, sharp little pieces of rock hurting my legs even through the denim of my jeans. My now empty hands slapped onto sand, and immediately I began trying to push myself back up so I could dive out of the way of Hunter’s rifle.

      But I was too late.

      He had it pointing right at me when I raised my head, and he’d lost all sense of reason. His eyes were no longer those of a hardworking, careful saver who planned to retire in a year. They were the eyes of a crazed animal, cornered in its lair, with just as much reason.

      He was going to shoot me.

      And there was nothing I could do about it.

      His mouth went wide as his fingers began to curl on the trigger again.

      This was it.

      But then it wasn’t.

      One moment Hunter’s manic eyes were staring at me, the next his face was covered in fur, and he was flying backward. The rifle rose high into the air, letting off another loud crack as it fired into the sky.

      “Bridget!” With renewed vigor, I burst back to my feet and sprinted the last couple of yards to Hunter’s rocky hideout.

      “Get off! Get off!” Hunter yelled as Bridget yanked at his shirt collar with her teeth.

      I crouched down and picked up my gun as well as the rifle. I placed the rifle behind me, well out of Hunter’s reach.

      “Bridget. Enough.”

      With a final loud bark into Hunter’s face, she hopped off him and leaped back to me, immediately sitting by my side and glaring at Hunter, a low growl emanating from her throat.

      Abner and Bill, atop their now-walking steeds, slowly approached from behind, stopping at the edge of the rocks, blocking any chance of escape in that direction.

      Ian stepped up beside me, pointing the Colt down at Hunter.

      “I give up! I give up!”

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Ian said down to Hunter. “Did he fire six shots or five? To tell you the truth, I’ve forgotten myself.”

      I stared at Ian. Was he doing what I thought he was doing?

      “Ian…”

      He ignored me and kept staring down at Hunter. He really was doing it. Trying to repeat the lines from a movie. Of all the times…

      “In all the excitement, I’ve forgotten myself. But being as this is a, umm, Colt, the most powerful handgun in… my hand, and really would blow your head clean off, you’ve got to ask yourself one question.”

      “I give up! Really! Please. Don’t…”

      “Five, Ian. You shot five times. Not six.”

      Ian stared down at Hunter, eyes cold as death. “‘Do I feel lucky?’ Well, do you, dork?”

      “No! I don’t feel lucky. Please, don’t shoot me.”

      Ian held the gun out to the side and squeezed the trigger.

      Bang!

      The Colt went clattering to the ground as Ian dropped it in shock.

      “What the—?”

      “You fired it five times, Ian. There was one more still in the chamber.”

      “Huh. Lucky I didn’t point it at you.” Ian was looking down at Hunter, who was now whimpering.

      Abner had dismounted from his horse and joined us. He picked up the Colt and looked at Ian.

      “Don’t ever touch one of these again if you know what’s good for you.”
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      We brought Hunter back to the saloon to a round of applause from everyone except Rachel, who was understandably distraught.

      Bridget hurried over to Nanna, putting her head on her knee.

      “I told you not to go anywhere!” Nanna scolded.

      Boy was I glad Bridget hadn’t obeyed her. Bridget whined to beg for forgiveness and immediately received it from soft-hearted Nanna.

      Looking around the saloon, I realized one person was missing.

      “Where’s Brad?” I asked.

      Carl jerked a thumb outside. “He drove out to get a cell signal to call the cops.”

      I frowned. “He doesn’t have a car.” My gaze fell to my tote bag, which I’d left on the table after I took out my handgun. Of course. Brad the thief had borrowed my car. I guessed I could forgive him this minor act of grand theft auto though, considering the circumstances.

      “While we wait for them to get here, why don’t you finish clearing all this up for us?” Carl suggested.

      After drinking most of a large bottle of water and pouring a big bowl for Bridget, I did exactly that. I settled down in a chair beside Nanna, hand resting on Bridget’s head, and began.

      “Rachel. When you came out here a few weeks ago, what did you and Nanna talk about?”

      Rachel had a mannequin look about her, as if she really had to concentrate to move, or speak, or think. I guessed it wasn’t too surprising considering she’d just had her whole world turned upside down.

      “She wanted to talk about Pepper,” Rachel said in a quiet but calm voice that was almost robotic. “She was worried about her. She thought Dylan was—sorry, Dylan—but she thought Dylan was a bad influence on her. She asked me to try and have a word with Pepper, to get her to break up with him.”

      “I wish she hadn’t poked her nose in,” Pepper said.

      “But she didn’t tell you about the will, right?”

      Rachel shook her head.

      “That’s because she only told Hunter. Isn’t that right?” I gave our tied up captive a poke in the shoulder to get a response from him.

      Rachel stared at him in surprise.

      “Yes,” Hunter said, all resistance now dissipated. “She took me aside and told me about the change to the will. She wanted to leave Silver Bend to us because she knew we’d know what to do with it, babe.”

      “Don’t babe me,” Rachel said emphatically.

      “But why would she tell Hunter and not Rachel?” Pepper asked.

      “Because you’re friends,” I answered on Hunter’s behalf. “Your Nanna knew that Rachel would insist on not being the recipient in the will, and that if she was, she’d tell you and it would cause a big scene. That’s why she didn’t tell Rachel. But she told Hunter, and swore him to secrecy until her death—which she expected to be long, long in the future.”

      “Why did she want to leave it to me anyway?” Rachel was leaning on the table in front of her, chin resting on her hands, a look of barely contained horror on her face.

      “Because I stole the money from the ice cream shop,” Pepper said with surprising self-awareness. “She wanted to punish me for it. Right?” Pepper looked my way, as if I was the fount of all the answers. But her father beat me to it.

      “Sounds like something Ma would do,” Carl said. “She believed in justice, even if it was served cold, years or decades later. Sorry, hon, but that’s how your grandma was.”

      “I know,” Pepper said quietly.

      “Why, Hunter? Why did you do it?” Rachel asked.

      He didn’t answer. He sat there in sullen silence, staring at the ground.

      “He lost his job. Didn’t you, Hunter?”

      He ignored me.

      “What?” Rachel asked in disbelief.

      “That’s why he wanted the inheritance early. He lost his job and he’s been spending his days sitting in the park instead of going to work. And maybe going to hardware stores to get bits of wood the exact right size to block cabin doors from opening.” I poked him in the shoulder again. “Right?”

      He slowly nodded in confirmation.

      “Why do those doors open outward anyway?” Carl asked.

      “Beds,” I said.

      “That’s right,” Abner said.

      “What?” Carl asked in confusion.

      Abner didn’t bother to expand any further, so I did it for him.

      “The cabins are too small. When the beds were put inside, the door wouldn’t open all the way. So Abner moved the hinges so that the doors would open outward instead of inward. Right?”

      “Yep. That one’s my fault.”

      In the distance, the sound of sirens began to be audible.

      “Looks like your ride’s nearly here,” I said to Hunter.

      He dropped his head forward and let it bang against the table. No one tried to stop him.
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      Angel was sitting up at our table in the saloon atop a pile of four cushions so she could just about see across to the other side. The saloon didn’t have children’s high chairs yet.

      “Pirate cowboy!” she shouted in delight when Eagle-Eye Bill opened the bar door and shuffled inside. As he got closer, Angel lifted up her fingers and pretended to shoot him. “Pow, pow!”

      Bill clutched at his chest, took a step backward, and then looked like he was about to fall over for real. Angel’s eyes went round in worried surprise, before Bill straightened up again, a smile on his face.

      “Howdy, pardners,” he said, tipping his hat our way.

      Ian stood up and shook Bill’s hand, offering him the seat opposite Angel.

      “Afternoon, Bill,” Abner said, giving him a nod as well as the verbal greeting.

      I couldn’t keep my smile to myself. Thanks to us bringing a murderous bank vice president into town, we’d gotten the two old codgers talking to each other again for the first time in fifty-five years. Not that either of them had a lot to talk about. I think they were more into quiet, manly silences rather than conversations about normal stuff like cupcake toppings.

      “Hey. What can I get you guys to drink?” Rachel called from behind the bar.

      “Beer,” Bill said. He glanced around our table. There was me, Ian, Abner, and Angel. “Five of ‘em.”

      Ian gave me a worried glance before turning to Bill. “I don’t think Angel’s old enough for beer.”

      “Huh.” He turned his head back toward the bar. “Four beers and a milk.” With his order given, he turned back to look at us and find out why he was there. “So.”

      It was enough. There was no need to go to all the effort of actually making complete sentences and questions. So would do.

      “Abner here wants to offer you a job. Don’t you, Abner?”

      He shrugged like he didn’t care. Bill put out his bottom lip in quiet contemplation. These two were not going to talk, so Ian and I would have to do it for them.

      “Job!” Angel shouted.

      Okay, there were three of us who were going to do the talking for them.

      “Silver Bend is going to be run by Rachel and Pepper.”

      “Patty,” Ian corrected. “She’s not using the name Pepper Loveslife anymore. She’s back to being plain old Patty Watson.”

      “Sorry, I forgot. Rachel and Patty are going to run the place. They’re going to handle the bookings, cooking, serving and so forth. But they want some real locals to make this place feel authentic.”

      Bill slowly leaned his head to the side. “What might I do?”

      “They’re not certain, and I think they’ll want to get some input from you. But I know some of the things they’ve discussed are horse riding, identifying desert plants and animals, cooking over a fire, navigating by stars. That kind of stuff.”

      “Tracking too,” Ian said enthusiastically. He’d become quite interested in the topic himself after we followed Hunter’s trail out of town.

      “And they think folk’ll be interested in that?”

      “Oh yes,” Ian said, “people are very into reconnecting with nature these days. They like to get away from city life for a weekend or so and try getting by without cell phones or electricity and so on. It’s all the rage. Digital detoxing.”

      “Digital detoxing? Sounds like a cattle disease.”

      “Or a rabbit disease,” Abner offered.

      “It means people just stop using their electronic devices for a little while,” I explained.

      “Like when my radio runs out of batteries,” Bill said, nodding in understanding. “Sometimes I go a week or two if I forget to buy more batteries.”

      “Right, yes, something like that,” I said. “Phones and tablets, computers and notebooks, TVs—all that kind of stuff.”

      “Good idea,” Bill said with a nod.

      “Four beers and a milk!” Patty announced as she set them down on the table. Rachel was still behind the bar. I sent a smile her way as we all began to sip at our drinks.

      “You’ve got power back there now then?” I asked her.

      “Yep. The saloon and the main office are going to have electricity. You need it for refrigeration for food safety reasons. The rest of the town is going to stay cut off though, no power or phone signals in the cabins or anywhere else around here.”

      “It’ll make it hard to upload videos.”

      Patty laughed. “Maybe it’ll keep influencers away. They’re nothing but trouble.”

      Ian and I both grinned at that. Abner and Bill just gave us looks of puzzlement. Despite spending quite a lot of time with her when she was known as Pepper, Abner never really did understand what she did.

      “Enjoy your drinks!”

      When she was gone, Bill caught my eye. “She sent her fella’ packing, too?”

      “Yes,” I said quietly. “He’s moved to New York to follow his music career there. And of course Rachel’s husband is locked up. It’s just the girls here now. They’ve made up their differences and are working together.”

      “Is that so?” Bill looked at Abner. “Made up their differences, huh.” He slowly nodded to himself as he thought about it.

      Abner looked at Bill.

      “Think we oughta give it a try?”

      Abner rubbed his chin.

      “Yeah. We could try that. Might make workin’ together a bit easier to swallow.”

      Bill offered his hand across the table. Abner took it and shook it. I squealed in excitement for them.

      “That’s great! Well done, guys. You’re going to be wonderful working here. I’m so excited for you!”

      Angel began to clap her hands together. “Friends!” she yelled.

      “Don’t push it,” Bill said, a wry smile aimed at the little girl.

      “Push it?” Angel asked with a frown.

      “Forget it,” Ian said in her ear. “Drink your milk.”

      “Okay!”

      “Y’all staying the night?” Bill asked.

      We both shook our heads.

      “I’ve got to work in the casino tonight.”

      Bill let out a long whistle. “Don’t envy you that.”

      I shrugged. “It’s fun, actually.”

      He did not look convinced.

      “Sally and I have an appointment with a new counselor. She’s supposed to be very good.”

      “A councilor?” Bill shook his head. “Don’t trust politicians.”

      “Not a councilor, a… never mind. You’re right. I don’t trust them either.”

      I knew Ian was actually somewhat eager to see this counselor for once. The reason was that Sally’s ex-boyfriend, an archeologist, was just about to return from a two-year trip to North Africa and wanted to meet up with her. As friends, of course. Nothing more. It made Ian nervous, though and he wanted to speak to a professional about it.

      “Ian, Angel, are you ready?”

      “Ready!” Angel shouted.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Good luck in Silver Bend, guys,” I said to the two old-timers. “We’ll be back to visit, I’m sure.”

      “And you’ll be welcome,” Abner said. “Depending on who you bring with you.”

      “We’ll try not to bring any more murderers with us when we visit. Right, Ian?”

      “I’ll say.”

      Just as we headed out the door, Angel stopped and turned around.

      With a giant grin on her face, she made finger guns and pointed them at Abner and Bill.

      “Pow! Pow!”

      They both made a show of falling back in their chairs, arms flying out to their sides.

      I guessed that there was one little assassin we could bring back with us.
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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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