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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      My assistant Ian, a lanky red-haired computer whiz who also happened to be my cousin, sized up our target.

      We’d been invited to meet with a potential client at a soulless business park far away from the glittering dazzle of downtown Las Vegas. We were in the most boring part of the city to talk about the most boring kind of investigation — vandalism. And the food truck was the target.

      The burrito business vehicle we were inspecting was parked on one of the quiet streets that ran through the area linking the various parking lots of the businesses contained within. It was mostly offices, but there were a few workshops, repair centers, and warehouses to round out the district.

      “Rock’s Burritos,” Ian read on the side of the vehicle. It was still only ten o’clock, and the rolling food shop wasn’t yet open for business, the windows covered with drop-down shutters.

      I pointed at the letter R at the beginning of the business name. “Guess that’s where the problem is.”

      The R in the name Rock was written on a large piece of white paper which had been taped onto the side of the truck. It was as if the original R had fallen off and been temporarily replaced.

      “We better be careful, Tiff, Rock’s got a rap sheet.”

      I raised an inquisitive eyebrow at my assistant. He was often a little more concerned than I was.

      “What did he do?”

      “I looked him up on the way over while you were jabbering away to Nanna.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him. I had not been jabbering away, I’d been having a catch-up chat after her latest trip away to St. Louis. “And?”

      “Rock was in a gang and possibly involved in some kind of gang revenge murder, though it was never proven. He did time for assault, felony possession of a weapon, and drug possession.”

      I shrugged. I’d met a lot worse in my line of work, and it sounded like this all happened in Rock’s distant past.

      “Presumably, he’s put all that behind him?”

      “Maybe,” Ian said dubiously. “He’s been out eight years now. But keep your eyes open.”

      As if I ever didn’t keep my eyes open. I was always ready to spring into action like a compressed spring — as long as I was freshly fueled with coffee and carbs.

      As we approached the truck, someone emerged from a door on the far side. With a clunk, the door was closed, and heavy boots began stepping around the truck.

      A tall, shaven-headed man in his late twenties was rubbing his hands together as if brushing something off as he rounded the vehicle. He caught sight of us staring at the vehicle and gave us a look. His skin was fair, except for the parts that were red — clearly, the Las Vegas sun didn’t agree with his natural complexion.

      “We open at eleven.”

      “Yep.” I confirmed his statement with a sharp nod to show him we knew exactly what we were doing. “That’s why we’re here now, to meet Rock. I assume that isn’t you?”

      “Rock? Why do you want to see Rock?” He eyed us suspiciously.

      “He wants to see us,” Ian said. “He wants to hire us. We’re private investigators.”

      The man snorted loudly and lifted his gaze up toward the heavens. Clearly, he was not impressed by our noble profession. If I wanted to impress him, I could have enumerated some of our other talents and achievements. But I wasn’t looking to impress whoever this arrogant guy was, so I didn’t tell him about all the cases we’d solved, didn’t mention how Ian was a self-made millionaire, and didn’t brag about all the friends in powerful places I had scattered across the city. He could keep his lowly opinion of us and it wouldn’t bother me one bit.

      He turned his head over his shoulder. “Rock! Yo, Rock!”

      There was a muffled shout from within the truck. “He’s coming,” the man translated for us.

      “And you work with him?”

      “Yeah.” He paused as if considering whether to give us any more to go on. Then he relented, sticking out a hand. “Ben Dyson. Chief Burrito Craftsman.”

      “Fancy title,” Ian said. “Is that the burrito equivalent of a sandwich artist?”

      Ben Dyson answered him with a grunt. There was a thunk as the door on the other side of the truck closed again and then Rock himself was there to meet us. He had short black hair and liquid brown eyes that hovered somewhere between curiosity and wariness. His face was decorated with a scar on his forehead and hard lines born from stress and worry rather than simply age; he was too young for wrinkles.

      “Rock. Rock’s Burritos.” He jerked a thumb behind him at the sign. “Tiffany Black?”

      “Yes, and this is my partner, Ian.”

      “Hey,” Ben said as nudged Rock. “You know they’re private investigators?”

      “I know. I called them.”

      Ben shook his head in either disappointment or annoyance. I wasn’t sure which. “Waste of time,” he declared. “I’ll finish setting up.”

      Ben left us to it and began unlocking and lifting up the shutters that covered the serving hatch.

      “Sorry about him. He thinks I shouldn’t hire you.” Rock shrugged. “Maybe I won’t. Let’s have a chat. Then we’ll see.”

      I nodded politely. I wasn’t going to put myself out to win this job. I knew it was something about vandalism, and that wasn’t exactly a thrilling-sounding case.

      “So what do you want us to look into?”

      Rock took a step back and pointed at the side of his truck. He indicated the taped-on R at the front of Rock’s Burritos and then carefully lifted the tape on the bottom two corners of the paper and lifted it up. The original R underneath had been replaced with something else, crudely graffitied on. Something which made the name quite rude — and also incorrectly labeled the owner.

      “Someone vandalized the truck?”

      “Yep. For the third time.”

      “Ouch. And you want us to find out who did it?”

      “Yeah. Ben thinks I should find out for myself and, you know—” Rock leaned forward, eyebrows raised, “—deal with it. But I’ve got a…” He rocked his head side to side. “…a bit of a history, if you know what I mean. I want to make sure I don’t get too close to the perpetrator.”

      “In case you hurt them?” Ian punched a fist into the palm of his other hand.

      “Yeah. I guess so.” Rock shrugged as if there was literally nothing he could do about such a situation, should it arise. “Though they would deserve it, wouldn’t they? Trashing my truck like that? Three times?” Mimicking Ian’s gesture, Rock punched his own palm. “They’re asking for it really, aren’t they?”

      Rock’s voice had developed an edge that I wasn’t liking the sound of. He needed calming.

      “No matter how much they’ve been asking for it, it’s best to leave the legal process up to the legal system. It doesn’t always look kindly on those who take the law into their own hands.” Not unless you did it with the skill and panache that I normally did, anyway. And Rock didn’t look like the kind of person who could walk that line as finely as I had along with Ian over the years.

      “Yeah,” Rock conceded. “I want to stay as far away from the legal system as possible.”

      “Have you reported the vandalism to the police?”

      Rock gave a single dismissive shake of his head. “What’s the point? They’re not interested in something like this. What are they gonna do? Get a team to stake out my van, waiting for the perpetrator to come back? Get a pair of detectives on the case to find out who’s been purchasing cans of spray paint in the Las Vegas area and narrowing it down to the guilty suspect?”

      “Probably not,” I admitted. “They usually like to deal with more high profile cases first.”

      “Exactly. And they wonder why I hate paying taxes.” He looked around furtively as if the IRS itself might hop out from behind a bush. “I do pay them.”

      “I’m sure you do. So, you have no idea who’s doing this?”

      “I figure it must be an angry customer or something. Or maybe a competitor.”

      “Any ideas which?”

      “No. That’s where you come in. I ain’t had any angry customers lately. None that dared complain to my face anyway.” Rock took a moment to laugh, a guttural, smoky chuckle that wasn’t without menace. “And I don’t have any competitors in this office park. There are other food trucks around, but I’m not in direct competition with them. We sell different stuff. I’m the only burrito guy. There’s sandwiches and burgers too, but I’ve got no beef with those guys.”

      “How much does it cost to get it fixed?” Ian asked.

      Rock shrugged. “The first time it happened, I got the whole truck resprayed, to freshen up the look, you know?” He waved a hand to indicate the rest of the truck. It did look quite freshly painted. “I was trying to see the silver lining. Once I’d calmed down, I took it as an opportunity and got the truck looking fresh.” Rock’s gaze flicked upward as he repeatedly clenched and unclenched his hands.

      “Then, a week later, they did it again. I couldn’t afford to be repainting the whole truck again. So I just got the name done. You see here?” Rock pointed at the signage on the side. “I sectioned off the whole name and made it into this white box with black lettering. It looked okay. Not as fresh as it did before, but it was all right.”

      “And then the vandal graffitied it again?”

      “Yep. The very next night. I was fuming. You know, if I’d caught them doing it, I would’ve pounded them right into—” Rock shook his head. “Never mind. Anyway, I got that part repainted again and then, two nights ago…” He just shook his head and pointed at the taped-on piece of paper that now served as his R.

      “You don’t want to paint it again until the perpetrator’s been caught,” I surmised.

      “Yeah. Caught or—” He shrugged.

      I decided not to delve into the or. That was not my immediate concern, and I hoped I’d be able to avoid it.

      “Where does the vandalism take place?” Ian asked him. “At your house?”

      “My house?” Rock looked momentarily confused. “Oh, no. I keep the truck here. My stupid homeowners' association doesn’t allow commercial vehicles to be parked in our driveways.” His jaw clenched in annoyance. I suspected it wasn’t the only gripe he had with the HOA. “I park it in one of the parking lots here overnight and drive out here in my car each day. If it was at my house, I could keep a better eye on it.”

      “Wouldn’t the HOA make an exception for you?” Ian asked. “Since it’s your livelihood?”

      Rock turned away from us, put his hands on his knees, and proceeded to scream loudly into the ground. Ian and I took a wary step backward, and my hand dropped to my bag, just in case I needed to pull something out in a hurry. My hand rested on a can of pepper spray.

      “Rock?” I asked when the shout had subsided.

      The business owner slowly stood up and turned to face us again, his cheeks now bright red.

      “Sorry. The HOA.” He shook his head. “Please don’t mention them again.”

      Ian and I stared at him. It seemed he really was serious.

      “Oh-kay…” It took me a moment to regain my train of thought. “So, if you want us to investigate, I think we’re gonna need to repaint your sign and then do a stakeout on the truck. How does that sound?”

      Rock nodded. “Yeah. Go on, show me your rates and we’ll do this thing. It’s better than—” Rock punched his palm again with a fist that could do some real damage.

      “Let’s just go over our rates…”
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        * * *

      

      I ended up cutting him a deal. He was a small business owner, and this had hit him hard. Besides, it might be fun. We were going to repaint the name on the side of the truck and then keep watch on it until the vandals showed up again. It was hardly a high profile case, but it made a change.

      Late that afternoon, after Rock and Ben were finished for the day, Ian and I returned to the business park along with our Great Uncle Joe to make a big show of repainting the signage.

      Uncle Joe had many jobs in his career ranging from tour guide to private pilot and carpenter to semi-professional gambler. Somewhere along the way, he’d picked up sign writing.

      When we were done, we stood back and admired Joe’s handiwork.

      Rock’s arms were folded tightly across his chest, his head bobbing up and down atop his thick neck as he nodded.

      “I’d hire you guys just for this, even without the detective work. Well done.” He cocked his head. “Now I don’t know if I even want this little twerp to show up or not.”

      We laughed.

      Uncle Joe nudged me. “How about buying me a beer for payment?”

      I grinned at him. “Sure thing.”

      “We’ll be back before sundown,” I said to Rock.

      And so, a couple of hours later, we returned for a good old-fashioned stakeout.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ian and I were sitting in my car on the other side of the parking lot from Rock’s truck, and we were all set up for the evening: Hot coffees? Check. Two big bags of chips? Check. A six-pack of sodas? Check. And to top it all off, a pair of steak burritos prepared by the burrito man himself, Rock, and hand delivered to us just before we began our evening stakeout.

      “Check it out,” Ian said, as he pulled a stray piece of steak out of the end of his burrito. “Steak out, on the stakeout.” He laughed and nudged me. “Get it? The steak is coming out of the burrito while we’re on a stakeout. Get it? Get it?”

      “Very droll, Ian.”

      Ian swallowed the morsel, then lowered his burrito contemplatively. “What do you think about stand-up comedy?”

      “I don’t know. When it’s good, it’s good, I guess. But do you remember we were investigating that guy once? The stand-up who should have stayed sat down?”

      Ian snorted. “The stand-up who should have sat down! That’s good, Tiff.” Ian chuckled in appreciation. “So, do you really think I could do it?”

      “You are funny, Ian.” I didn’t feel it necessary to add that most of the time he was funny unintentionally. That would have been cruel.

      “I am, aren’t I? It’s something to think about. For young entrepreneurs like me, you never know where your next million is going to come from. Maybe stand-up will be it.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” I took another big bite of my burrito. Rock’s burritos really were good. “But,” I said after swallowing a little too quickly, “don’t you think you’ve got enough on your plate at the moment, working with me, staying on Sally’s good side, and doing your secret clubhouse thing?”

      His secret clubhouse thing was his newly minted membership to the secret society, the Red Hogs. They were a group of male business owners and other high flyers who claimed to be a simple charitable organization, though I had my doubts.

      “Enough on my plate?” Ian screwed up his now-empty burrito wrapper. “My plate’s empty! Get it?” He waved the scrunched-up waxed paper in front of me until I assured him I got it. “But anyway,” he continued, “the Red Hogs do not have a secret clubhouse. You know where our building is.”

      I nodded that I did indeed know where his secret clubhouse was. I mean, meeting hall.

      “It’s what goes on inside that’s secret. Not the clubhouse. I mean, meeting hall. It’s definitely not a clubhouse. We don’t call it that. And you shouldn’t either.”

      “All right, all right. Your secret boys club and it’s not-secret meeting hall. Better?”

      “Yes. Though it’s more of a men’s club, if you ask me.”

      “Good thing I didn’t.”

      Ian popped the end of his straw into his mouth and thoughtfully sucked up some soda.

      “Do you think the vandal is going to show tonight?” I asked Ian, pointlessly. He had no better idea than I did. But that’s what you do on a stakeout: have long conversations about nothing.

      “Probably. We made enough of a fuss repainting it. If he’s got spies in the area, he would have heard.”

      “Spies?” It wasn’t something that had crossed my mind. It seemed a little too elaborate for a simple graffitist.

      “It sounds like he was pretty fast off the mark with his last few bouts of vandalism. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had someone in the neighborhood keeping an eye on Rock’s truck. Maybe there’s a public web cam in the area that picks up Rock’s truck. Let me look into it.” Ian pulled out his phone and began tapping away. That would be the end of our conversation for some time, I knew.

      I tilted my chair back and wriggled until I got comfortable. Ian could keep an eye on things for now while I carefully meditated on the situation.

      What felt like a microsecond later, I was startled when Ian elbowed me in the side. “Got him!”

      I sat up fast and pressed my head against the windshield, cupping my hands around my face while I stared at Rock’s burrito truck. I saw nothing.

      “Where?”

      “Here.” Ian had his phone in front of me. He had opened up a YouTube page run by someone called Prank King Kyle — aka The PKK.

      “Explain.”

      “What’s been happening to the burrito truck is a prank. Though Rock hasn’t found it particularly amusing. This guy, Kyle, he makes YouTube videos where he pranks people. Then he films their reaction when they get mad. He’s been the one vandalizing Rock’s truck.”

      “And did he film Rock finding the vandalism and getting mad?”

      “Not yet. Judging by his other content, he pranks someone a bunch of times, and then it’s on the final one he reveals himself and tells them it was all a joke. He gets a lot of views, Tiff. A lot.”

      “Sounds like a good way to get punched in the mouth. Or worse.”

      “That’s the thing, you can’t punch someone just for pulling a prank on you, can you?”

      “You saw how angry Rock was. I don’t think he would have any qualms about punching this so-called Prank King. And anyway, is it still a prank if you’re actually causing harm? Surely, you can’t just label anything a prank and be able to do whatever the heck you like.”

      “Yeah, maybe you’re right. So, what shall we do? Go to his house?”

      I pushed my face up against the windscreen again. “Hold on. Shh.” I squeezed Ian’s wrist. This time I had seen something. “There.”

      Ian blinked several times as he squinted outside. After staring at his phone screen for so long, his eyes took a moment to adjust. “He’s going right toward the truck.”

      He was indeed. Quietly as I could, I gently pulled my door handle toward me. After years of use, the mechanism was silky smooth and so quiet not even a bat could have heard it open. Probably.

      I slipped out my door while Ian did the same on the other side of the car. The shadowy figure we observed had crossed the parking lot and was now standing in front of Rock’s burrito truck. In his right hand was a can of spray paint. It looked like we had found our culprit twice-over: once online and again, red-handed.

      Ian and I looked at each other and then gave a nod. We both knew what to do. We didn’t even need to speak. We were going to walk up behind him as quietly as we could so he wouldn’t have a chance to flee.

      Carefully, we crossed the lot, while our target stared at the side of the truck. I was only a few yards away when he pulled the lid off the can of spray paint in his right hand. He started to raise it.

      “Stop!” I yelled, just a second too late. He’d already begun spraying.

      My yell startled the perpetrator, and he promptly dropped his can of spray paint. He turned to sprint away to his right, only to find himself landing right in Ian’s clutching arms.

      “Don’t move!” I yelled again. “We know who you are Kyle, the pranker. You’re caught.”

      “Prank King,” he corrected before trying to wriggle out of Ian’s grasp.

      Ian held Kyle tight in a bear hug while he grunted and squealed, writhing as he tried to escape.

      “Let go! You can’t hold me like this. It’s not legal!”

      “I caught you in the act of committing a felony. It sure is legal.” Well, it was kind of legal. Or maybe it was unlawful imprisonment. There’s a fine line, but who knows exactly where it is?

      While Ian held him tight, I snapped some handcuffs across his wrists. If he tried to run now, we’d catch him easily without his hands free.

      “You’re not the cops,” Kyle said between gasping breaths. “You can’t do this.”

      “We’re better than the cops,” Ian said dramatically. “We’re private investigators.”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong! Let me go.”

      I tapped the side of the burrito truck with my index finger, annoyed. That was Uncle Joe’s handiwork he’d just messed up. “You have done something wrong. And this wasn’t the first time. The prank’s over, Kyle.”

      “Okay, okay. You got me. But you know what? It was just a prank. Pulling pranks isn’t illegal.”

      “Pulling pranks most certainly is illegal when the prank involves doing something illegal. Like graffitiing the side of someone’s truck repeatedly.”

      Kyle shrugged. “It’s not that illegal. It’s not like I killed someone.”

      “It’s a slippery slope,” Ian told him. “One day you’re spraying trucks, a year or two later you’re sticking up banks.”

      “That doesn’t sound right,” Kyle said.

      “What you were doing wasn’t right. And now you’ve got a make it right.”

      “Which one of you is Rock?” Kyle squinted at me. “Is it you? You look like you could be a Rock.”

      “No, it’s not me,” I said in annoyance. I did not look like the kind of girl who would be nicknamed Rock. Did I? No, I didn’t. “It’s neither of us. As my partner told you, we’re private investigators. Now we need to figure out what we’re going to do with you. Or rather, what Rock is going to do with you.”

      “Rock,” Kyle snorted. “What a stupid name. And I’m not scared of him.”

      “No?” I asked, lifting my eyebrows gently at Ian. He picked up his cue.

      “You wouldn’t be the first person he killed,” Ian said with an air of nonchalance. “He’s got a rap sheet as long as my arm. He only just got out a couple of years ago.”

      While I couldn’t see Kyle pale in the dim moonlight, I was pretty sure that’s what he did.

      “Yeah, well, I’ll pay him off then. Sling a few bucks his way for the damage. That’ll work, won’t it?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll have to wait and see. Here’s what we’re gonna do…”
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to Kyle’s antics, I had a late night and then an early morning. The next day, we picked the young prankster up as agreed and drove him over to Rock’s house.

      Our presence was just as much for Kyle’s protection as to make sure he complied with what we’d agreed the night before. We were going to take him over and he was going to apologize and then work out just how much he needed to pay Rock so that he would drop the matter. Ian and I would adjudicate, and if things didn’t work out, Rock could inform the police.

      Kyle was silent in the back of my car until we arrived at Rock's place. Neither I nor Ian was in the mood for talking — it was too early for that.

      Rock was standing in his front drive when I pulled up. He was wearing a white sleeveless undershirt and had his hands on hips. Barely-contained fury was written on Rock’s face, which seemed to be glowing a dull red.

      Like every other house on the street, Rock’s had a perfectly manicured green lawn — somewhat ridiculous in the Nevada desert — and a house painted white to match every other one on the street. The HOA may have been strict, but they had managed to produce a pretty visually appealing street to look at.

      Ian and I stood on either side of Kyle while we perp-walked him up the driveway.

      Rock stood at the other end and scowled. “So you’re the punk who thought it was funny to mess up my truck?”

      Kyle gave him a languorous shrug. “It was just a prank, bro.” Kyle laughed. No one else did.

      “Would it be a prank if I punched you in the face and knocked out all your teeth? Now that would be pretty funny, wouldn’t it? Local business owner removes teen’s teeth for a prank. I bet that would get some views, right?”

      “I’m not a teen, I’m twenty-two. And no, that would be assault. That’s not a prank. Do you even know what a prank is, bro?”

      Rock leaned forward, his eyes scarily wide. His face hovered right in front of Kyle’s. “Call me bro again, punk, and you won’t be worried about your teeth because I would’ve ripped your head off. Got it?”

      “Whatever.” Kyle’s words may have been tough, but his tone was severely subdued. “So what do you want? Money?”

      “That would be a start. I got my whole truck repainted because of you, and then that side painted again, and then the writing done twice. I’m at least eight grand in the hole. How’s a punk like you going to make me good?”

      “If I slipped you ten grand, would that stop you crying, bro?”

      Ian and I both jumped backward, dragging Kyle with us as we did so. Contrary to our expectations, Kyle’s head was not immediately removed from his body.

      Rock didn’t move. He just shook his head in disappointment. “Ten grand? Call it twelve or I’ll kill you right now. Bro.”

      “Cool. Twelve Gs it is. Twelve K for the tough man. So is that it? Give me your account and I’ll send it over right now.” Kyle pulled up a banking app on his phone and handed it to Rock. “Pop your account details in there and we’ll be golden.”

      Rock stared at him for several seconds as if considering whether it might not be worth another stint in prison for the satisfaction of removing Kyle’s head from his shoulders.

      “Rock? Is everything okay?” At the door, a young dark-haired woman was peering out.

      Rock’s features visibly softened. “Yeah, sweetie, everything’s fine.” Rock tapped his details into the screen and handed it back to Kyle. “Mess with me again…”

      “And what?” Kyle asked with a smarmy grin on his face.

      “I will kill you. But not with these two witnesses around. When you least expect it. I know who you are now, bro. Got it, punk?”

      “Chill. This prank’s over now anyway. And it was pretty lame if you ask me. You need to lighten up, bro.”

      Rock slammed his right fist into his left hand. Worried it was just a warmup, I moved to wrap the meeting up.

      “Get back in the car, Kyle,” I told him.

      “No thanks. I’m not getting in that heap of junk again. I’ll call one of my own. Later, losers.”

      Kyle strolled off down the driveway and onto the sidewalk. When he hit the street, he began whistling.

      “Where do guys like that get off?” Rock growled.

      “Couldn’t tell you,” I said. “I’ll email you our invoice. Let us know if anything else comes up or if he bothers you again.”

      “Will do. I better get back inside before I decide to follow the little punk. Send me that bill, and feel free to add on another fee if you can get your uncle to fix up that sign again for me.”

      We left Rock to go back inside and got into my car.

      “Another case solved,” Ian said brightly. “We’re good, aren’t we?”

      The case of Rock and the vandal was absolutely, positively, completely, solved and over and done with.

      “Yeah, Ian, we are good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a beautiful mid-week afternoon when I went to meet Stone at a coffee shop terrace. It was a couple of days after we’d solved the mystery of the graffitied burrito truck, and Rock had already paid his bill. It was a great week already and being invited out by Stone was just going to make it better.

      Stone was an old friend of mine. He ran a security consulting firm based out of Las Vegas, though the nature of his work meant he had to travel on occasion. Before settling in Las Vegas, he’d worked all over the world, though I was never entirely certain about all the different things he’d got up to. He’d spent some time in the CIA before getting into a now-sorted misunderstanding with them, and I was pretty sure he’d also worked with other three-letter agencies and possibly still did as a consultant. Nonetheless, I only had a vague idea of his past and current activities. He was a man of mystery, and in many ways, that’s just how I liked him.

      I went straight through to the terrace. He said he’d already ordered for us. It was quiet, and I spotted him immediately. It wasn’t hard. He was the kind of man who had a presence about him, a kind of gravity that the rest of the world slowly revolved around. He stood up when I approached.

      “Tiffany,” he said in his deep, gravelly voice. “Glad you could make it.”

      “Stone.” When I’m with him, I often find myself mimicking his own lack of verbosity.

      I sat down opposite him and examined the coffee. Black. Of course. While I usually like my hot drinks to be a little more loaded with vital energy-giving sugar and milk, with Stone, a straight black coffee seemed to be just the thing. It suited him, and it suited me when I was with him.

      “So.” I wasn’t quite sure what I was doing there. When he asked me to meet for coffee, I wasn’t sure if it had been for business or pleasure. Did he just want to catch up, or was there something else on his mind? He was wearing a smart light blue shirt, the top two buttons undone at the collar, and with the sleeves carefully folded up to just below the elbow revealing his thick forearms. “How have you been?”

      “Can’t complain.” The corners of his mouth twitched.

      I half wondered whether that was actually a defect he had: a basic inability to complain. Stoic to the last, in even the toughest situations, you wouldn’t get much more than a frown or grunt of displeasure from him in complaint.

      “Glad to hear it. Me too. Ian and I just solved another case,”

      “Good. I’ve got something for you. How are your sales skills?”

      I squinted at him. “Sales skills?” He knew full well I wasn’t looking for any new lines of work. Thanks to working as a blackjack dealer in the casino and running my own private investigation firm, my calendar was already fuller than I needed it to be.

      “Got a client for you. A reluctant one.”

      A reluctant client. That was interesting. Usually, I just waited for them to find me, either through word-of-mouth or the small number of ads I ran. I didn’t have to persuade them. It more commonly happened the other way round, when I reluctantly took a case I had reservations about.

      “Do I want a reluctant client? They might be reluctant to pay.”

      “No, don’t worry about payment. That won’t be an issue. It’s an old friend of mine.”

      “You want me to investigate your old friend?”

      “No. He’s getting married. To a younger woman. You know how it is. I want to make sure she isn’t a gold digger. Can’t have my friend being taken for a ride.”

      “And let me guess, he thinks the world of her, and she’s the most trustworthy person in the world?”

      “Exactly. I’d hire you myself to look into her, but I don’t he’d ever forgive me. He needs to be the one to do it.”

      “Okay. I think I get what you mean. What we’ll do is—”

      “Stone,” said another deep voice from behind me, almost as gravelly as Stone’s.

      “Spokane.”

      I stood up along with Stone and took a step backward as the two men shook hands. Spokane was cut from the same cloth as Stone. Big, broad shoulders, and with eyes that were both alert and let you know that everything was under control — even if it wasn’t. His head was shaved, and I could see the last tendrils of a tattoo ending just below his collar. He smiled at me, and it came easier and with a more mischievous quality than Stone’s did.

      “Larry Spokane.”

      “Tiffany Black.”

      “Sit down,” Stone said to all three of us. So we did.

      “So, Larry —” I began.

      “You want to investigate my fiancée,” Larry said gruffly, interrupting me.

      I didn’t want to, but if I was going to get paid to do it, I wouldn’t say no.

      “Do it for me, Larry,” Stone said. “Not because you don’t trust her. Do it to prove me wrong.”

      Larry tilted his head. “Investigate my fiancée to prove you wrong?”

      Stone nodded.

      Larry looked at me. “No offense, but what exactly do you do?”

      “I’m a private investigator. What I do is look into people and situations, as the case may merit. I can check out your fiancée and see whether she’s keeping anything from us.”

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of it. I’m forty-three years old and I’ve never been married. Always said I never would. Until I met her. And now you want me not to trust her.” By the time he finished speaking, Larry Spokane was looking at Stone, not me. This was between them until he agreed. Or sent us both packing.

      “It’s not that we don’t want you to trust her, brother. Remember back in you-know-where? When you looked out for me?”

      Larry nodded. “Of course. You would have done the same for me.”

      “I am doing the same for you. Hire her. For me. As a favor. So I can rest easy at night. It won’t cause any harm, but it might just prevent some.”

      Larry was silent for a moment, in thought. Then he stuck out his hand and Stone and he shook. The matter was settled. He turned his attention back to me.

      “I don’t want you doing anything that might upset her, okay? Just have a look around, satisfy your curiosity, and get him off my back.” He jerked his head toward Stone. “Will that work for you?”

      “Sure thing. I’ll be so circumspect, she’ll never suspect a thing.”

      “All right. It’s a deal. Here’s my card. Send me an invoice and I’ll send you the details.” He looked at Stone. “Good to see you again, brother.”

      “You too.”

      “I better not regret this.”

      “You won’t.”

      After another handshake, Larry Spokane left us, his business card sitting on the table in front of me. As business cards go, it was remarkably uninformative. It contained the words Larry Spokane, Consultant, a cell number, and an email address, and that was it.

      “He seems nice,” I said brightly.

      “He’s one of the good ones. That’s why I look out for him.” After a pause, “That’s why I look out for you, too, Tiffany.”

      “Thanks,” I said quietly.

      With Larry gone, Stone filled me in with what little more he knew about Larry’s fiancée, and I updated him on my own business.

      Before I knew it, we had both drunk three coffees and hadn’t stopped talking. Or at least, I hadn’t. But I was pretty sure I got more words out of Stone than anyone else had that month.

      Finally, it was time to leave.

      “Gotta get to the casino. Let’s chat again soon, yeah?”

      “That’s a…” Stone hesitated. It wasn’t like Stone to hesitate. “… plan,” he finished.

      He hadn’t been considering another word instead of plan had he? A word beginning with d—

      “Keep me informed, will you, if you find something about the future Mrs. Larry Spokane?”

      “Will do. Later, Stone.”

      With a wave and a double-coffee-bounce in my step, I left him to it.
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      A couple of days later, I was sitting on my sofa half watching the TV, half reading a book, half thinking about the email I had just received from Larry Spokane, and half wondering how many halves my brain had.

      Larry Spokane had sent me the basic details on his fiancée. She was twenty-eight years old, a former ice skater, and now a financial analyst working at one of the big banks. He hadn’t given me much to work with, presumably because he didn’t think there was anything relevant. He trusted her implicitly and didn’t have any ‘leads’ to offer me. That was okay. I’d make my own leads.

      On the television show, a body had just been discovered, and the investigators were dramatically examining the scene. I rolled my eyes. It was obvious what happened. Unlike my own cases, the ones on TV were always so simple. After successfully solving the case on the television — it was the partner, of course — I focused back on my book.

      My phone buzzed as I received a message. I looked at the screen and frowned. It was Rock. Perhaps it was just another follow-up thank you. But I suspected it wasn’t. For some reason, my past clients don’t often want to just keep in touch.

      Rock had sent me one word:

      >Look!

      The message had a photo attached. I did as I was told and filled the screen with the image.

      “Oh no…” I said under my breath.

      Rock’s truck had been vandalized again, the first letter sprayed over in purple. The phone buzzed as I got another follow-up message.

      >Get over here before I do something I regret.

      That Kyle guy was the worst. What on earth was he thinking? That was easy to answer — he wasn’t thinking. He was a certifiable moron. I just hoped for his sake that I got to Rock before Rock got to Kyle. Or worse, Kyle turned up to gloat and film a so-called ‘reaction’ video from the subject of his unfunny prank.

      I was dressed and out the door in no time. I hammered on Ian’s apartment door and soon had him dressed for business and in tow. I filled him in on the new development.

      “Look at this,” Ian said when we were in the car, and I was driving.

      “Not now.”

      Ian looked up. “Oh yeah, you’re driving.”

      “Tell me what you found.”

      “Kyle uploaded another video last night. And I don’t think Rock’s going to like it.”

      “Let me guess. Him vandalizing the truck again?”

      “No. Not that. It’s titled This Bro Doesn’t Understand Pranks. He filmed our meeting with Rock the other day. Here, listen.” Ian turned up the sound on his phone. “… I will kill you. But not with these two witnesses around. When you least expect it.”

      “He was filming that?” I remember Rock saying it but hadn’t noticed any camera on Kyle’s person.

      “It looks like he had another phone in his chest pocket, judging by the camera angle. He filmed the whole thing and then edited it to make Rock look bad. Really bad.”

      “And then he went to vandalize his truck again after uploading it? If he’s not careful, Rock’s really going to go after him.”

      “I know right? I mean, a prank’s a prank. But some people just don’t get it.”

      “I hardly think Rock is at fault for not getting the prank. It’s an expensive and not very funny one.” I turned into the parking lot where Rock kept his truck overnight. “There he is. Oh, boy. He’s fuming.”

      I parked and we got out quickly. When we approached Rock, I was nervous and wary. There was no reason for me to be. We hadn’t done anything wrong, but Rock was nearly shaking with rage. He stepped to the side, lips pressed tightly together, extended an arm, and jabbed his finger at the defaced first letter of Rock’s Burritos.

      “He did it again.” Rock’s voice was steely.

      “It’s different,” Ian said. “Look, it’s purple paint this time. Not red.”

      Rock gave him an incredulous look. “Like it makes a difference.”

      “Did you see the video he put up last night?”

      Rock's gaze narrowed. “Video?”

      “Ian, I don’t think now is the best time —”

      “That little punk put up another video? Let me see it.”

      Rock’s tone brooked no argument, so Ian and I stood beside him and played the video on his phone for him. When it was done, he stared at me.

      “I knew it. I shouldn’t have hired you in the first place.”

      “Me?” I was wounded. “What did I do?”

      Rock was on a roll. “I should have known. I should have remembered the lessons I learned on the street. When someone disrespects you, you don’t hire a detective to bother them. You pound them until you’ve knocked some sense into them. Or they shut up for good.”

      “No, Rock, that’s not what you do. You’d end up back in jail. You don’t want to go back there, do you? Think about your lovely… partner. The dark-haired girl,” I finished lamely. I’d seen a young woman peering out of his door when we went there with Kyle, but he never introduced us. I had seen the soothing effect she’d had on his disposition.

      “She’d respect me standing up for myself.”

      “But she wouldn’t enjoy you being locked away, would she?”

      Rock had no counter to that.

      “I can’t believe that little punk did it again.”

      “I think you should go to the police this time, Rock. I’ll gather all the evidence, I’ll get you the name of a detective to talk to, and I’ll arrange you an appointment. I know people there. They’ll handle it, if you let them.”

      Rock idly punched a fist into his palm a few times while he thought.

      “I don’t like the police.”

      “I know you’ve had your run-ins in the past. But I can assure you, if you’re a law-abiding citizen and you’re just asking for their help, it’ll be worth it. Better than trying to deal with this on your own.”

      A door slammed on the other side of the truck. Ben Dyson rounded it and fixed us with an unfriendly look.

      “You guys again? Your little detective scheme didn’t exactly work last time, did it?”

      “Our detective work was fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “It’s Kyle, the so-called Prank King, that’s the problem here. Not Rock and not us. We’re going to get this resolved.”

      “We should be taking care of this the old-fashioned way,” Ben said. “If you know what I mean.” There was a wicked glint in his eye that I didn’t much like the look of.

      “I know exactly what you mean,” I said to Dyson. “And you most definitely should not have. We can get the cops involved now. Don’t even think about going after him in person. You guys know he’s a punk, and punks like that often know how to work the system. If you go after him, he’ll get restraining orders and goodness knows what against you. Maybe he’ll have you arrested for intimidation. Or worse.”

      Ben Dyson snorted. “No way. He wouldn’t do any of that.” He smirked. “He wouldn’t be able to.”

      I didn’t like where this was going. It sounded like Ben Dyson was threatening to kill or cripple Kyle. As annoying and criminally as he had acted, I couldn’t condone vigilante justice of that nature.

      “What’s that?” Rock asked, jerking his chin at the road behind us.

      Ian and I both turned in time to see the two marked cop cars that were approaching turn on their lights and sirens for their final approach.

      “Did you call them?” Rock asked me.

      “No, not yet. I was planning on arranging for you to make a report down the station, not bring them out here.”

      “Well, this will be good then,” Rock said glumly. He folded his arms in front of his chest and stared defiantly.

      The first two cop cars were followed by another unmarked police vehicle that I was pretty sure I recognized — a black sedan that I was pretty sure belonged to Homicide. Lights still flashing but sirens switched off, four cops burst out of the patrol cars, weapons drawn. I blanched. I’d seen this happen many times, but I was rarely right in front of them when it happened. It’s one thing watching a bust. It’s another to have four armed, trained men moving in on you with the full authority of the law behind them.

      “Rock Hardy! Don’t move! On your knees! Hands behind your head! Now!”

      Rock stood defiantly beside me. “What the—”

      “Now!”

      I stared at the closest trooper and raised my eyebrows for direction.

      “You, too! All of you! On the ground! Face down! Hands behind you! Now!”

      After taking a half-second to spit contemptuously, Rock complied with the order with the practiced skill of someone who’d been in this situation more than once before.

      With an annoyed sigh, I did as I was told, too. The good thing about this happening in Las Vegas is that at least the ground is usually just dusty instead of muddy. Not that I exactly relished covering myself in dust. I was tempted to pull the do you know who I am? card, but I figured I’d be up before I could even get it all out.

      “Tiffany?” called a familiar voice.

      I lifted my head from the ground to smile at my friend Emily.

      “Hey!” I said brightly. My neck ached in the uncomfortable position, so I put my head down immediately after my greeting. Emily was a homicide detective and an old friend of mine. I certainly hadn’t been expecting to see her that morning.

      “Don’t move! Don’t talk!”

      I pressed my lips tightly shut.

      “It’s okay. She’s an investigator. So’s this guy, Ian. Those two can get up.”

      “Okay,” the trooper answered warily.

      Ian and I slowly got to our feet and walked over to Emily. “What’s going on?” I asked quietly.

      Two troops sprinted over, put knees on the backs of Rock and his partner in burritos, Ben, and quickly handcuffed them.

      “They’re being arrested on suspicion of murder,” Emily said. “I’ve got to ask, what are you guys doing here? Surely, you weren’t investigating him already, were you?”

      “We were investigating someone else on his behalf. But not a murder. What’s happened?”

      Of course, I didn’t really need to ask, did I? With Kyle’s vandalism and videos, Rock’s threatening to kill him, and now the murder squad on the scene it was pretty obvious.

      But it didn’t mean it made any sense.

      “There’s been a murder.”

      Of course there had.

      Of course.
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      After Rock and Ben had been bundled into the back of the cop cars and driven away, Emily and Ian and I crowded together. Detective Elwood came to join us. He was a pudgy, balding, late middle-aged man near retirement with a perpetual scowl and a hate-dislike relationship with me and almost everyone else in the world.

      “I should’ve known you’d be mixed up in this, Black,” Elwood said with a grunt.

      “I didn’t know there was anything to be mixed up in until you guys arrived.” I brushed some dust off my knees. The rest of me was still covered in it. I began carefully slapping myself all over to send little clouds of the dust back to its natural habitat on the ground instead of clinging to my clothes and skin. “And I was having a nice time before you got here.

      “Sorry about that,” Emily said. “Some of the uniforms can be a bit enthusiastic. But they mean well.”

      “They’re just doing their job,” Elwood growled.

      “I thought they were going to shoot me,” Ian said with a shudder. “Shoot first, ask questions later. That’s how they do it, right?”

      “Did they shoot you?” Elwood asked Ian pointedly.

      “No, but —”

      “So you’re wrong. Shut your trap and have some respect.”

      Ian closed his mouth and sulked. He got off light, in my experience. Elwood was hardly a people person, especially if you said something he took offense to.

      “So what’s going on?” I asked.

      “We’ll ask the questions, Black.”

      Turned so she was out of Elwood’s gaze, Emily winced at me sympathetically.

      “I’ll just have to guess, then. Something happened to Kyle Locke, right? I would guess that someone beat him up, but you guys are homicide, so…” I held my palms up.

      “Why do you think someone would want to assault Kyle Locke?” Elwood asked.

      Ian and I both rolled our eyes. “Have you met the guy?”

      “Yeah.” Elwood nodded. “About ninety minutes ago. He wasn’t saying much though.”

      “Because he was dead?” Ian clarified.

      “That could be why. Maybe he was just a reticent kind of guy.”

      “He was not,” I informed Elwood. “So you were at his body an hour and a half ago. What led you here?”

      “You tell me. I’m asking the questions, remember?”

      It was going to be like that, wasn’t it?

      “You found his YouTube channel? And you saw the last video he uploaded? The one where Rock is saying he was going to kill Kyle?”

      “That’s right,” Emily said to Elwood’s visible annoyance. He wanted to keep all the cards close to his chest. But Emily was letting me peek at a few of them. It might get you kicked out of a casino, but in the real world, this kind of thing has to be done.

      “I should point out,” I told them, “that video clip was taken a little out of context. He said he would kill Kyle if he messed with him again. It wasn’t just a general intention he had.”

      “But Kyle Locke had been pranking him, right? Vandalizing his truck?” Elwood asked.

      “Yeah.”

      We all turned to look at it. The R at the beginning had clearly been graffitied over.

      “What exactly was it that Kyle needed to do before Rock’s threat to kill him would be put into action?” Elwood asked me.

      I was silent. The answer to that question was what we were all looking at already.

      “We think he was killed late last night,” Emily said. “Or early in the morning, to be technically correct. He was a night runner. Kyle would go jogging super late at night. Until last night.”

      “Yeah? To avoid the heat?”

      “Probably. Judging by his videos, he often worked on them late into the night and then he went running after. We figured someone knew that and waited for him on the trail. And then—”

      “Whack!” Ian said, mimicking hitting someone over the head.

      “More like thwip.”

      “What?” I asked my friend.

      “That was supposed to be the sound of a knife going into a body. He wasn’t bludgeoned, he was stabbed. It’s pretty hard to do that sound, isn’t it?”

      I tried it. “Maybe more like schlep?”

      “No, it’s like this,” Ian said as he raised his right arm as if about to murder someone through a shower curtain. He stabbed his imaginary knife down, “Schtip, schtip, schtip.”

      “Cut it out,” Elwood growled. “We’ve got a dead body and a crime to solve. And you two are witnesses.”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Ian muttered. I felt like muttering the same, but I knew better.

      “What other suspects have you got?”

      “We saw the crime scene ninety minutes ago. We’ve got a video of your man threatening to kill the victim if he performed the act of vandalism that we can see right in front of us. You mean, do we have any other suspects apart from that? In ninety minutes?” Elwood’s voice dripped sarcasm.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Apart from that. You know that video’s only circumstantial. We know Rock. He’s turned his life around the last few years. And the way he was speaking to us this morning, I think he’s going to be just as surprised by Kyle’s death as Kyle himself.”

      “You know Rock was investigated for murder before, right? And he served time for gang-related activity?”

      “Yeah, and he wasn’t found guilty of murder. He has a successful business here, and he’s got a lovely partner at home. I think you’re probably going to need to look at other suspects.”

      “Good thing you’re not on the force then, isn’t it? Because it looks like an open and shut case to me,” Elwood said with a smirk. “We’re going to process him and interview him. I’m going to need you two to come down for a formal interview, too. When can you come?”

      “This afternoon, I guess,” I said with some annoyance.

      “If you’re not too busy,” Elwood said sarcastically. “And bring cupcakes.”

      “Hey!” Ian said indignantly. “You can’t order us to bring you food. I’m not a delivery boy.”

      “Hey,” Elwood lifted his hands in surrender. “It was just a friendly suggestion. Don’t put yourself out.”

      I guessed Elwood didn’t hate us as much as he let on. If he did, surely he’d be suspicious of being poisoned. While I wouldn’t go so far as to say he deserved to be poisoned, he—

      “Two o’clock, three at the latest. See you later.” Elwood left us abruptly to walk back toward his car.

      “I would apologize for him, but you already know how he is.” Emily shrugged as we watched Elwood shuffle away.

      “Yep. And how he is, is nothing to do with you, Em. Have you really got no other suspects?”

      Without Elwood beside her, she relaxed and opened up.

      “We just saw the body for the first time. I googled the guy right away, and that video that led us here popped up. We haven’t done much more. From what I’ve uncovered, he has a girlfriend, too. Of course we’ll be looking into all of that. He’s got no family in the state. The investigation’s just beginning. I’m sure we’ll be able to rustle up a few more suspects if Rock has an alibi.”

      “Good. Keep an open mind. I don’t want to vouch for Rock. I’ve only met him a couple of times, but I don’t think sneaking around in the woods and stabbing someone is really his style. He’d probably shoot him in his house or beat him to death in the street.”

      “Understood. I’m keeping an open mind even if Elwood isn’t.”

      Emily grinned at me. “Girls’ night out soon?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Can I come?” Ian asked.

      “Only if you make yourself look very pretty,” Emily said to him with a wink.

      Ian glared back at her. “That’s discrimination.”

      “Please,” I said to him. “Do we even need to mention your little secret boys’ gang?”

      “That’s different. I didn’t make the Red Hogs rules.”

      “But you did agree to them.”

      Ian sniffed and turned away. He was defeated, and he knew it.

      “I better get back to the car,” Emily said. “I can feel Elwood’s eyes boring into me from here.”

      I looked over my friend’s shoulder. She wasn’t wrong. Elwood was sitting in the driver’s seat, his beady little eyes staring our way with intensity.

      “Good luck, Em.”

      “Later guys!” Emily turned and headed back to Elwood’s car.

      Less than twenty minutes after the excitement had begun, we were left standing alone in an empty parking lot. The burrito truck had police tape wrapped around it, and forensics would be coming whenever they had the time to do a thorough search of the inside of the vehicle. In the meantime, any action that was happening now would be down at the police station.

      “So what do we do?” Ian asked.

      “Let’s go see if Glenn wants to bake some cupcakes.”

      “Are we really going to take Elwood cupcakes?” Ian asked in annoyance.

      “It can’t hurt. Anyway, I’m sure Emily will appreciate them, and that’s good enough for me. If it brings a little joy into Elwood’s life as well, that’s a price I’m willing to pay.”

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      Rock’s burrito truck had an air of abandonment as we left the parking lot. It was only a few minutes since someone had been inside, but it seemed to me like life had already left the vehicle.

      “Poor office park workers,” Ian said sadly as walked to my car. “What are they going to do for lunch?”

      “I’m sure they’ll struggle through.”

      “I hope so,” Ian said with some doubt, as if malnutrition and starvation may soon plague the place.

      I clapped my hands together. “Right. Let’s hit the store and get some ingredients. There’s some new cupcake toppings I want to try.”

      Ian’s pace quickened. The thought of fresh baked goods has that effect on any sane person.

      Not that I was accusing Ian of being sane.

      I’d be mad to do so.
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      Despite living in an apartment, Glenn had a pretty impressive oven. It was double-sized with advanced controls, and he promised me that the temperature was perfectly adjusted. The temperature you set was the one you got. Without fail.

      “It’s been too long since we baked, guys,” Glenn said with a smile.

      “It has, Glenn. It’s good to be back in here.”

      Glenn was a neighbor of ours in the building and a retired professional baker. Despite having left the industry some years earlier, he still kept it up as a pretty serious hobby. I half wondered if that wasn’t why he chose to live in an apartment building — it meant he had plenty of neighbors to dish out his baked treats to. If he’d lived alone, out in the sticks, he probably would have grown as large as his house with no neighbors to parcel off his baked goods to.

      “So, what are we doing for toppings?” Glenn was eying my collection of ingredients with some serious interest.

      “Chocolate cream cheese, salted caramel, sticky toffee, vanilla buttercream with sprinkles, and a brandy raisin fudge surprise.”

      “What’s the surprise?” Ian asked.

      “The surprise is you don’t expect to get brandy-raisin fudge on top of a cupcake.”

      Glenn laughed. “All these ideas make me want to open up another shop. You know, just a little one. More of a hobby than a business.”

      “You should,” I said to him. “Me and Nanna would be there every day.”

      “Me too,” Ian pledged in solidarity.

      “Then again, maybe I’m too old for all that. Maybe it’s better to just have it as a hobby now.”

      “Suit yourself. But don’t let age stop you, Glenn. Nanna sure doesn’t.”

      “No, she doesn’t. And I don’t think Karma would ever allow me to let age stop me from doing anything either.”

      Karma was his aging hippie girlfriend, though she still had the heart and soul of a young girl.

      “That’s what keeps you guys so young,” I said brightly. Glenn beamed back at me.

      “What did Stone want the other day?” Ian asked me, while he finished measuring out some sugar.

      “Oh, another case. A simple one. We’ve just got to find out whether this young woman marrying an older man is on the level.”

      “On the level or a gold digger?” Glenn asked.

      “That’s about the size of it. Seems like Stone and Larry Spokane — that’s his name — go way back. I think they were in a war or something together. Anyway, Stone’s looking out for him. Wants to make sure he doesn’t get ripped off.”

      “Stone must be a good friend to have,” Glenn said. “Looking out for his buddy like that.”

      “He is a good friend to have,” I said with a smile. He’d sure saved my bacon a time or two.

      We dumped all the ingredients into Glenn’s mixer. When the correct paddle was attached, he set it going, letting the machine do the grunt work for us. Glenn poured us some coffees he had brewing. The pair of ovens were already preheating.

      “When you’re done with your coffee, we better start on those toppings,” Glenn said while he hovered over the stand mixer.

      “You know,” Ian said to me, “when I agreed to start helping you with your detective work, I didn’t realize it would involve quite so many baked goods.”

      Glenn and I both laughed.

      “Ian,” Glenn said to him seriously, “baked goods are the most important things in the world.” After a thoughtful pause, he reluctantly added, “And friends and family too, I guess.”

      “I think we know where your heart lies, Glenn,” I said to him with a laugh.

      “I guess you do. Right, let’s get those cupcakes dolloped out and into the oven.”

      We stood up and got back to work.

      Three hours after we’d arrived, with even more chatting than baking done, we left with three boxes of cupcakes between us. Glenn had two of his own. There was a box for me, a box for Ian, and a box for Emily and Elwood down at the station. Of course, I wasn’t going to eat my whole box myself, I was going to— no. I giggled to myself. I was going to eat them all. No doubt about it.

      “What are you laughing at?” Ian asked as he opened his door to put his box of cupcakes inside.

      “Nothing. Just looking forward to seeing Elwood again.”

      “You’re weird, Tiffany,” Ian complained.

      “Thanks, Ian. That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me all week.”

      I quickly put my own box inside my apartment.

      It was time to be interviewed at the LVMPD for the approximately umpteenth time in my career.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ian and I had arrived at the police station together, but they interviewed us separately. He went first, and Ian was done and on his way home alone before I’d even set foot in the interview room.

      Emily interviewed me along with some kid I didn’t know. I guess technically he wasn’t a kid; he was a fully licensed homicide investigator. But it was something I’d been noticing more and more recently — people in positions of authority who looked like they had nowhere near the life experience necessary for such a role. But what are you gonna do? I couldn’t imagine what the world looked like from Nanna or Glenn’s perspective now.

      Police interviews are never fun, even when it’s your friend doing the questioning. They asked all the standard stuff, none of it a surprise, and almost none of it of any use to them or me.

      In less than thirty minutes, we were done, and when the recorder was switched off, Emily hugged me and apologized for the time we’d just wasted. She knew I would tell her if I actually had anything worth reporting. And she would do the same for me as the case progressed, even if it did mean bending or tweaking the rules just a little.

      In fact, that’s exactly what she did then.

      “We interviewed Rock earlier. While I was interviewing Ian, Elwood was following up on something Rock told us. It looks like he can’t be our guy.”

      “No? Why’s that?”

      “He was nowhere near the park when Kyle was killed.”

      “Let me guess, he was at home with his lovely young wife?” It was a pretty standard alibi.

      “Wife? No, that’s his girlfriend. They’re not married yet. But no, he wasn’t with her. He was at the — can you believe it — Tremonte Casino, with a couple of his friends.”

      I whistled. “The Tremonte, huh?” The Tremonte was owned by Jack Weber, a friend of mine who also happened to be Emily’s boyfriend, thanks to my extraordinary matchmaking skills.

      “Yep. And he was there all right. Elwood checked the security tapes already and confirmed it. Rock definitely wasn’t in the park when Kyle was killed. It looks like your client’s off the hook. Elwood sounds pretty peeved. He was sure it was going to be a quick open and shut case. Now we’re going to have to do some real investigating.”

      “Good. I didn’t think it was Rock. I really do think he’s tried to turn his life around. He’s still got some anger management issues, but I think he’s getting over them.”

      “Glad to hear it. Tell him to keep his head low for the time being. There’s going to be a lot of attention in the next few days, on him and everyone else. It seems the victim was a bit of a star.”

      “Because of his YouTube videos?”

      “Yep. He has tens of thousands of followers, most of them in the Las Vegas region. Those pranks he’s been doing mostly appeal to people from the area. He’s got a lot of fans around these parts. Or had, anyway.”

      “You know, having met the guy, I don’t know why anyone would be a fan of him.”

      Emily laughed. “Maybe we’re just too old for those kinds of shenanigans.”

      I shook my head. We weren’t too old for anything, were we? I mean, it wasn’t like we were settled down and married and doing all that grown-up stuff yet. Of course, there were people my age who were. In fact, there were people my age who were technically grandmothers. Nanna Tiff? I shuddered at the thought.

      “You okay, Tiff?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Just thinking about everything, you know?”

      “Yep. Looks like a messy case. Lucky for you, you’re not on it.”

      “I know, right?”

      My phone buzzed with a message. My eyebrows raised of their own accord when I saw who it was from.

      “What is it?” Emily nodded down at my phone.

      “Message from Rock. He wants me to pick him up here?”

      “Watch out, Tiff. I told you, he has a girlfriend.”

      I snorted. “Trust me, he’s most definitely not my type.”

      “I know. Just teasing. I’ll call you soon, yeah?”

      “Sounds great. Good luck.”

      I found Rock in the front lobby, waiting on a plastic chair. He was staring down at the tattooed backs of his hands, which rested on his knees.

      “Rock?”

      “That was fast. Were you here already?”

      I confirmed I was and that I’d given a statement of my own.

      “Didn’t drop me in it, did you?”

      “I just told them what I know. I told them that that video of you saying you were going to kill Kyle was taken out of context. They believed me.”

      He grunted and nodded. “I had an alibi, you know.”

      “That’s what I heard.”

      “Can you drive me home? I didn’t want to worry Carrie. She doesn’t know I’m here.”

      “Carrie is your girlfriend?”

      “Yeah. Fiancée, in fact. We’re expecting a baby in a few months. I was doing all right, you know? Until this punk came along.”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “You’re still doing all right. This is just a blip. You’ll be laughing at it this time next year. Come on, I’ll drive you home.”

      When we were in the car, I thought Rock would begin to relax now that it was all over. He didn’t.

      “What if they try and pin it on me still?”

      “They’ve got you on the security feed at the Tremonte Casino. They’re not going to blame you for what happened to Kyle. They can’t.”

      Rock wasn’t convinced. “I know you think you know the city, but trust me—”

      “No, trust me, Rock. The owner of the Tremonte is a friend of mine, as are several of the homicide detectives. They’re not going to try and pin a crime on you that you didn’t commit. And if they did — which they won’t — I’ll make sure that nothing happens to those security tapes. You’re going to be fine. You have an alibi, a real one, and it proves you didn’t do it. You’ve got to relax.”

      I focused on the road, but I could hear Rock breathing in and out slowly, in deep, long breaths as he forced himself to calm down.

      “Maybe they’ll say my alibi was too convenient, you know? Like I was deliberately on camera?”

      “It still proves it wasn’t you.”

      “Yeah. But what if they say I— I don’t know, hired someone to kill Kyle.”

      “You didn’t, did you?”

      “Of course not.”

      Rock laughed quietly to himself.

      “What?”

      “If I had killed him, I wouldn’t have left the body out on the trail. No way. I’d have buried him in the desert.”

      I tried to keep my mood bright and cheery, but I didn’t like where this conversation was going.

      “Is that right?”

      “Yeah, it is. Bury a body out there, and no one will ever find it.”

      I knew from personal experience that wasn’t true. Not that I’d buried a body out there myself, but a client of mine had unfortunately ended up that way. Not through any fault of my own, of course. But it had happened, and the poor old woman had been found.

      We rode in silence for a few minutes.

      “You should investigate the girlfriend,” Rock said to me after some thought.

      “I’m not a homicide detective.”

      “Not for them. For me.”

      “For you?” I glanced at him. I was disturbed to find that he was staring intently at me.

      “Yeah, for me. It’s your fault I ended up like this. You’re the one who brought Kyle to my house and got him filming me saying I was going to kill him.”

      It didn’t seem entirely fair to blame me for that. But then as Nanna always says, life isn’t fair.

      “Rock, the investigation you hired me for is over. You paid the bill and I stamped it complete in my files.”

      “Then how about you add an I and an N in front of that complete. Keep billing me. I want you — no, I need you to find out who did this. Otherwise they’re going to keep hounding me.”

      “Don’t you think it would be best to just let the homicide department do their job?”

      “No, I don’t. You saw what they did to me this morning. Forgive me for not having absolute faith in them.”

      “I’m not looking to investigate a homicide, Rock. Missing kittens, lost paintings, cheating spouses — that’s my main line of work. Not murders.”

      “Then today’s your lucky day. You’re moving up in the world. I’m not going to take no for an answer. I’ll send another thousand to your account this afternoon. I want you on the case.”

      “I’m pretty busy these days—”

      “You’ll make the time. Someone’s dead. You have to.”

      I didn’t have to. But maybe he did have a point. Maybe part of it was my fault. Or maybe I’m just bad at saying no.

      “Okay.” I regretted it before even the first syllable had left my mouth.

      “You won’t regret it.”

      I already did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      A couple of hours later, I was sitting in Ian’s kitchen stroking Snowy’s head. Snowy was a little white cat that had adopted Ian during a case we worked on some time ago. She was sitting on top of the small table that was up against one wall of Ian’s kitchen. It was a spot where she definitely was not allowed to sit. Unfortunately, Snowy seemed to have a learning difficulty with regard to house rules.

      Then again, maybe it was the other way round. Perhaps Ian had a problem understanding Snowy’s rules.

      “You’re not supposed to be there,” I said to Snowy sternly. She turned her head my way as if she were listening. Then to prove it, she yawned and lay down.

      “You understood me, didn’t you?”

      Snowy closed her eyes in response. I snapped my fingers in front of her face. Slowly, sleepily, she opened them again. Her normal cute demeanor had become annoyed-cute, rather than regular little-cat cute.

      “Fine. Do what you want.”

      Satisfied with that, Snowy closed her eyes and put her head back down again.

      “Got anything, Ian?” I called. He’d been going back forth between the kitchen and the living room checking his computer, his tablet, and his phone. One screen was never enough for him when he was researching.

      Ian came back into the kitchen and sat down opposite me, putting his computer on the table and spinning it around for my benefit.

      “Check it out. Tammy Cam.”

      “Tammy Cam?”

      “That’s what she calls himself.”

      Ian had pulled up a YouTube page with that name. “Another video maker? I guess it makes sense. Most relationships start at work, don’t they?”

      “Mine and Sally’s did. Do you remember? At the spa?”

      “Yep. I remember.” It had been a rough case — when I wasn’t busy receiving complimentary massages and beauty and wellbeing treatments, that was.

      I scrolled the screen down on his computer. “She’s got a lot of videos.”

      “I know, right? But look at the views.”

      Under each video was a counter showing how many times each video had been watched. “They’re barely in triple figures.”

      “Exactly. It looks like Tammy Cam is nowhere near as popular as her boyfriend is. Or was, rather.”

      “What about Kyle’s? Can you show me his channel?”

      Ian reached over and slid his fingers over the trackpad. “Check it out. Six figures on most of them. A few got over a million when they went viral. He’s leagues ahead of his girlfriend, Tammy.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I checked the numbers yesterday and then again today. He’s got more than ten thousand new subscribers since he died. And the views on his videos are absolutely rocketing. He’s more successful than he’s ever been.”

      “I guess all publicity is good publicity. Even dying.”

      “Yep.” Ian gave me a curious look. “Hey, you don’t suppose he might have faked his own death, do you?”

      It was a neat little theory. But it didn’t work in this particular case. You really needed a non-existent body, or a completely unidentifiable one, to successfully fake a death. It wasn’t just fingerprints and dental records you had to confound these days, there was DNA evidence, too.

      “Elwood and Emily saw the body, remember? I’m pretty sure he didn’t fake his own death. That would be some elaborate scam.”

      “Maybe he has a twin brother,” Ian said, his eyes alight.

      “And murdered him? You follow up on that in your own time if you want, but I think we need to look a bit closer to home rather than rocketing off to bizarro world. Let’s start with the girlfriend. Tammy Cam. Got an address?”

      Ian pulled the computer back toward him and began tapping.

      “Yep. Here we go. She’s at Dunk Man’s Doughnuts at this very moment.”

      “Dunk Man’s Doughnuts? Never heard of it.”

      Ian nodded. “Not yet you haven’t. She’s doing a shoot there.”

      “One of her YouTube videos?”

      “No. That’s just her hobby, and she’s not very good at it judging by her views. She’s a model. Not a supermodel, but one of those online ones who does promotion for a bit of cash. I doubt she’s being paid much more than a hundred bucks for this shoot. She’s got a pretty popular page on Instagram, but her YouTube videos aren’t getting far.”

      “Dunk Man’s Doughnuts it is then. Let’s go.”

      Snowy sleepily opened her eyes.

      “Not you.”

      She closed her eyes again with a contented half purr, half sigh, exertion once again successfully avoided.

      Ian was already at the door.

      “Let’s roll!”
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        * * *

      

      Dunk Man’s Doughnuts was located in a strip mall between a dog groomer and an accountant’s office. An ideal location for a donut-themed superhero to hang out, I supposed.

      “Impressive, right?”

      “I don’t think so,” Ian said seriously.

      Outside the shop was a purple inflatable man with a doughnut head, waving and jiggling from the air that was blowing through it. The glass panes of the shop were also decorated with images of the purple, eponymous Dunk Man.

      When we got closer and peered inside, there were no signs of an active photoshoot. Just a bored-looking girl behind a counter and a pair of retirees sitting by the window sipping on big cups of filtered coffee.

      “Come on,” I said, “We’re here now. Let’s go inside.”

      The interior of Dunk Man’s Doughnuts was purple. The plastic tables and chairs were purple, the menu background was purple, the staff uniform was purple, the floor tiles were purple, and to set it all off, the ceiling was lilac.

      “Welcome to Dunk Man’s Doughnuts! Get ready to get your dunk on!”

      The announcement was made by a girl in big, red-framed glasses from behind the counter. Her smile was so wide, I suspected she was being paid according to how large she could make her mouth and how many teeth she could show.

      Ian stepped up to the counter and slapped his palms down. “Am I ready to get my dunk on? Baby, I was born ready.”

      The girl giggled, and Ian puffed up.

      “What can I get you guys? We have a special opening offer, any six doughnuts for the price of five.”

      “Do I look like someone who could eat six doughnuts?” I asked her sternly.

      “Not on your own, but maybe with him?” She nodded her head at Ian.

      “Hey,” Ian interjected, “If I’m getting a serious dunk on, I’m not sharing.”

      The girl giggled again. “You’re funny.”

      “Actually, we’re not here to get our dunk on,” I told her. “First, he’s not that funny. Second, we’re investigators, and we’re looking for Tammy Cam. She’s doing a photoshoot here?”

      “Oh, her?” The girl’s demeanor wilted. “She’s gone.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t think she’s cut out for this. You can call me Lilac, by the way.” She tapped a finger at the name badge on her chest, which read Dunk Manager Lilac.

      “Thanks, Lilac. What went wrong?”

      “Oh, boy.” Lilac puffed her cheeks out. “Where do I start? When she first arrived, she was crying, which dampened the mood. Something about her fish dying.”

      “A fish?”

      “Yeah. A koi, I think it was. My koi, my koi, she kept saying.”

      “Not Kyle?”

      “Oh. Could have been. Who would call a fish Kyle? That’s a dumb name for a fish.” Lilac shrugged. “So I guess it makes sense.”

      “So she wasn’t in the mood for the shoot? Did you cancel?”

      “No, we didn’t cancel because she has a no-cancellation policy. And she didn’t offer to reschedule it.” Lilac shrugged again. “So it went ahead. I think she had the wrong idea about what we wanted. She was wearing this little halter top with I Heart and a picture of a doughnut on it. And her shorts weren’t much bigger than bikini bottoms. And she thought that’s what she would wear for the shoot! But that’s not the kind of image we’re trying to promote here. Not at all. Dunk Man’s is a family establishment. But that was okay because we had a costume for her. But when she saw it, she stopped crying and started getting mad instead. She said the costume didn’t suit her brand. Which was dumb because she’s a person not a brand.”

      “What does the costume look like?” Ian asked.

      “I’ll show you.”

      Lilac crouched down behind the counter. When she stood back up, she was holding a purple monstrosity of a costume. It was designed so as to give the wearer the appearance of an oversized doughnut. I could kind of see where Tammy was coming from; most girls don’t dream of styling themselves to look like a chubby doughnut. Especially not ones trying to convey an image of style and glamour.

      “She didn’t like it?” I asked, feigning surprise.

      “No. And even when she had it on, she claimed it was too big. I told her she needed to eat more doughnuts so she could really fill it out, but she didn’t see the humor in that. I was kidding, of course.”

      “Funny!” Ian said.

      Lilac giggled.

      “And then when we got to her frosting…” Lilac let a shake of her head convey the memory of what had happened.

      “Her frosting?”

      Lilac lifted up a white plastic food bucket from her side of the counter. She inserted a spatula and lifted it up. It was covered in thick, purple gloop. “This frosting. For her face. She complained that she’d spent ages doing her makeup, and blah, blah, blah. She made the whole morning really annoying.”

      “But you got it done?”

      “Yeah, finally. She actually looks pretty good in the pictures, despite her complaining.” She picked up a camera from her side of the counter. “Here, do you want to see?”

      Lilac put the camera on top of the counter and showed us the pictures on the small screen. While Tammy may not have enjoyed the photoshoot, the images sure put a smile on my face. Tammy was dressed up in the pudgy doughnut suit, her face covered in thick, purple, gloopy edible paste. In the first few pictures, she was the most miserable-looking doughnut I’d ever seen. Lilac must have had a word with her though because she eventually began smiling as the photos progressed.

      Enjoyable as the photos were, we hadn’t actually gotten hold of our suspect.

      “Thanks very much, Lilac, you’ve been very helpful. We’ll track down where Tammy’s moved on to.”

      Lilac’s face fell in disappointment. Then, she smiled. “Do you want any doughnuts to take with you?” She nodded at Ian. “You look like you could do with some Dunk Man power!”

      “You know, I could do with some Dunk Man power,” Ian agreed, to Lilac’s delight. “I’ll take a half-dozen box.” He leaned in toward Lilac, smiling excitedly. “I’ve got a date with my girlfriend tonight. She’ll love them.”

      Lilac’s face visibly fell, and her voice became pure, cold, doughnut professionalism. “A mixed selection?”

      “That would be great.”

      When we were back in my car, Ian was already eating one of the doughnuts. I gave him a look.

      “It’s okay, it was a free one. Five for the price of six.”

      “Yeah, but you’re still giving Sally a box of five doughnuts instead of six. I know how I would feel about that.”

      “Pleased, because you’re watching your figure?”

      I glared at him. “If that’s what you want to think.” He popped the last morsel into his mouth.

      “Are you done? Back to work, Ian. Find out where Tammy’s gone now.”

      Refueled and re-energized, Ian began stalking— I mean, investigating, Tammy’s social media profiles again. It didn’t take long to find her latest location.

      “She’s shooting at the Bellagio!”

      I looked down at the image of the glamorous resort on Ian’s phone screen. And then up at Dunk Man’s Doughnuts in its strip mall location. “That’s a big step up.”

      “It sure is. Come on, Tiff. Stop hanging around and get driving.”

      After taking a moment to shoot him with my eyes, I put the car in drive and took us to the Bellagio.
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        * * *

      

      The shoot wasn’t exactly what I expected.

      While Tammy Cam had posted online that she was doing a photoshoot at the Bellagio, the Bellagio had not done the same. In fact, the Bellagio itself was completely unaware that Tammy Cam was doing a shoot there.

      After checking her latest photos, we narrowed down her location. We found her at one of the smallest fountains, away from the massive ostentatious water features that had become a tourist attraction in themselves. This fountain did, however, have one unique — and some might say attractive — quality: the water was bright pink.

      When we got closer, the reason for the remarkable hue of the water was revealed. There were several empty packets of pink food dye tossed haphazardly onto the ground in front of it.

      Kyle’s girlfriend, Tammy, was in the fountain. She was wearing a one-piece bathing suit. From the few as yet untainted swatches I could see, it had originally been a brilliant white bathing suit but was now mostly pink.

      Tammy frolicked in the pink water, flicking it over her head and body, standing under cascades of it, and staring dreamily into the middle distance.

      “Tammy?” I called.

      Tammy was not alone. In front of the fountain was an accomplice, another young woman who was simultaneously filming her with a head-mounted camera and snapping photos with a cell phone. The accomplice’s head whipped around to give us a quick glare.

      “She’s in the middle of a shoot,” hissed the helper. “She’s had a very bad day, and she doesn’t need her super fans hassling her.”

      “No need to worry about that, we’re not super fans. In fact, we’re not even mini fans.”

      The woman gave me a suspicious look.

      “Though I did enjoy her doughnut work. Purple frosting’s a good look for her.”

      “No, it is not!”

      “Ellie dear? Are you getting this?” Tammy called.

      Ellie, the assistant — or friend, or accomplice, or whatever she was — shot us another quick, mean look that was probably supposed to send us packing. She turned her attention back to Tammy.

      “You’ve got about twenty seconds. Final poses!”

      Tammy arched her head back so her hair trailed into falling pink water. Ellie snapped the last few pictures. “And that’s a wrap!”

      “Hey!” shouted an angry voice. “Out of there! Now!”

      It seemed the time limit for the photoshoot had been premised on the arrival of the Bellagio security staff. Two uniformed, profusely sweating men were hurrying toward the fountain. Red-cheeked from exertion and annoyance, they rapidly closed in on our position while Tammy waded across the fountain and lithely hopped out.

      The two security guards came to a stop in front of us. They both stared at the rosy water. “What have you done to it?”

      The security guards’ eyes flicked across all of us. Ian and I shrugged and shook our heads. It had nothing to do with us.

      Tammy slipped into some flip-flops and snatched a towel from Ellie, quickly wrapping it around her pink and white torso.

      “Later, losers!” Tammy said to the security guards. She quickly began to skip away while they huffed and puffed.

      “Stop!”

      Tammy and her friend didn’t stop. I treated the security team to another shrug, and then Ian and I hurried behind Tammy.

      Tammy and Ellie didn’t go far. They hurried off the edge of the Bellagio property onto the public street just beyond. She turned to glare at the security guards, who were still waddling after her.

      “I’m on a public street now, boys. You can’t touch me.”

      The security guards came up to the edge of the Bellagio’s grounds. “Don’t even think about stepping back in. You're barred.”

      “Whatever,” Tammy said dismissively. She turned her attention away from them and finally looked at me.

      “What do you want?”

      “Hi, Tammy? I’m Tiffany.”

      Tammy looked at me with something between disappointment and contempt. “Yes?” she said with exasperation. “I’m pretty busy, in case you didn’t notice.”

      “I know. Tammy, we’re looking into what happened to Kyle.”

      “Oh.” Her demeanor softened. “You’re detectives?”

      “Yes,” Ian said quickly. “We’re detectives.”

      “You should have said,” Ellie complained.

      Tammy reached into a bag that Ellie had set on the sidewalk and pulled out some clothes. She kicked off her flip-flops and then turned to the security guards again. They were still standing at the edge of the property keeping vigilant watch on us all.

      “Hey! What are you guys staring at? I’m trying to get changed here!”

      The two guards shuffled backward awkwardly and turned to face each other. Reluctant to abandon their guarding of the perimeter, they didn’t yet leave.

      “Help me with this.”

      With the aid of Ellie, some contortions, and some skillful privacy arranged with the help of a large beach towel, Tammy got herself dressed in small shorts and an I Heart Donuts halter top that did less to cover her up than the swimsuit had.

      “Show’s over!” she yelled at the Bellagio security again.

      “Go home then!” one of them yelled back.

      “It’s a free country! I’ll stand here as long as I want! In fact, I’m going to stay right here and chat with my new friends!”

      Neat. I’d been upgraded to a friend already.

      “So?” Tammy asked, hands on hips and in a most unfriendly manner. “What do you want? I gave statements already.”

      “How are you dealing with everything, Tammy? Are you okay?”

      Tammy slowly nodded, wiping some pink drips from her forehead as she did so. “Yeah. I recorded my sad video this morning. I’m okay now.”

      “Your sad video?”

      “Yeah. Of course. I’m not heartless, you know. My boyfriend died just a few days ago! Of course, I recorded a sad video. It’s what you do.”

      “Right. Of course.”

      “Your views are great, by the way,” Ellie said. “You broke a thousand already today. A hundred new subscribers, too.”

      “Yeah?” Tammy brightened up. “That’s good. But it should be more than that. If I can get control of Kyle’s account and we can put a link from his last video to mine…”

      “You’re going to be a megastar. I mean, you already are, but you’ll be even more mega. ”

      “So?” Tammy said to Ian and me. “What did you think?”

      “Of what?”

      Tammy pointed at the fountain she had recently emerged from. “The prank.”

      Oh, that’s what it was. And there was me thinking it was an ugly photoshoot. Instead, it was a pointless and possibly harmful prank. I hoped there weren’t fish in that fountain.

      “Turning the water of one of the Bellagio’s fountains pink? That sure is some prank!” Ian said to encourage her.

      “I know, right? I did it to kind of honor Kyle, in a way. You know what I mean?”

      “He was the king of pranks,” I said to urge her on.

      Tammy gave Ellie a look. “Jewelry.”

      Ellie moved quickly at the command. She handed Tammy a gold necklace. Or at least, a gold-colored necklace, which she quickly slipped over her head. “A girl’s gotta have her jewelry, right?”

      I nodded uncertainly.

      Tammy held her hands out in front of her, fingers spread. Her skin was well tanned from the sun. Claire slipped a chunky ring onto the middle finger of Tammy’s left hand, where it slid neatly over a tan line. There was a matching tan line on the next finger, but Claire produced no more rings.

      Tammy gave a quick glare at the nearby security guards and then smiled back at Ian and me.

      “Do I look hot?”

      “I think we’re all hot on a day like this.” Ian theatrically wiped his brow.

      “Ha-ha. What is this guy, a comedian?”

      Ian brightened up. “Actually, I was thinking of getting into stand-up.”

      Tammy snort-laughed. “A cop and a comedian? Yeah, right.”

      “Actually, we’re not police, Tammy.”

      I sometimes let people infer that we were something we weren’t, but I couldn’t outright pretend we were police officers. I don’t mind bending the rules when I have to, but impersonation of a police officer is taking it a little too far.

      “You said you were detectives.”

      “Private detectives. Or private investigators, rather. We are looking into what happened to Kyle, though.”

      “What? Why are there private investigators? Is it because he’s so famous? Are you after a reward or something?”

      “No, Tammy. We’re not after a reward. We were hired because someone was worried the police might not get the case solved to their satisfaction.”

      Tammy nodded disinterestedly. “His folks, I guess?”

      “Not them. But could you tell me about them?”

      Tammy shrugged. “Not much to tell. They’ve got five kids, and I don’t think they even remember the names of most of them. They live in New York or New England or Newark. New something. They hadn’t seen Kyle in three years.”

      That explained why we hadn’t heard much about the parents.

      “If you don’t mind me saying,” Ian said, “you don’t seem all that sad about Kyle.”

      Tammy gave Ian a dark look. “You don’t know me. I am sad. I told you, I recorded my sad video this morning. I just put on a brave face, for the public.”

      “She does,” Ellie said swiftly. “She’s the bravest person in the city right now.”

      Tammy smiled thankfully at Ellie before raising her eyebrows at Ian and I. Satisfied? her face seemed to ask. She was rapidly becoming exasperated with us. I had to move the interview up a gear.

      “Tammy, is there anyone who might have wished Kyle harm? Any enemies he may have had? Anyone he may have upset?”

      She shook her head. “No way. He was a star — a major, major celebrity. No one would ever want to harm him.”

      “But someone did harm him. He’s dead, Tammy.”

      “Yeah.” For a moment she looked contemplative. “You know, the night he died, he uploaded a video where one of the guys he pranked said he was going to kill him. Maybe it was him.”

      “It wasn’t him. He has a good alibi. It was someone else. Do you really have no ideas? Is there anyone else he annoyed?”

      Tammy wiped more pink water away from her face that had dripped from her hair. “Maybe it was a stalker.”

      “Did he have a stalker?”

      Tammy nodded. “Of course. Every celebrity has a stalker or two. I mean, I don’t have one yet, but it won’t be long, will it?”

      “It won’t,” Ellie said. “You’ll have your own stalker before you know it, girl!”

      These two girls were from a different planet to me. They were making it sound like a stalker wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. When it would. It absolutely would.

      “Look, I’m sorry, but I don’t have any other ideas.” Tammy started slowly walking away. “I’ve gotta jet. I’m going to a shoot in a bar.”

      I almost reached out to grab her arm, to see if I couldn’t get more out of her. But I knew it wouldn’t get me anywhere. She’d take offense, storm off, and probably never speak to me again. It was time to drop it for now.

      “Okay. Here’s my business card. If you think of anyone who had a grudge against Kyle, please send me the information. We want to find out what happened to your boyfriend, Tammy.”

      “Yeah.” Her brow furrowed thoughtfully for a moment. “Hey, that would be something, wouldn’t it? If I helped to solve what happened to him? Man, people would watch those videos, wouldn’t they?”

      “I expect they would. So send me everything or anything you can think of, yeah?”

      “Okay. Will do.”

      Slightly bemused and slightly confused, we waved Tammy and Ellie goodbye. As they disappeared from earshot, they were talking about hits, views, subscribers, and what was going to happen to Kyle’s channel now that he was dead.

      “She does seem to be taking it well,” Ian said brightly.

      “She does, doesn’t she?”

      “We’ll worry about it later. Come on. To Mom’s!”

      “My mom’s?” I asked in surprise.

      “Yep. We’re invited for lunch. Come on, Tiff. Nanna will eat everything if we don’t hurry up.”

      “She will not.”

      I checked the messages on my phone. Sure enough, Mom had indeed invited Ian and me over. And it wasn’t a moment too soon. “Right,” I said as I began to speed walk back to my car. “Hurry up, Ian!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Ian, Nanna, Mom, and I were sitting around the kitchen table eating a large chicken Caesar salad. I had just been explaining the case Stone had asked me to work on.

      “I don’t like it, Tiffany,” Nanna said. “I don’t think you should take cases like this one.”

      “Really? You prefer it when I’m involved with murders?”

      Nanna shrugged. “At least a crime has been committed. But trying to catch a poor girl out just before her wedding day is something else entirely. It doesn’t sit right with me.”

      “But it pays the bills, and if I refuse, I don’t think Stone would be very happy. I owe him, Nanna.”

      “You do, don’t you?” Nanna began spearing items on her plate to load up her fork. “I’ll have a word with him so he doesn’t ask you to take cases like that again.”

      “You will not,” I said sternly. While I had more tolerance for my parents and Nanna interfering in my life than many people my age did, there were limits. And stopping me from working for a friend was just about where mine lay. That and some of the deeper delving into my love life they sometimes got up to.

      “Fine. But I don’t like it, that’s all.” Nanna’s fork was now loaded with chicken and romaine lettuce, and she popped it into her mouth. That part of the conversation was over.

      “It beats having guns pointed at us,” Ian said cheerily.

      “Guns?” Mom asked. “Who’s been pointing guns at you?” She said it with the kind of tone that hinted she might be grabbing one of her kitchen pans from the cupboard to beat some sense into whoever had pointed a gun at her daughter and nephew.

      “It was the police,” I explained. “Just some uniformed officers who didn’t know who we were. It was nothing.”

      “It doesn’t sound like nothing,” Mom said. “I should write to the paper. Pointing guns at innocent young people like you is unacceptable.”

      “I don’t think we’ll get much sympathy there. The police didn’t do anything wrong. It was just a wrong place, wrong time type of thing. It could have happened to anyone.”

      “Yeah, but it happened to you. You do get caught up in the worst messes, Tiffany.”

      “She does, doesn’t she,” Ian agreed.

      Nanna poked him on the upper arm. “You, too! You’re no better. In fact, you’re worse than she is sometimes.”

      “If I am,” Ian said, “it’s never my fault.”

      We all rolled our eyes at that. “Yeah, right,” I said. Nanna and mom gave me knowing glances. Ian remained oblivious, of course.

      “Before you go to spy on this poor girl, why don’t we have a coffee and a cupcake?”

      In the end, I hadn’t eaten the whole box I’d made at Glenn’s by myself. I’d stored them in Tupperware and brought them along to Mom’s. “Sure thing. I want one of the raisin rum fudge surprise ones.”

      “Raisin rum fudge?” Nanna said, perking up. “That is a surprise.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’ll put the coffee on.” Mom’s plate was already clean, and she carried it over to the sink.

      “Sally says I’ve got to stop eating so many cakes,” Ian said glumly.

      “That’s not a problem,” Nanna said brightly. “These are cupcakes, not cake cakes.”

      Ian’s brow furrowed. “I’m not sure Sally will appreciate the difference.”

      “Bring her over and I’ll explain it to her sometime,” Nanna said. “We’ll get her on the cupcake train.”

      I wasn’t sure Sally wanted to be on the cupcake train, no matter how delicious the stops happened to be.

      “So how is Stone, these days?” Nanna looked at me expectantly. Uh-oh.

      “He’s fine. Absolutely fine.”

      “What did you talk to him about when you had coffee?”

      I shrugged. “You know. The case I just told you about.”

      “And?”

      I shrugged. “Normal things. You.”

      “Me?”

      “Of course. Stone always asks after you, Mom, Dad. Everyone.”

      “He’s a good man, that Stone,” Nanna said approvingly. “You should spend more time with him.”

      “He is a good friend,” I countered, with a lot of emphasis on the word friend.

      “Let’s hope he becomes a very good friend,” Nanna said with what she thought was a surreptitious smile.

      “He is a very good friend,” I said, my own smile coming through gritted teeth now.

      “I know, but—”

      I was saved by Mom returning and talking over Nanna.

      “Here we go, everyone. Hot coffees and a box of Tiffany’s delicious cupcakes.”

      “I helped make them, too,” Ian said with a sniff.

      “Yes, but these toppings were all my work.”

      “I’ve got an idea for a blackcurrant peanut butter one,” Ian told us.

      “Blackcurrant peanut butter?” I repeated. “Maybe you should go back down the idea mine and see what else you can dig up.”

      “It would be delicious,” Ian said stubbornly.

      “I’m not so sure about that. Right, let’s dig in, and then we’ll see if we can’t track down this girl for Stone.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Susie McMillan had a standing appointment with a physiotherapist at three o’clock on a weekly basis. Ian had dug that up, like most of our online detective work these days, on Facebook. Susie had been posting an update about her physio sessions for weeks, so it was easy for us to wait outside until she appeared.

      “How old is Stone’s friend?” Ian asked suspiciously when we saw Susie exit the office.

      “Forty-three, I believe.”

      “And how old is she? She looks younger than Sally!”

      “She does look good for her age. She is actually twenty-eight, so she’s older than Sally.”

      “Wow.”

      “On the off-chance that she and Sally ever meet, I suggest you keep that particular observation to yourself.”

      “Really?” Ian asked with some surprise. “How come? Do you think Susie would be annoyed?”

      “It’s not Susie I would be worrying about.”

      “No. Maybe you’re right. Sally can be a bit sensitive about her looks. Just the other day I told her I liked her chubby little cheeks, and she got all worked up about it.”

      “Did she, Ian? Sally’s cheeks aren’t chubby.”

      Ian shrugged. “Chubby’s cute. I was trying to be nice.”

      “I suggest you try and get a refund from your charm school.”

      “I didn’t go to charm school.”

      “No kidding. Now be quiet, she’s leaving.” I started the car engine. “Keep watch on her vehicle in case I lose it.”

      “You shouldn’t lose it, you’re doing the driving. Just stay behind her.”

      “Ian, don’t be difficult. Eyes on the vehicle.”

      With a theatrical sigh, Ian leaned forward and locked his gaze on the little white Mercedes convertible that Susie was driving. I followed her out of the lot.

      Twenty minutes later, she pulled up for valet parking at The Treasury, the very same hotel and casino where I worked as a dealer. Her car looked the part of one of the ritzier guests, with its gleaming white finish and expensive marque. My own car, despite its many fine qualities, didn’t quite match the razzmatazz of one of Las Vegas’ premier resorts. I slipped the valet a ten dollar tip to show that despite my modest car’s looks, I was also a high roller. Or maybe a medium roller.

      Susie was short but lithe and moved with quick, graceful steps as she entered the hotel lobby at a brisk clip. The doorman seemed to give her an extra welcoming smile as she entered, her hair swishing when she turned her head to flash him one back.

      “Look. She’s flirting with the doorman. We should write that down.”

      “Smiling at the doorman is just being polite. Watch.”

      We followed shortly behind Susie. I stopped to give the doorman a beaming smile of my own.

      “Is everything okay, madam?” The doorman sized me up with some concern.

      Ian burst out laughing.

      “Yes,” I said to him in annoyance. “Of course everything’s okay. Have a lovely day.”

      Bemused, the doorman nodded at me. Cheeks burning, I could feel him watching us as we trailed after Susie.

      “She’s going to the cocktail bar,” Ian hissed.

      We followed behind her. She was wearing a tight white dress which matched her car. I briefly wondered if that had been deliberate. Then I decided it couldn’t have been. Not unless she wore white every day. Or had a whole wardrobe-garage full of vehicles.

      The lobby and cocktail bar were part of one large, open space at the entrance of the hotel. We took a pair of chairs near the edge of the bar area so we could keep an eye on Susie without having to go inside. We pretended to talk to each other while we both kept watch.

      “She’s not going to a table; she’s going up to the bar,” Ian said pointlessly. We could both see exactly what she was doing.

      “Yep.”

      “Now she’s sitting down on a barstool.”

      “So she is.”

      “She’s ordering something!”

      “I’m not sure I need a running commentary, Ian. I’m not blind, you know.”

      “We need to remember everything, Tiff. For our report. It could be important.”

      “Just shush a minute. We’ll remember the important bits.”

      The barman poured Susie an orange juice, freshly squeezed, served in a cocktail glass with a slice of orange on the rim and an elaborate bendy straw. She sipped it slowly while looking down at her phone.

      “She’s probably reading messages from other men,” Ian said.

      “Or maybe she isn’t.”

      “Look!” Ian jabbed me in the side. “A man’s going towards her.” Finally, Ian was pointing out something relevant.

      The man was a large, shaven-headed guy in a suit, and he was making a beeline right for her. He had broad shoulders and the kind of build that let you know he kept himself in tiptop physical condition.

      “Stay here,” I hissed to Ian.

      I slipped off my chair and casually walked behind the man so I could listen in.

      “Are you John?” Susie asked the big guy.

      “Sure am. Susie?”

      She nodded, slid off her chair, then stood up on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. He leaned down to assist her.

      “I’ve got a suite,” he said after he stood up straight again. “Should we go up?”

      Susie nodded. Leaving half her orange juice behind, she walked side-by-side with John, her eyes occasionally flicking up to look at him.

      I trailed behind them, motioning for Ian to join me. He fell in beside me, and the pair of us followed Susie and John into the elevator. Susie’s new male friend pressed the button for the tenth floor and then looked directly at me with his eyebrows raised. My cheeks began to blossom.

      “What number?”

      “Ten,” I blurted quickly.

      John nodded and pointed at the illuminated number to show that he’d already pressed it. I smiled back at him.

      “Are you in the city long?” Susie asked John in a quiet voice.

      “About ten days.” He smiled down at her. “You look great, by the way.”

      Susie gave him a big toothy smile. “Thank you. You too.”

      There was a ding, and we all arrived on the tenth floor. We let Susie and John leave the elevator first and then stood in front of the doors pretending to read the sign on the wall which indicated which rooms were in which direction.

      “They're going into a room,” Ian whispered in my ear.

      They sure were —1005, just down the hallway. When the door was closed behind them, we both looked at each other.

      “His name’s John,” Ian said. “What are the chances that’s his real name?”

      “It could be,” I said without confidence.

      “He’s got a suite. He just met her at the bar. He’s only in town for ten days. His name’s John.”

      “We’ll put it all in our report, Ian. Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

      “I’m not jumping to conclusions. Conclusions are jumping up at me and yelling in my face.”

      “Let’s just wait and see.” In the pit of my stomach, I had a gnawing feeling that I wasn’t going to enjoy giving the report to Stone and Larry when we were done.

      “Keep watch on her social media, Ian. See if she posts anything about meeting this John guy or if she keeps it secret. And also see if she’s got any other regular appointments so we can tail her again.”

      “Will do. Let’s see how many Johns we can catch her meeting. Right?”

      I glumly nodded. “Right.” I pushed the elevator button. The doors opened immediately. “Let’s get out of here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, I was lying on my sofa deciding which direction we should next take our investigation into the death of Kyle.

      The decision was made for me when I received a strange call. Strange, because it was from someone I’d never heard of and wasn’t even aware of the existence of.

      She told me her name was Candi Kane, and she claimed she needed to speak to me, urgently. When I asked her what it was about, she said it was about the murder I was investigating, of course. That perked me right up.

      Ian had been doing some online sleuthing, but we hadn’t yet decided who we were going to interview next. Candi Kane contacting me took that decision off my plate. We would see what she had to tell us.

      Ian and I rolled up at her place. It was a ground-floor unit among a small development of low-rent homes. The units were all connected together and were surrounded by cracked concrete paths and gravel ‘gardens’ with some sorry-looking cacti and succulents scattered amongst them.

      Candi was waiting in front of her door for us.

      “Is it you? It is you. You’re the investigators. Right?”

      I nodded at her absentmindedly while I sized her up. She was about my age, possibly a little older. She had dyed pink and blue streaks in her hair, a dozen or so piercings in her right ear, and a pair of silver nose and lip rings. Her forearms were covered in tattoos, and from where they were covered by her T-shirt, I guessed they carried on over the rest of her torso.

      “Candi Kane?” I confirmed.

      “That’s me! Come in. Have I got a story for you.”

      “You know we’re not journalists, right?” Ian confirmed.

      “I know. You’re better than that. You’re private detectives.

      Ian grabbed my elbow and whispered in my ear. “There’s something not right with her.”

      I was inclined to agree. But I didn’t yet think she was dangerous. Nonetheless, I made sure to keep my bag close, hand ready to zip inside and snatch out pepper spray or my gun, if the need should arise. I desperately hoped it wouldn’t.

      Candi led us into a living room that made both Ian and I screech to a halt as soon as we entered. I just stared. It was like the room was a shrine to Kyle. On the walls were dozens of prints, images of Kyle captured from his videos.

      On the wall across from us there was a vertical, rectangular mirror. At the top of it was a large red paper heart which had been stuck on, and then to the left was a photo of Kyle and on the right a picture of Candi.

      “Sit down, sit down. I’ll bring coffee.” Candi seemed oblivious to the insanity plastered all over her walls. I decided not to comment on it yet.

      “No thanks,” I said to try and decline the offer of a hot drink, but she was already gone.

      “This room’s crazy,” Ian complained.

      “Sure is. I think she is too.”

      We elected to sit on the sofa, which was pressed up against the wall under the mirror. There were a couple of other chairs around the room, but I wanted to be in a position from which no one could sneak up behind me. The wall provided that protection.

      “Here you go. Two big mugs of Kyle coffee.”

      “Kyle coffee?” Ian questioned.

      Candi set the mugs down in front of us and tapped the side of one of them. There was a photo of Candi and Kyle together printed on the side. I guessed it was his image that made the contents Kyle coffee.

      “These are nice mugs, Candi,” I said delicately.

      “Yeah, Kyle and I were just hanging out one day, and we shot some pictures together. I had the best picture put on mugs. I sent him thirty two of them and kept four for myself.”

      “You sent thirty two mugs with pictures of you and Kyle to his house?”

      “Yep. That’s what us super fans are like.”

      She sounded more like a super stalker than a super fan to me.

      “Is that how you would describe yourself? A super fan of Kyle’s?”

      “Oh yes, but even more than that. Let me sit down, and I’ll tell you a story that will blow your mind.”

      “Okay,” I said tentatively. I couldn’t help but wonder whether this story would end with Candi telling us what actually happened to Kyle. Candi sat down on an armchair which she wheeled so it was right in front of the coffee table. She leaned forward, head over the drinks, just a few inches from us. I leaned back into the sofa.

      “How did you hear about us?” I asked, before she began her story.

      “Oh, from Tammy’s new video.” She almost spat the word, Tammy.

      “I haven’t seen it. What’s in it?”

      “Of course you haven’t seen it. No one has. No one watches her channel. It’s garbage.”

      “She’s been getting a lot more followers lately,” Ian said. “The numbers are zooming up.”

      Candi waved dismissively in the air. “Only because of what happened to Kyle. No one will want to hear what she has to say in a few days. Not unless she—” Candi shook her head. “Never mind that. She said in her video that a pair of detectives were investigating her.”

      “She mentioned us by name?”

      “Yep. She sure did. And there was footage of you two on the street outside the Bellagio.”

      “She was filming us?” I said to Ian.

      “Sounds like it. And Kyle was filming Rock, remember? These people are obsessed.”

      “Tammy must be crazy, right?” Candi laughed at the thought of it, oblivious to the accusations that could be pointed her way.

      “Candi,” I said, “what is it that you want to tell us?”

      “Oh, lots of things. First, you need to watch out for Tammy. Don’t trust her. In her latest video, with you guys, she said she’s planning something big. She said she’s got some mind-blowing news coming up. I think you can guess what that will be, right?”

      I couldn’t.

      “Why don’t you tell us?”

      “She’s probably going to lie about having killed Kyle.”

      “What!?”

      “Think about it,” Candi said. I immediately suspected that her thought processes were going to be very different from mine. “She’s got a failing channel, and her boyfriend just died. How can she boost her numbers? Easy. She’s going to tell everyone that she killed Kyle. She’s such a dummy.” Candi shook her head sadly. “It’ll probably work, though.”

      “You think Tammy is going to falsely claim she murdered her own boyfriend? Just so she can get views on some videos?”

      “What do you mean just? Views are dollars, you know. A pathetic little fame seeker like her would do anything for the views. There’s no just about it with her.”

      “That sounds a little drastic, don’t you think? Confessing to murder?”

      “No. But it is dumb. Tammy is a big ole’ dumb-dumb.”

      Ian leaned in toward my ear. “I think she’s jealous,” he whispered.

      I gave Ian a curt nod. No kidding.

      “No whispering!” Candi pushed her head farther across the table as if to listen in if we dared whisper again.

      “Sorry,” I said to her. “So you don’t think Tammy did kill Kyle, but you think she’s going to claim she did?”

      “Yes.”

      “And can I ask why you’re so sure that she didn’t kill him?”

      “Okay. I’ll tell you.” Candi blew out a long slow breath between pursed lips. “It started back in high school when Kyle and I were first dating.”

      I looked at her incredulously. She was older than me, and I must be near a decade older than Kyle. And what did that have to do with how she was so sure Tammy didn’t murder Kyle?

      “Were you his teacher?” Ian asked.

      Tammy snorted. “Do I look old enough to be a teacher?” She didn’t wait for an answer, which was lucky, because I had no doubt Ian would have said yes very emphatically. “No. He was a junior, and I was a senior. Yeah, I’m the older woman,” Candi laughed in a way that sounded like an adult woman impersonating a teenage girl. “Oh, those were the days. Naughty me, dating a younger man.” She covered her mouth and giggled again.

      “And? What does this have to do with Tammy?”

      “Shush! I’ll get to that. But this is the good bit. Kyle and I, we were in love. You know, totally, absolutely, completely in love. He had just started his channel and was getting his first success pranking our teachers. Those were the days!”

      “When was this?” Ian asked.

      “In high school. Let’s see, Kyle’s twenty-three… so, five years ago. Five or six.”

      “And you two were in love?” I confirmed. I didn’t believe it for a second, but it looked like Candi might.

      “Of course. Totally. Couldn’t have been any more so. But then…” Candi slowly shook her head.

      “What happened?”

      “His channel. He just kept spending more and more time on it. I told him, it’s the channel or me.”

      “And what did he say?”

      “He chose me, of course. He loved me with a hundred and ten percent of his poor, aching heart. But I couldn’t do that to him. The channel meant so much. I decided to let him fly free, knowing that he would come back to me eventually. I let him go. It was the biggest mistake I ever made.”

      “And he didn’t come back?” Ian asked.

      “Tammy poisoned him. Poisoned his mind, his heart, his soul. Her toxicity got right into his brain and tore him apart from the inside. He became rotten. Rotten to the core because of her.” Candi’s jaw clenched tight.

      “And?”

      My hand was inside my bag now, and the two mugs of coffee on the table sat untouched. Candi was unstable at the very least, if not outright psychotic.

      “And…” Candi pushed her chair backward and then dropped to her knees on the ground in front of us. She crouched down and pulled a small cardboard box from underneath the table.

      “Candi?” I asked carefully. “What’s that?”

      “Kyle’s mind was rotten. It was ruined. There was only one way to fix it.”

      Candi gave us a sly smile and then opened the box. Ian gasped. I tightened my grip on the can of pepper spray in my bag, then after a moment’s hesitation, I shifted my grip to my gun instead.

      From inside the box, Candi revealed a wicked-looking chef’s knife. The blade of it was covered in a dry, rust-colored stain. There was only one thing it could be.

      “Candi? What is that?”

      Candi lifted the knife out of the box by its handle and held it in front of her face. Her mouth erupted in a wide grin, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. They were now curiously vacant.

      “His mind’s not rotten anymore, detectives. It was me. I fixed him.”

      “Candi, please put the knife down.”

      “Oh, yes. It’s evidence, isn’t it?” Her empty eyes locked on mine as she slowly lowered the knife back toward the box. At the last moment, her hand snapped forward and she lunged at me. I was ready. When she moved forward, I slid to the side, off the sofa and onto my feet. I took two steps back and pointed my gun at her, holding it firmly in two hands.

      Candi began to laugh. Loudly.

      “Kidding! Goodness, you’re jumpy.”

      “Put the knife down, Candi. Sit back down.”

      Candi put the knife reverentially back in the box. She smiled at me beatifically. “Happy?”

      “Delighted.”

      “Ian, grab the cuffs from my bag and put them on her. I’ll cover you.”

      Keeping my gun trained on her, I carefully watched as Ian cuffed her. She held her hands out obligingly and made no more sudden moves.

      “This is exciting, isn’t it?” Candi said.

      I ignored her. I pulled out my phone and called Emily.

      In under twenty minutes, Emily, accompanied by grumpy old Elwood, was there ready to make the arrest.

      I was all too glad for both the backup and to be handing the unstable woman over to the professionals.

      In the end, everything went very smoothly. Candi Kane actually seemed to be delighted to be arrested. There was just one problem: I wasn’t sure I believed Candi Kane was actually a killer.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Emily called me up.

      “We don’t think it was her, but she is crazy. Certifiable. If only the state had the resources.”

      “Are you sure it wasn’t her? How do you know?”

      “The blood on the knife was cow’s blood. She had a package of it in her freezer. And her story didn’t add up. She said she killed him early in the morning. But Kyle wasn’t killed in the morning — at least not what she meant by morning. It was the middle of the night when he died, but it was morning when his body was discovered.”

      “So she confessed to a crime she didn’t commit?”

      “That seems to be the case. She did have the right kind of knife though. Forensics think he was killed with a kitchen knife of approximately that size. But not one covered in cow blood. I think she’s just loopy, Tiff. People like her do it for the attention. And I guess she got her fair share of it this afternoon, right?”

      “I guess she did. Thanks, Em.”

      “Any time.”

      So we had a victim, a suspect, and a confession.

      In a normal case, that would have been the end of it.

      But not this time.

      We had to get back to work.
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      It was two days later that I got my next unexpected phone call. Again, it was from someone I’d never heard of and didn’t expect to hear of. She was a woman called Agnes Lake, and she had a thick, cigarette-smoky voice on the phone.

      “Black?” she hacked into the phone. “I need to talk to you. About your murder.”

      I sat up straight on my couch and pressed the phone against my ear so I wouldn’t miss a syllable. “It’s not my murder. How did you get my name? My number?”

      “Got your number by looking up your name. Got your name from the videos.”

      “What videos? Tammy Cam’s video?”

      “Yeah. Her. And Candi Kane.”

      “Candi Kane has videos?”

      “Yeah. Hey, I thought you were the detective? And you didn’t know that?” She made a strangling noise down the phone, and it took me a moment to realize it was a throaty chuckle rather than the sound of someone trying to throttle her. “She’s got a new channel. Says you tried to frame her for the murder of Kyle.”

      “She said what? That’s just— it’s not true.”

      “I know it’s not true. I’ll tell ya why when I see you. Meet me at Sunset Park, on the benches by the pond. Know where I mean?”

      “Yeah. I know where you mean. How about this afternoon?”

      “Three o’clock. Don’t be late. Got to pick my kids up at four from soccer practice.”

      “Got it. See you soon.”

      I hung up and wondered who exactly it was I’d just spoken to. I had her name, but what was her connection to the case?

      I guess I’d soon find out. I sent Ian a message to fill him in and got ready.
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        * * *

      

      From the way she sounded on the phone, I expected a stocky, thick-set woman who looked older than her years. And that’s exactly what I got.

      Agnes Lake was sitting alone on a bench, smoking enthusiastically while she stared into Sunset Park pond. When she saw us approaching, she stubbed her cigarette out on the ground and stood up.

      “Black?”

      “That’s me! You can call me Tiffany, and this is my partner, Ian.”

      She looked at Ian and gave him a wink. “You can do better.”

      “Not that kind of partner,” I said sniffily. “He’s my investigative partner.”

      “And cousin,” Ian said.

      Agnes laughed and punched my arm with surprising force. “Just kidding with you.”

      I rubbed my arm.

      “So, you wanna know who did it? Who whacked that annoying prank video guy?”

      “Yes, please,” Ian said with a happy smile.

      I nodded. I knew it wouldn’t be that easy. But it was worth a shot.

      “You know who killed Kyle the so-called Prank King?”

      “Yep.”

      “Who was it?” I asked her, trying not to get too excited.

      “His name’s Ben Dyson—”

      “We know him!” Ian interrupted. “He works at a burrito truck!”

      “Yeah. That’s the guy.”

      “How did you come by this information?” After having been burned by Candi Kane, I wasn’t taking confessions, or accusations, at face value right then.

      “We went on a date.”

      “A date?” Ian asked.

      “You did? With him?” I added.

      “Yeah. Found him on one of those phone apps. We matched. Chatted a bit. He said I was funny.”

      Agnes stared at us, waiting for a response.

      “I’m sure you are,” I said to her. “So? What happened?”

      “I’m funny, too,” Ian said. “Everyone says so.”

      Agnes gave him a skeptical look. “Yeah?”

      “Yep! I—”

      “Agnes? One moment.” I turned to Ian. “Be quiet and let her speak.” I turned back to Agnes. “Please, carry on.”

      “It was last night. He took me out for a proper date. You know, the works. First a meal at a fancy burger place. Savannah Safari. And then a movie at my place.”

      “That sounds lovely. And then what happened?”

      “We were talking, back at my place. And I think he got the wrong idea. I told him I like my men to be men. You know, tough. I meant strong, but he thought I meant something else. He thought I meant criminal.” She shook her head. “Don’t know why he thought that. I told him, my first two husbands are both locked up. I thought he’d understand I meant I don’t like criminals. But no, he got the wrong end of the stick.”

      “Did he? It sure sounds like you’ve had some awful luck, Agnes.”

      “I’ll say. I thought Ben was different. He told me about his job. It was a real one, you know? Not selling stolen stuff or selling stuff that ain’t strictly legal. A real, legitimate job working in a burrito truck. And he seemed nice. I thought to myself, Agnes, you’ve caught a good one here.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “We were watching a movie. One of those romantic ones. You know, totally unrealistic stuff. The heroine didn’t have a single ex-husband or any kids. And she was old, too. Probably near thirty. Who doesn’t have anything — no ex-husbands, no kids — by that age?”

      I shrugged nervously and didn’t let on that she’d just described my own life as unrealistic. And she didn’t know the half of it.

      “And that chick looked way too young. They said she was thirty, but she looked younger than me!”

      “How old are you?” Ian asked tactlessly.

      “Twenty-eight.”

      “Wow, you don’t look it.” Ian spoke with an honesty that flew right over Agnes’ head. That was lucky for us, since she still hadn’t given us anything more than a name.

      “Thanks, hon.” Agnes paused to cough up a lung, which she quickly swallowed back down. “So, we were chatting while we watched. I told him about my exes, and when he asked me what kind of man I like, I told him, you know, what I just told you. Real men. Tough guys.”

      “Yes, girls do like guys like me,” Ian said sagely.

      Agnes punched him in the arm while she cough-laughed all over him. When she’d finished wheezing and spluttering, I urged her to continue.

      “Ben leaned over, and I thought he was going to kiss my neck. I wouldn’t have minded. But he didn’t. Instead, he whispered in my ear.”

      “Sweet nothings?” Ian asked.

      “If you like people whispering that they just murdered someone, yeah, I suppose so.”

      Now we were getting somewhere.

      “What exactly did he say, Agnes?”

      “He said he killed a guy a few days ago. Said the guy had been bothering his boss, spraying his truck with graffiti. Said he killed the guy. Stabbed him. I didn’t know what to say. A few minutes later, I told him I was tired and sent him home.”

      “Wise move,” I told her.

      “When he was gone, I got out my phone and did some searching. I looked him up, and the burrito truck and his boss. And that led me down one of those video rabbit holes. Before you know it, I was watching that chick, Tammy Cam, and then right after, Candi Cane. Both of them mentioned you, Black. I’m not a snitch, not normally. But killing someone, that’s a bit much, isn’t it?”

      “I know what you mean about not wanting to be a snitch,” I told her kindly. “But when murder is involved, it’s just being a good citizen. You did the right thing, coming to us.”

      “Thanks. I didn’t go to the police, because they’re the police, know what I mean? But you’re just a detective, right? You’re more like the other side, yeah? The side with the normal folk.”

      “We’re kind of in between,” I admitted. “Did you believe Ben when he told you that he killed Kyle? You had no doubts?”

      “Sure. I mean, why wouldn’t I believe him?”

      “I guess because most murderers don’t go around telling everyone what they did, do they?”

      “Exactly. So why would he say it if he didn’t do it? That doesn’t make any sense to me.”

      “No, I suppose it wouldn’t.”

      Agnes lit up another cigarette.

      “Did I help you?”

      “You sure did,” I said while stepping back from the cloud of smoke she’d been blowing my way. “You’ve given us some really useful information, Agnes. Thank you.

      She grunted. “Good. I better go pick up the kids. They’ll be done with soccer soon.”

      “Have a good afternoon, Agnes. And thanks again. Please call us if you hear anything else.”

      “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t. Hey, do I get a reward?”

      “Afraid not. Just our thanks.”

      She snorted. “Thanks? I don’t know any shops that let you buy cigarettes with thanks.”

      “Nor do I,” Ian said seriously.

      Agnes laughed at him. “Funny guy,” was the last thing she said to us as she left, smoking and coughing as she walked off to play chauffeur to her no-doubt-adorable kids.

      “Do you believe her?” Ian asked me when she was out of hearing range.

      “I believe she heard what she told us. But I’m not sure I necessarily believe what Ben said to her.”

      “That’s the second confession we’ve gotten, Tiff.”

      “I know. Let’s hope this one pans out better than the first one. Do you think I should call Emily?”

      Ian hesitated. “You know what, it might be embarrassing to turn in two wrong people in as many days. Why don’t we have a chat with Ben first?”

      I clapped Ian on the shoulder. “Exactly what I was thinking. Come on. He’ll be finishing up at the burrito truck now. Let’s catch him when he arrives home.”
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        * * *

      

      We got to Ben Dyson’s house before he did and waited in my car opposite his old but spacious four-bedroom home. Ian had pulled up Candi Kane’s new channel and was playing her first video for our entertainment while we waited.

      It was not my kind of entertainment.

      “I don’t know what was worse,” I said when it was over, “the way she described us as trying to frame her for murder or the awful editing.”

      “Tough call,” Ian agreed. “I’d go with the editing being the worst. It kept jumping back and forth a million times a second between different angles of her face. It made me dizzy.”

      “That’s why we should stick to books,” I told him.

      “No way. Books are too dangerous. Television’s your best bet.”

      “We had one bad experience with a book club. You can’t let a little thing like that put you off books for life!”

      “Don’t worry. I’m still into my graphic novels.”

      “You mean comic—”

      “They’re not comic books!” Ian took a deep breath after his outburst. I didn’t say anything. He could call his comic books whatever he wanted, but I knew exactly what they were.

      Ian nodded his head out the window to change the topic. “How does a burrito maker afford a big house like that anyway?”

      “Easy,” I began. “He inherited it from his parents when they died.”

      “Lucky for him. Some of us had to work for everything we had.”

      I stared at Ian. Could he hear himself? While he did have his own fortune, he had earned it mostly through sheer luck when a small company he started in college got bought out, earning him millions.

      I was about to confirm he meant me rather than himself with his last comment when I shut my mouth again. Ben Dyson was just arriving home, pulling up in the front drive in an old but sturdy-looking Ford pickup truck.

      “It’s showtime,” I said as I opened my door.

      “As long as it’s better than Candi Kane’s show,” Ian muttered as he hopped out onto the sidewalk. I was inclined to agree.

      Ben slid out of his truck and quickstepped over to his front door, key at the ready, opening it and slipping inside before we could even think to call out to him.

      “I don’t think he saw us,” Ian said.

      “No. I wouldn’t be crazy if I said it looked like he was nervous, would I?”

      “You’d still be crazy, Tiff, but not for that reason.”

      I smacked Ian on the arm.

      “Man, I’m funny,” Ian said, chuckling to himself while he rubbed his arm.

      “Come on then, funny man. Let’s go and see what he has to say for himself.”

      As we got closer to Ben’s house, it became clear that it wasn’t just old but also somewhat dilapidated. The doors and window frames were creased with cracks, the paint was peeling, and mysterious chunks of cement lay on the ground at the foot of the walls. Glancing up at his roof, I got the impression that if he lived in one of the less dry parts of the country, he’d have needed a new roof a long time ago as well.

      I attempted to ring the buzzer but failed. I managed to press it with my finger, but it was either disconnected or broken because no sound rang out.

      “You’ve got to press it right. Let me do it.”

      Knowing it still wasn’t going to work, I stepped aside to let Ian have a go. He pressed his thumb hard against the buzzer, pushing against his digit with the palm of his other hand. It still did not ring. “Maybe it’s broken.”

      “You don’t say.”

      With a fist, I rapped on the door.

      It was a couple of minutes, and a further round of hammering, before we heard shuffling behind the door.

      “Who is it?” Ben called.

      “Tiffany Black. The investigator from before.”

      There was a moment of silence and then Ben cautiously opened the door, his head peeking out through the crack.

      “What do you want?”

      “Can we talk to you for a minute, Ben?”

      “Ugh,” he complained. “Again? They released Rock. It wasn’t him. Can’t you leave us alone now?”

      “We know Rock was released. I’m still working for him.” I was certain Ben was well aware of the fact I was still working for Rock. But he didn’t much want to talk to us.

      “I’ll come out.”

      Ben opened the door, slipped outside, and pressed it closed behind him.

      “Messy house, huh?” I asked sympathetically.

      “I’ve been busy lately.”

      “Ben, we were wondering if we could talk to you about something you told someone.”

      “Was it that guy who asked for extra meat but didn’t want to pay an extra dollar today? Because I meant every word I said to him. Every. Word.”

      “No, not him. Agnes Lake.”

      Ben rubbed his chin. “Agnes… Lake…? Is that near here?”

      “She is, yes. You went on a date with her, Ben.”

      “It’s not a place,” Ian added for clarity.

      “Oh, her!” Ben slapped his forehead in a show of punishing his faulty memory. If this had been an improv class and I was the teacher, I would have kicked him out for being the worst actor in the world.

      “Yeah, her. She said you had a date recently.”

      “Yes. I mean, I guess she thought it was a date.”

      “You met on a dating app.”

      “Right. Yeah. I guess it was a date.”

      Ben Dyson shook his head like a dog with a wet head. I guess it was supposed to convey more confusion and annoyance at his poor memory. It made me think he was either lying to us or trying to distract from the entire issue.

      “Ben, this is important. Agnes says you killed Kyle.”

      “Ha!”

      The laugh was so loud, Ian and I both stepped back. I dropped my hand into my bag. You never knew when these kinds of conversations could descend into something far more sinister.

      “It’s not funny, Ben. Someone is dead.”

      “Yeah, but not someone who was worth anything. Look, Agnes is a nice gal and all, but I think she got the wrong end of the stick, if you know what I mean.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean she thought we were playing five card stud, and I was playing blackjack, know what I’m saying?”

      “No.”

      Ben had a pleased smile. “No, you probably don’t know cards.”

      “I’m a professional dealer, Ben.” I stared him down and enjoyed watching him gulp. “Lose the lame analogies. Now, you told Agnes that you killed Kyle. Can you explain how you ended up saying that?”

      “Yeah, I might have said something like that. I was just bragging, you know? She likes tough guys, so I told her I was a tough guy. All guys do it. Don’t we?” He looked to Ian for support.

      “I never tell anything but the entire truth,” Ian said. “Real men like me have no need to lie.”

      Ben’s eyes widened at the words real men, and I saw him turn a snicker into a cough as he slapped a palm over his mouth.

      “Excuse me.”

      “So?” I prodded.

      “So, that’s it. I thought she liked tough guys, I knew that Kyle had been killed and he totally deserved it, so I pretended it was me that did it.” Ben shrugged. “Bragging’s not a crime.”

      “Falsely accusing yourself of murder could be,” Ian told him sternly. “Wasting police time is an offense.”

      “You’re not the police.”

      “No, but I will be telling them you confessed to killing Kyle. They’ll get to decide what to do with you.”

      “What? Why would you tell them that? It was just a joke. A prank. Like that loser’s videos. You can’t turn me into the cops because I tried to impress a beautiful woman.”

      “Pranks are supposed to be funny,” Ian said.

      “What can I say? I guess I’m not a very funny guy.”

      “No, you’re not. Maybe I could give you some tips.”

      “If I wanted tips from you, they’d be on how to be a tall redheaded idiot.” Ben paused to laugh at himself. “You’ve got to admit, that was pretty funny, wasn’t it?”

      “No,” Ian and I said together.

      “Ben, I just need to confirm your story,” I told him. “You’re saying that you did confess to killing Kyle, but you were lying to impress a woman who then kicked you out. Is that right?”

      “She didn’t kick me out. She had to wash her hair.”

      “She kicked you out, Ben. Is there anything else you want to tell us? Anything that will make you look less suspicious when we tell the police?”

      “It couldn’t have even been me. I was home watching television all night when Kyle died.”

      “That’s your alibi?” Ian asked skeptically. “Watching television? Were you with anyone?”

      Ben shook his head. “No. I was on my own. I didn’t have a date that night. I usually do, though. Hot chicks. Models, usually.”

      Neither Ian nor I could respond to that with anything other than an incredulous laugh. Ben Dyson certainly seemed to be prone to lying. Or was it an act to cover up the true confession he had made to Agnes?

      “Look guys, I’ve got stuff to do. Nice seeing you. But don’t believe anything some chick tells you, yeah? I’m going back inside.”

      Ben unlocked his door and stepped inside. We remained in front.

      “Bye?” He stuck a hand out and waved it at us. “Bye-bye. Shoo. Go. We’re done.”

      “Thanks for your time, Ben,” I said sarcastically.

      He pushed the door shut with a solid slam. Ian shrugged at me, and we began to walk back to the car.

      “He’s a big fat liar,” Ian said when we were safely back in my car, a/c cranked to the maximum. It had been hot standing out on Ben’s step without any shade.

      “He sure is. But what was he lying about? Did he lie to Agnes? Or did he lie to us?”

      “Everything, probably.”

      “Do we think he killed Kyle?” I asked.

      Ian and I both sat silent in thought.

      “Maybe,” Ian finally said.

      It was exactly the same conclusion I’d come to as well.

      Unfortunately, maybe was not an acceptable answer for a murder case.

      There was more work to be done. A lot more work.
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      The next morning, I met Emily in the lobby of the LVMPD, bearing two hot coffees and — feeling like I should be more health-conscious — two blueberry muffins. It was basically fruit for breakfast. Fruit with a little spongy padding around each berry.

      We sat as far away from the bustling entranceway as possible and got a row of seats to ourselves. I filled her in on what had transpired with Ben Dyson and Agnes Lake.

      “Thanks, Tiff,” Emily said with a little laugh that implied she wasn’t at all thankful.

      “Did I just heap a load of extra work on you?”

      Emily shrugged. “Hey, it’s part of the job. Don’t worry about it. We’ll have to get Agnes and Ben in here for interviews. You’re not sure it wasn’t him though, right? Maybe something will come of it all.”

      “Yeah, maybe. After Candi, I feel bad though. That’s two confessions I’ve dug up now, and neither has panned out so far.”

      “Speaking of, did you see Candi posted a video?”

      “The one accusing me of trying to frame her? Yeah. I watched it yesterday.” A dark thought suddenly struck me, causing a cold knot in my stomach. “Wait, I’m not being investigated, am I?”

      Emily patted my knee. “No, don’t worry about it. Your word has rather more credibility than Candi Kane’s does around here.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      We both looked up when we heard a commotion coming from the entranceway. We both put our coffees and muffins down on empty chairs and stood up to see what was occurring.

      “It’s a free country! I’ll film where I want!”

      “Is that…?” I asked while craning my neck to see if the familiar voice was the person I thought it was.

      “Speak of the Devil. It’s Candi Kane,” Emily muttered. “Come on.”

      As we got closer, we could see that Candi was most definitely not in the best state of mind. She was holding her phone up with one hand, filming, while the other was gripping a chef’s knife she was waving around.

      “I’ve got the right to bear arms! I can have a knife if I want!”

      “Not in here you can’t!” yelled a young, uniformed officer as he hustled toward her, before coming to a halt out of knife range. “Drop it. NOW!”

      “You’ve got to listen to me first!” Candi didn’t wait for a response. “I killed Kyle Locke! With this knife! It was me! He had been poisoned by Tammy, and I saved him by sending him to heaven where he belongs! He and I—”

      Candi’s diatribe was cut off when the uniformed young man, who was apparently old enough to be a police officer, shot her with a taser. Candi’s knife and phone clattered to the ground, and a moment later, she did too, falling into a quivering heap.

      “Don’t move!” yelled several voices as bodies piled on top of her to neutralize the threat.

      In less than two minutes, the commotion was over. Candi was cuffed and led inside the station.

      “Confession number three,” Emily said, shaking her head in bewilderment.

      “Does it count as a third one if it’s the same girl confessing twice?”

      Emily laughed. “Paperwork says yes. Sorry, I’m going to have to cut breakfast off short. Better get back in there.”

      I waved her off and then went back to reclaim the rest of my muffin. Little did I know, disaster had already struck. Suffering the greatest disappointment of my life, that morning at least, I arrived to discover an empty chair and a cheery cleaning lady tossing the last half of my muffin into the trash bag attached to her cleaning cart. Wait, I mouthed silently. I was too late. In a moment, everything I had been looking forward to in life, in the next two minutes anyway, had been snatched cruelly away from me.

      The cleaner saw me looking her way and gave me a big, happy smile. She had headphones in, and from the way she was bouncing on her feet, she was clearly having a great morning. I didn’t want to wreck it for her, so I did the only thing I could do — smile weakly and resolve to bravely soldier on muffin-less.

      It was going to be one of those days.

      There seemed to be an awful lot of those kinds of days recently.
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        * * *

      

      I was barely back at my apartment building when my phone rang with yet another unexpected tip. I was sitting at Ian’s kitchen table again with Snowy while Ian wandered around tapping at his tablet then computer then phone and back to tablet again.

      “Tammy has another prank video up,” he told me. “But at the end of it, she says she’s got a really big reveal coming soon. Her views and subscribers are way up, too.”

      “Good for her.” I didn’t mean it.

      That’s when my phone rang. I checked the screen. It was an unknown number. I answered, listened to what the guy had to say, confirmed some details, and then hung up.

      “I think I’ve got us another lead, Ian.”

      “Who?”

      “Zach Kane.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Candi Kane’s father. He says he has something important to tell us.”

      “Zach Kane? Are you telling me that Kane is her real last name? What about the Candi part, is that real, too?”

      “I guess so.”

      Ian shook his head. “No wonder she’s crazy. Who names their kid Candi Kane?”

      “It was probably Candice or something. Let’s not worry about her name. Let’s see what her father has to say for himself.”

      Ian snapped his laptop lid shut, turned off the screen on his tablet, and shoved his phone back into his pocket. He crouched down so his head was just above the table I was sitting at. In front of me was Snowy. “Now, you be a good cat while I’m gone. No eating anymore cables, okay?”

      Snowy responded with a languid yawn.

      “She understood that, right?”

      “Absolutely,” I confirmed. But knowing her nature, I suspected that meant she was going to do the exact opposite of what he had requested. She set her head down on her paws and closed her eyes.

      I could tell she wasn’t sleeping. She was plotting up some mischief, for sure.

      “Coming?” Ian called from the door.

      I gave Snowy a final stroke on the head and then we headed out to see what Zach Kane had to say for himself.
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        * * *

      

      I parked at the address Zach had given us. Emily called me just as we arrived. It was a quick call during which she relayed the latest news.

      “Guess what?” I said to Ian.

      “No.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “Actually, people say I’m very—”

      “Yeah, yeah. Homicide detectives arrested Candi. Again.”

      “It turns out the knife she was waving around this morning was a different one. This one actually has human blood on it.”

      “Kyle’s?”

      “They don’t know yet. But she’s changed her story, too. She now says it was late at night that she killed him.”

      “She’s changing her story to match the known facts?”

      “Yep. Or maybe she really did do it.”

      “Maybe. Come on. Let’s go see what her dad wants.”

      In the front driveway was a big work truck with Zach Cane Roofing emblazoned on the side. We spotted the man himself standing atop the roof of the house. While Ian didn’t immediately notice, it was clear to me that the house was still under construction. The driveway wasn’t laid, the front yard was dust and rubble, and there were no windows in the window frames yet. But Ian’s attention was locked on one thing: the man on the roof.

      “Don’t jump!” Ian yelled as he broke into a sprint. Ian glanced back over his shoulder at me. “He’s on the roof, Tiff! Come on!” Ian darted forward toward the section of roof Zach was standing on.

      Oops.

      I forgot to tell him that Zach was a roofing contractor, and Ian had clearly been oblivious to the truck he’d just run past.

      “I’m not going to jump!” Zach shouted down. “What do you think I am, an idiot? It’s only one story down!”

      Ian cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled as if Zach were atop a skyscraper instead of a one-story home. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING UP THERE?”

      Mimicking him, Zach cupped his own hands around his mouth and yelled back down. “PUTTING ON THE ROOF!” He lowered his voice back to a more normal level. “It’s my job.”

      “Oh.” Ian turned to glare at me. “You knew.”

      I shrugged and then pointed at Zach’s truck. “Forgot to tell you. Come on, let’s get up there.”

      Showing more confidence than I felt, I clambered up the ladder and gingerly climbed onto the roof. It may only have been a one-level home, but when I was up there, I felt like I was working atop the girders of an in-progress skyscraper. Ian carefully followed.

      “Nice up here, isn’t it?” Zach said while he casually stood way too close to the edge. “It lets you put things in perspective.”

      “The perspective of looking down on them from way too high,” I muttered.

      “It’s not so high. At least not on this side. Come over here.”

      Zach walked up the roof and then started down the other side. I followed him gingerly and then gasped. Somehow, we were way higher now.

      “The land slopes down here. Looks like a one floor house from the front, but as you can see, we’re three stories high on this side. Cool, huh?”

      I kept my lips pressed shut. I didn’t like this much at all.

      “And if you look down here, there’s the swimming pool. It’s not filled in yet. Just a big ole’ concrete hole.” Zach was leaning right over the edge.

      “Shouldn’t we all be wearing safety harnesses?” Ian complained. He was up on the peak of the roof and didn’t look like he wanted to move. I clambered back up to join him and then sat down at the highest point of the house. Zach wandered around the roof as casually as if he were walking down the Strip.

      “What did you want to tell us, Mister Kane?” I called to him.

      His demeanor had been cheery when we first saw him, but at my question, his face fell into a more somber look.

      “You’re the ones investigating what happened to Kyle Locke, right?”

      “Us and the police.”

      “She’s just been arrested again,” Ian blurted out. “She had a knife with human blood on it.”

      I wanted to hit Ian but couldn’t risk falling off balance on top of the house, so I settled for a sharp look instead of a sharp elbow.

      Zach nodded glumly.

      “It’s mine.”

      “What’s yours?” I asked breathlessly.

      “The knife. Let me tell you what happened.”

      Ian and I exchanged wide-eyed looks of disbelief. Was this our third confession? Fourth, if you included Candi confessing twice?

      “Go on…”

      “Kyle was ruining Candi’s life. He tricked her into becoming obsessed with him. He made these videos that just spoke to her, you know? She felt like he really understood her when he made his video diary things. It didn’t make any sense to me, but Candi just loved him. She’d watch his videos on repeat, all day, every day, and half the night. She wrote him letters and emails and messages. She sent him presents. She even had mugs made for him! Mugs!”

      Zach’s cheeks had gone ruddy, and he was now pacing up and down the roof, worryingly close to the edge, as if he were giving a lecture to a crowd from a stage. But in this case, his audience was above him instead of below, and his stage had a terrifying drop on the edge of it.

      “Candi was a big fan,” I agreed.

      Zach shook his head. “No, she was becoming obsessed. Of course, it was all his fault. I asked him! I told him he had to stop his videos. Did he listen? No. He didn’t even reply to my emails!”

      “You told Kyle to stop making videos because Candi was watching them too much?” Ian asked, putting Zach’s accusations in simpler terms.

      “Exactly! But the selfish little— I don’t use bad language, but he made me want to. The selfish little so-and-so wouldn’t listen. He just carried on making his awful videos and ruining poor Candi’s life. She lost her job, her friends — everything except her family. Which is me. Just me.”

      “What happened, Zach?”

      “I couldn’t take it anymore. I just couldn’t. I knew that if he was gone, I’d get my little girl back. She’d be sad for a little while, but time would heal her. Eventually, she would forget all about him. She’d be normal again.”

      “What did you do?” I pressed. I’d almost forgotten I was up on top of a roof for a moment, so focused was I on Zach’s words.

      “I got him. I stabbed him. While he was out running, late at night. I stabbed him, and I don’t regret it one bit. I saved her from him.”

      Ian leaned over and whispered in my ear. “What if he’s just covering for Candi?”

      “What are you whispering about? It was me! I did it! I’m the killer!” Zach took a few steps forward until he was right on the edge of the back side of the roof, three stories above the empty concrete swimming pool. “I had to do it for her. Just like I have to do this—”

      “Zach! No!” I shouted.

      “Why not? You’ve got me. I’m the killer. Candi will finally be free.”

      “They won’t believe you!” I shouted at him. “The cops, they won’t believe it was you. There’s no evidence!”

      “But I confessed!”

      “Yeah. So did two other people. If you jump off that roof, you won’t be doing anyone any favors. Least of all Candi. Come over here, Zach.”

      He hesitated. But I could tell his heart wasn’t really in it. He didn’t want to jump off the building any more than I did.

      “And if it really was you, give your statement to the police. They don’t want to scrape you off the bottom of an empty pool, Zach. Think of the poor people who’ll have to deal with that. And the homeowners! No one wants a haunted pool, Zach.”

      My phone buzzed. I wasn’t going to read it, but the screen showed the message was from Emily. It could be relevant. I opened it and read the message.

      “Zach? Candi has just been released. She went in and confessed, with a knife, this morning. But she’s been released.”

      “Again,” Ian said quietly.

      “They’re not charging her with Kyle’s death. You hear that, Zach?”

      Zach began to walk back up the roof. He sat down beside us.

      “They released Candi? Really?”

      I nodded at him. And then I finally got it.

      “You thought she did it, didn’t you Zach? And you wanted to protect her?”

      He pressed his lips close together.

      “I don’t think she’s a killer, Zach. Candi could do with some help, but you jumping off a roof won’t help her. She needs family. She needs support. She needs you.”

      “You think she needs me?”

      “She needs something,” Ian said quietly.

      “Yes, Zach, she needs you. Come on. Why don’t you follow us down to the LVMPD and you can pick her up?”

      It looked like he might hesitate, but then he nodded at me. “Okay. We’ll go get Candi. My poor baby.”

      Zach walked, and Ian and I scrambled on all fours, back to where the ladder was leaning against the house. He was on the ground before I could blink. Ian and I took longer, along with a surprising amount of moaning, wincing, and death grips on the rungs of the ladder.

      “Made it!” Ian said as he hopped the three inches down from the final rung of the ladder.

      “Come on. Let’s go get Candi.”

      With a new spring in his step, Zach hopped into his truck and started the engine.

      Things were looking up for him, but for our case, the future looked murky as ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Miss Efficiency, that’s me.

      Sometimes, anyway.

      That evening, I’d arranged consecutive appointments with two different friends. First, I was going to catch up with Emily and then later, Stone.

      Unfortunately, Emily was three-quarters of an hour late and Stone half an hour early. I met them in the cocktail bar of the Treasury. I had a shift on the blackjack tables that evening, and I thought I could kill three birds with one… rock.

      “Look who I found!” Emily said brightly as she walked up to me, Stone in tow.

      “Well done, guys,” I said, amused. “I was going to give you both my undivided attention, but it looks like you’ll have to share it.”

      Emily laughed. The corners of Stone’s mouth twitched.

      We sat down and got ourselves two alcohol-free cocktails in fancy glasses for me and Emily and a cold bottle of beer for Stone.

      “What happened with Candi today?”

      Emily grimaced at the memory. “She did have human blood on that knife she was waving around this morning. Unfortunately, it was hers. We found a nasty looking cut on her leg where she must have got it from. We’re waiting on confirmation that it wasn’t Kyle’s, but we’re pretty confident she’s still not our perp.”

      “She’s confessing to a crime she didn’t do?” Stone looked mildly amused by the idea. “She’s lucky you were on the case. A lesser detective might have taken her at face value.”

      “Thanks, Stone,” Emily said. “But she’s so nutty, I doubt anyone would have believed her. Now we’ve had two different people confess to killing Kyle, and neither of them did it. At least I don’t think they did.”

      “Actually,” I said, with a grimace of my own. “I got another confession today.”

      Both Emily and Stone looked incredulous.

      “Candi’s dad. He confessed to protect her. I think he believes she actually did it. Or at least he did, until you released her again.”

      “Oh, man. I’m going to have to bring him in, too, aren’t I?”

      “Sorry,” I said to my friend. “Hate to do it to you again.”

      Emily patted my hand. “It’s not your fault. It’s Las Vegas, man, this city just has that effect on some people.”

      “Desert sun,” Stone said with a world-weary nod. “It really gets inside some people’s brains.”

      “Not ours, thank goodness,” I said cheerily.

      Neither Stone nor Emily looked entirely convinced. We were all sane, weren’t we? If we weren’t, I thought, then perhaps sanity is overrated.

      “Are you working on any more leads with Kyle’s murder?” I asked.

      “We’re just doing the grunt work right now. Interviewing everyone he pranked. Trying to persuade his parents to make the trip down. Talking to neighbors. Nothing’s happening yet, except all the confessions.”

      “It’s a tough one,” I told her. “I’ll let you know if we dig anything else up.”

      Stone caught my eye. “I know you’re busy, but have you had time to work on the Spokane matter?”

      “Planning a trip to Washington?” Emily asked me.

      “I wish. No, Stone’s friend is named Spokane, Larry Spokane. I’m working on something for him.” I turned back to Stone. “We’ve been looking into her. What we’ve found so far doesn’t look great, but I don’t want to rush to conclusions.”

      “Yeah?”

      I began blurting before I’d decided how much I wanted to say. It all came out in the end. “We followed her here.” I nodded at the bar. “She met some big guy called John. They clearly had never met before. Then they went up to John’s suite. He’s only in town a few days.”

      Stone nodded. “Interesting. But as you said, no need to jump to conclusions.”

      Emily gave us both a skeptical look. “Umm guys? She’s clearly a working—”

      Stone stopped her with a simple shake of his head. “Like Tiffany said, let’s not assume anything yet.” Stone looked at me. “Keep digging.”

      “Will do.”

      “Enough business,” Stone said. “Let’s talk about something fun.”

      Emily and I both looked at him with keen interest. Stone’s a man of mystery and a man of many skills, but fun conversations were not near the top of my list of Skills Stone Has. Not that I was keeping such a list, of course. Well, maybe I had a mental one. But I definitely wasn’t writing it down. Nuh-uh. That’d be crazy. But keeping one in my head was just fine.

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked him.

      “You.”

      My cheeks began to flush.

      “Her?” Emily said in amusement.

      “Yes,” Stone said. “Tiffany and Krav Maga.”

      “Oh.”

      Stone raised his eyebrows at me. “You’ve been slacking.”

      Mildly ashamed, I nodded and mumbled an apology. Quite a while back, Stone had got me into the Israeli special forces martial art of Krav Maga. He claimed it was the best form of self-defense I could learn, outside of shooting a gun or avoiding trouble in the first place. For a little while, I’d gone to classes, but eventually I skipped one, then another, and before I knew it, my Krav Maga training was a hazy, distant memory.

      “That sounds fun,” Emily said. “If you’re looking for company…”

      Going with a friend would make it a lot more fun.

      “You’re on. If I go back, you’re coming with me.”

      “If?” Stone repeated.

      “When. I mean when. After this case, I’ll be right back in there. I’ll make Swiss cheese of you, Em.”

      Emily laughed at me. “If you say so. We’ll see.”

      “Your old trainer’s not in town anymore. But another old friend of mine just opened a new studio. I’ll get you booked in.”

      “That’d be—”

      “Great!” Emily said with a little clap. “I can’t wait.”

      “It’s harder than you think,” I warned. “I ached for a week after my first class.”

      Emily shrugged. “The more you ache, the better you feel.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s the opposite of that,” I told her.

      “Not in the long run.”

      Stone nodded agreement with Emily.

      “It’ll be good for both of you.” Stone stood up. “I’m going to see Larry. I won’t tell him what you’ve found yet. Keep looking into Susie.”

      “Will do. Later, Stone.”
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      The next morning, I got a message from Emily. It was deliberately vague, but I got the gist.

      >Elwood found something. Might be a Rocky morning.

      Emily couldn’t outright tell me a police operation was going to go down, but her message did a great job of hinting at it. Rock’s fears about being persecuted further looked to be coming true.

      “Ian!” I yelled as I hammered on his door. He opened it with a slow yawn. Snowy came to the door with a meow of greeting on behalf of both of them.

      “What?” he finally mumbled. Snowy, meanwhile, was walking in circles around my legs and rubbing against them.

      “You’ve got two minutes. We’re going to see Rock again.” He didn’t immediately jump into action. I poked him in the chest. “Go, go, go!”

      Ian said something incomprehensible which may not have been entirely polite and went back inside, Snowflake meowing loudly for her first breakfast just behind him.

      Half an hour later, we pulled up at the office park just behind Elwood’s black sedan, around the corner from where Rock’s burrito truck would be parked when he opened for the lunchtime crowd.

      I hopped out and began to walk. Just as I was passing Elwood’s car, his door opened and he clambered out with a wheeze.

      “Oh, hi Elwood,” I said breezily.

      “What are you doing here?” he growled at me.

      “Hmm? Us? We’re just going to see our client. We need to keep him up to date on his case.”

      Elwood searched my face to see if I was hiding something. He didn’t find anything. “Not now you’re not,” he finally said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked innocently. I genuinely didn’t know, since Emily’s message had been deliberately vague — she didn’t want to risk her job by feeding me information that she wasn’t allowed to, and I perfectly understood that.

      “We’re going to arrest him. Sorry. Maybe you can talk to him down the station later, if he wants to see you.”

      “You’re arresting him for killing Kyle?”

      Elwood answered with a grunt that told me everything he intended to tell me. What had changed since the night before? Clearly, Elwood had dug something up, but what was it?

      “Stay here,” Elwood said to me sternly.

      A pair of patrol cars, sirens turned off, pulled up behind my own vehicle. Elwood walked over to talk to the rapidly emerging officers.

      Emily got out of Elwood’s passenger seat and joined me for a moment. “They found something suspicious in his bank records.”

      “What?” Ian asked bluntly.

      Emily shook her head. She couldn’t say, and we weren’t going to push her.

      Elwood returned with several uniformed officers. He motioned for Emily to join him and for us to stay put. There were eight of them together, and they walked like they were in a gang headed by a grumpy and portly commander. They briskly rounded the corner to where the burrito truck would be parked. Once they were out of sight, I grabbed Ian’s arm.

      “Come on!”

      He didn’t need telling twice. We followed some distance behind the police to observe. From our position a hundred or so yards from the burrito truck, I could see that the front serving hatches were open. Most of the police split into two groups to go around each side of the truck and reach the door together. Elwood made straight for the serving hatch.

      “What do you think they found?” Ian asked me.

      “Don’t know. Something to do with his bank. Perhaps there was some kind of financial connection with Kyle? Insurance fraud, maybe?”

      Neither of us could put it together yet, and we didn’t spend long trying to figure it out. The action was about to start.

      Elwood reached the serving hatch while the rest of the LVMPD officers were now hidden from view around the other side of the vehicle. Ben Dyson saw something was going on and stuck his head out, scowling suspiciously as he watched Elwood approach.

      “What do you want?” He said without an ounce of customer-friendly charm. He was clearly no fan of Detective Elwood, but in Ben’s defense, no one seemed to like Elwood much.

      There was a loud bang as the back door of the truck was flung open and smashed against its side. Dyson’s eyes went wide as the air filled with noisy police-style yelling. Hands-on-your head, don’t-move, stay-there, don’t-do-that.

      I expected Rock to be walked around the truck with his hands cuffed behind him, fierce looking officers on either side.

      That didn’t happen.

      What did happen was Ben Dyson jerking back inside like he’d been yanked. Elwood held a hand up to his brow; it was hard to see inside the truck with the fierce Nevada sun glaring down.

      Elwood leaned in to see what was happening just in time for Rock to launch himself from inside and land on the homicide detective’s head.

      Elwood wasn’t designed to support a heavy man being dropped on his head and collapsed to the ground with Rock on top of him. But the burrito seller wasn’t going to lean in and make small talk with the cop underneath him. He pushed himself to his feet and prepared to run.

      “Rock! No!” I yelled. There was little chance of him escaping so many police officers.

      Rock didn’t hear me and with long bounds surged away from the vehicle. Directly toward us.

      Behind Rock, Elwood had pushed himself onto all fours and was now working on standing up properly again. Thank goodness, he didn’t seem to be injured, and the aerial assault had knocked enough wind out of him to stop him from being furious. It was hard to tell if he was madder at Rock for jumping on him or the officers for letting him escape.

      Rock sprinted our way, head down, except for a brief glance over his shoulder. “Rock!” I shouted. “Stop!”

      My client seemed surprised to see that it was me he was sprinting toward. His eyes went wide, and he began to alter the path of his trajectory, turning so that he could skirt around us before sprinting off to wherever he thought he was going to get to.

      “Just a moment, Tiff.”

      Before I could stop him, Ian snatched my bag from my hand.

      “What are you doing?”

      Ian didn’t reply to me and instead focused on Rock. He held my bag in one hand, and with a careful underarm throw, he tossed it at Rock’s legs.

      With more dexterous skill than I would have expected from my partner, he timed the throw just right so that my bag hit Rock directly in the legs. With even more luck, a strap snagged his ankle.

      “What the—!”

      Rock smashed into the ground, hard, before he could finish his complaint.

      “Ouch,” I said in sympathy as I walked over to him. “Rock?” I said gently. “I think the police want to talk to you again.”

      As if to confirm that they were, indeed, exceptionally keen to speak to him, four of the uniformed officers screeched to a halt beside us. Two of them jumped onto his back.

      “Ouch,” I repeated again.

      “Thanks a lot,” Rock managed to spit out in my direction before he was ordered to be quiet by the cops.

      Elwood walked over, to us. The knees of his pants were ripped, and there was a small graze on his chin. He grunted an annoyed greeting at me.

      “You’re welcome!”

      Elwood just shook his head. He followed along with the uniform as they walked Rock to a patrol car.

      “Thanks, guys,” Emily said when she reached us. “He slipped through our fingers in there. Man, it’s crowded in that truck.”

      “I guess it wasn’t built for more than two. Can you tell us anything else now? Why’s Elwood so convinced it’s Rock all of a sudden?”

      Emily kept her voice low. “The banking records showed Rock withdrew three thousand dollars in cash the day before Kyle was killed. He’d never taken an amount like that out before.”

      “So?” Ian asked.

      “Elwood thinks he took it out to pay someone to rough up — or kill — Kyle.”

      I blinked. When I’d picked Rock up from the police station before, he’d told me he was worried the cops would claim he hired a killer. Had he actually confessed what he’d done to me?

      “Emily,” I said, “there’s something I should tell you. It didn’t seem important before…”

      I told Emily exactly what Rock had told me. And of course, I was invited back down to the station to give yet another statement to Emily.

      I was nearly keeping my poor friend fully employed just dealing with me and my contacts.

      “What do you think the chances of getting a burrito before we go are?” Ian asked, hungry eyes staring at the truck.

      Inside, I could see the shadowy silhouette of Ben Dyson moving around.

      “Not great, but let’s go talk to him. We’ll be down the station in a bit, Em, if that’s okay?”

      Emily agreed, and we waved her off. The police operation to capture Rock had taken mere minutes, but those moments had changed everything in the case.

      Ian and I walked back to the truck.

      “We’re closed!” Ben Dyson yelled as he saw us approaching.

      Before I could say anything more, he slammed the serving shutters down.

      “That’s no way to run a business.” Ian began to stomp around the side of the truck to get to the access door.

      I followed behind Ian. The back door was open, and from the angle it was hanging, I deduced it had been damaged during the arrest and would no longer close.

      Ben Dyson anticipated us and stood in the doorway, a wicked-looking chef’s knife in his hand.

      “I told you. We’re closed.”

      “Ben? Could you put the knife down?”

      He raised the knife into the air. “How about you just go away instead? Yeah?”

      “Do you know why they arrested Rock?”

      Ben gave an elaborate shrug. “They must have been bored and decided to come hassle us.” He lowered his hand and let the knife hand fall by his side again. He made no move to put it away.

      “We work for Rock, you know. We’re trying to help him.”

      Dyson slowly shook his head at me. “You’ve caused nothing but trouble since he hired you. He may have fallen for your fancy sales pitch, but not me. I don’t believe talking to you will help Rock or me. I’ve got a lot of mess to clear up, so why don’t you just leave, yeah?”

      “Could you make us some burritos first?” Ian stepped toward the door. “Please? I didn’t have any breakfast.”

      Dyson leaned forward. From his position in the truck, he towered down over Ian.

      “I told you to scram. No burritos. No questions. Just go away.”

      “But—”

      I grabbed Ian’s arm and pulled him away.

      “We’ll get something on the way. Come on. This guy’s clearly not interested in helping his boss.”

      Ben Dyson didn’t respond to my dig with anything more than a cold stare. He reached for the door and yanked it toward him. It banged against the frame but refused to close.

      We left the angry burrito maker cursing to himself. He was not going to be any help.

      “What places on the way to the station do good burritos?” Ian said, half to himself and half to me, as we walked away from the truck.

      “Does it have to be a burrito?”

      “I’m in the mood for one now. Come on, Tiff. Don’t dawdle.”

      Ian stalked away, and I hurried to catch up. By the time we were back in my car, my stomach had voiced its own complaints.

      A burrito stop was going to be imperative to sustain us through the day.
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      After I’d finished giving my short statement, I hung around the police station while I waited for further updates. Ian and I sat in the lobby drinking coffees while he did Important Detective Work on his phone and I ran through everything over and over again in my mind.

      “Hey,” Emily said as she approached. “Want to come watch?”

      “Watch what?” I was intrigued.

      “Elwood’s grateful for how you caught Rock earlier. He said that, as a professional courtesy, you can watch us interview him.”

      “In the room with him?”

      “No. From behind the observation window. Interested?”

      “Heck yeah!” I nudged Ian, who was lost in a world of his own. “Back soon. Keep digging up what you can. And don’t forget Susie McMillan.”

      I followed Emily through the giant LVMPD headquarters until we reached the interview rooms. Emily led me into an observation room and left me with a fresh coffee and a view through a two-way mirror into the interview room. I sat down on a creaky old leather chair that must have been older than the building and scooted it up against the glass. The show was about to begin.

      Rock was led in soon after, and then Emily and Elwood were sitting across from him, recorder running, as they interviewed him.

      The beginning started with some formalities and going back over information Rock had previously given them. This was like the warmup act. Then, Elwood got to the good part.

      “Why did you withdraw three thousand dollars from your bank account, in cash, the day before Kyle Locke was murdered?”

      “I didn’t,” Rock said sullenly.

      “We have your bank records. You did. Or are you alleging it was stolen from your account?”

      Rock shrugged. “So what if I did? It’s a free country. I wanted some walking-around money.”

      “Three thousand dollars is a lot of ‘walking-around’ money,” Emily said.

      “Not in Vegas it isn’t.”

      While he had a point, it very much depended on who you were. For a high roller, it was less than the lint below their pocket change, but for a guy who ran a food truck, it seemed like a lot of dough. Unless he was making a major purchase, I couldn’t think of a good reason for him to withdraw such a large amount.

      “Where is the money, Rock?” Emily asked.

      “Spent it.”

      “On what?” Elwood asked, not disguising his impatience.

      “Lunch.”

      “Three thousand dollars on lunch? That’s cute.” Elwood leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stop wasting our time, Rock. I’ll ask you, nicely, one more time. Why did you withdraw three thousand dollars, and what did you do with it?”

      Rock sat still for a moment, slowly leaned forward, and then slammed his head down on the desk with a noisy thump.

      “Rock?” Emily said gently. “Why don’t you just tell us what happened?”

      Rock lifted his head back up, a red mark now spread on his forehead.

      “I made a mistake, okay?”

      “What kind of mistake did you make, Rock?” Emily said, her voice as gentle as a lamb’s.

      “I listened to my guy, Ben. It was his idea. I never should have done it.” Rock thumped his fist angrily on the table. “Everything was going good until that little punk messed everything up. And then Dyson…” Rock shook his head again.

      “We’re going round the houses here,” Elwood said in an unforgiving tone. “Spit it out. What’d you do with the money?”

      “Dyson told me we had to deal with Kyle the old fashioned way. Like we used to do it, back on the streets.”

      “Go on…” Emily urged.

      “He said we could keep our hands clean. Stay out of trouble. Let someone else handle it. He showed me this website. He said it was on the dark web, whatever that means. Said you can hire people to do anything there.”

      “You mean you can hire people to kill other people?” Elwood said.

      Rock nodded.

      “For three thousand dollars?” Emily asked incredulously.

      “Yeah. That was the price. Three Gs to make my problem go away. That punk cost me more than that. And he wasn’t quitting. He was still messing up my truck. He was still costing me money. And he was still making stupid videos where he made fun of me.” Rock slammed two fists onto the table. “I don’t play that way. You don’t mess with me and get away with it. Nope. That punk had it coming.”

      “Rock,” Emily said, “just to confirm, you paid someone three thousand dollars to get rid of Kyle?”

      Rock shrugged. “I guess.”

      “Who was it?” Elwood asked.

      “Don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know? What did he look like? Where did you meet him?”

      “It was all done online through a website Ben showed me. He didn’t arrange it, just showed me where to look. I arranged to leave a bag with the cash hidden under a trashcan in Sunset Park. I left the bag there. Next day…” A smile slowly spread across Rock’s face. “No more Mister Prank.”

      “You never saw the killer?” Elwood confirmed.

      “Nope.”

      “You’ll need to show us how you contacted him.”

      “I ain’t a snitch.”

      “Rock, this is very important,” Emily said to him. “We can’t let this happen again.” Emily added in a quiet voice, almost as an afterthought, “Not at three thousand dollars. That’s chicken scratch.”

      Elwood went on to ask a few more confirmatory details, but the interview was basically over. Rock wouldn’t reveal how he’d contacted the killer and regressed to the sullen silence of someone who was being punished for something they totally didn’t deserve to be punished for.

      Emily joined me soon after Rock had been led away.

      “Looks like we’ve finally got our man,” she said.

      “Shame he’s the guy paying me,” I said with a laugh. “But I guess sometimes that’s the way the cards fall.”

      “Finally, a confession we can believe in,” Emily said with a grin. “How many was that? Three?”

      “Four if you count Candi trying it twice. Thanks for letting me watch the interview.”

      “Let’s catch up soon. But now…” Emily frowned and shook her head. “… it’s paperwork time.”

      I gave her a hug of support and went to find Ian back in the lobby. On the way back to our apartment building, I filled him in on everything.
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        * * *

      

      Ian wasn’t ready to let it drop.

      “Three thousand dollars for a contract killer? That sounds cheap, doesn’t it?” He was staring intently at his computer screen while he spoke, and I wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t talking to himself rather than me.

      “Times are hard?” I suggested.

      “Yeah. But even so. Three grand? Man, with my money I could get…” Ian looked up toward the ceiling.

      “Ian, you better not be calculating how many people you can afford to have killed with your stash.”

      “Don’t you think it’s an interesting stat?”

      “Absolutely not. Back to the point. You think Rock’s lying?”

      “I don’t know. I just know three thousand seems cheap. I’m going to poke around online and see what I can find out.”

      “Yeah? What are you going to do? Try and hire one?”

      “Yep.” Ian sounded distracted and uninterested, despite just confirming he was going to try and hire an assassin.

      “Really? Ian, I don’t think you should do that, should you? Won’t it be dangerous.”

      “No. This is dark web stuff. I’ll cover my tracks. He — or she — will never know where we are or be able to track us down. It’s just research, Tiff.”

      “I’m not sure we should be hiring killers as research.”

      “Whatever. Too late.” Ian tapped the enter key on his keyboard and sat back with a satisfied smile. “I put up an ad on one of the dark markets. It’s interesting stuff, Tiff. Do you want to order some drugs or guns?”

      “No?”

      “Good, good.” Ian nodded to himself while he tapped away at his computer. “Woah!”

      ”What?”

      “That was quick! I got a response already. Let me see…”

      I didn’t like the sound of this at all. I didn’t know exactly what Ian was up to, but putting up ads for contract killers on some hidden part of the internet was way outside my comfort zone.

      “Don’t read it, Ian.”

      “I already did. Here, listen. ‘Bucko, you’re fishing way out of your depth. Three lousy thousand? Try ten-exing that if you want a real bite.’” Ian looked up at me, lips pursed in annoyance. “That person said three thousand is way too cheap.”

      That’s exactly what I’d thought, as had Emily.

      “So what does that mean? Rock’s lying about paying three grand to a killer? Why would he lie about that? We know it wasn’t actually him since he was busy gambling at the time of the murder. It doesn’t make sense that he would lie about how much the killer cost.”

      “Unless he committed another crime to raise the funds?”

      “I guess. This doesn’t seem to fit right, Ian. None of it.”

      “But why would Rock confess if it wasn’t true? Maybe you just misheard him. Maybe he said he spent thirty thousand dollars.”

      “Nope,” I said with a firm shake of my head. “Elwood pulled the bank records. It was three thousand, definitely. I heard it half a dozen times, from Elwood, Emily, and Rock. There’s no mistake there.”

      Ian was silent for a moment.

      “I guess maybe he’s better at finding hired killers than me? That was my first try.”

      “It’s still too cheap.” I shook my head. “Let’s keep thinking about it. Maybe Emily and Elwood will get something more out of Rock that will explain it all. Otherwise, this case is pretty much over for us.”

      “It doesn’t feel over,” Ian complained.

      “I know, buddy. I know. Right, I better get ready for work.” I stood up. I had about two hours before I had to be on the working side of a casino table and needed to be fresh and cheery. I had to try and push as much of this case out of my mind as I could until tomorrow.

      Or maybe forever, if it really was over. Unsatisfactory as that felt like it would be.

      Meow.

      Snowy entered the kitchen just as I was leaving.

      “Looks like it’s someone’s time to prepare dinner,” I said with a laugh as I left.

      Snowy meowed again in agreement, this time directly at Ian.

      “Yeah, yeah. Hold on, Snowy. Let me see if I can’t find us a bargain-basement killer first, okay?”

      Laughing to myself, I left Ian and his cat behind.
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      The next morning, there was nothing. No contact from Rock. Nothing new from Emily. And Ian hadn’t come up with an explanation as to why Rock’s supposed assassin cost a tenth of the going rate for a contract killing. It was so unsatisfying.

      The fact that my client, who had hired me to prove he was innocent, had now confessed his guilt, hadn’t given me a satisfying conclusion. And now, I wanted answers.

      It was a Saturday, and I was trying to figure out the laziest way I could spend it without ending up feeling guilty. I’d settled on cleaning my place up and then spending a few hours making sure my television was working correctly by bingeing a new series I’d had my eye on.

      My lazy plans were ruined by a knock on the door. I knew who it was before I opened it. Only one person had a rap like that: Nanna.

      “Hey! I didn’t know you were coming over.”

      “That’s because I didn’t tell you,” Nanna replied with a twinkle in her eye. “Come on. Get yourself together.”

      “Are we going somewhere?” I quickly ransacked my memory, kicking around the inside of my head to see if my overloaded brain hadn’t forgotten something. I found nothing.

      “Yes. Come on. Make yourself look presentable.”

      I slapped on some makeup, jeans, and a blouse. That was as dressy as you were going to get me before lunchtime on a Saturday.

      When we got down to the street, I was surprised to see there was a car there waiting for us.

      “Emily?” I called in surprise.

      “Took your time!” she yelled back.

      “What?” Nanna asked when I gave her my sternest questioning look.

      “You could have told me she was waiting. I would have been quicker.”

      “You know now, dear. Come on!” Nanna climbed into the back of the car. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was being kind so I could sit next to my friend or because she just enjoyed the sensation of being chauffeured around.

      “What’s new?” I asked when I was sitting in the passenger seat.

      “Nothing. He’s sticking to the story he told us yesterday.”

      “How do you feel about it?”

      Emily wavered. “I feel like we’re missing something.”

      “Me too. Is it the price? Three K?”

      Emily drove off. I still had no idea where we were going, but I was more interested in Rock’s case at the moment.

      “Yeah. Three thousand dollars isn’t enough. We spoke to Ben Dyson. He claims Rock pressured him to find an online marketplace on the dark web. He says he showed him a site and then washed his hands of it. He says that if Rock hired a killer, it wasn’t his fault.” Emily slapped the steering wheel in annoyance. “We can’t get him on anything serious.”

      “Enough work talk, girls,” Nanna commanded from the back seat. “Let’s have some fun today, okay?”

      “Where are we going?” I asked finally.

      “We are going… there!” Emily pointed through the windscreen. We were just outside the urban sprawl, and Emily was pointing at a large sign just off the highway, surrounded by large cacti that had grown up around its base. Red Rocks Range.

      “Shooting?” I was surprised. Not bad surprised, but it wasn’t how I had intended to spend my Saturday.

      “We need to practice, dear,” Nanna said happily.

      “We do?”

      “Yes, that’s what Stone said. We should go to the range at least every three months. And we haven’t been in at least a year, Tiffany.”

      “I could do with the practice, too,” Emily said. “Elwood and I have a bet at the police range next week. He thinks his shaky old hands can beat me. I need to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “You and Elwood are pretty friendly now, huh?”

      I hadn’t been sure anyone could actually be friendly with Elwood. Hostile, definitely. Cordial, maybe. But friendly was a step into the unrealistic beyond.

      “He insults me more than he used to.”

      Nanna made approving sounds.

      “And that’s good, is it?”

      “Sure. If he didn’t like me, he wouldn’t insult me half as much. It’s basically his love language. You should have heard how he used to rail on Ryan.”

      Ryan.

      Ryan was a former colleague of Emily’s in the homicide department, Elwood’s ex-partner, and my ex-boyfriend. He had transferred away to Washington DC to work with one of the federal agencies. All I’d heard since he got there was that he’d arrived safely and was enjoying his new position. I would say I missed him, but I wasn’t sure I really did. He’d spent so much time away working undercover, we’d spent most of our so-called relationship apart.

      “So you’re the new Ryan, are you?”

      “But far prettier,” Emily said, fluttering her eyelashes.

      “You’ve got that right. Come on. Let's go lay waste to some silhouettes.”

      The three of us walked inside side by side, laughing and joking.

      And we had a blast.
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        * * *

      

      We only spent an hour and a half there, and most of that wasn’t actually shooting, but by the time we were done, my arms and ears ached. My ears didn’t hurt from the sounds — we wore ear guards — but from the way the hearing protection pressed too tightly against my head.

      “Right. I am about ready for a whole giant pizza, or whatever you guys feel like,” I announced as we walked back to the car.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Nanna said.

      I felt wounded. How could Nanna say a thing like that? “No?” I said meekly.

      “Not now, dear, perhaps after.”

      “After? This is after, Nanna. We just finished.” I peered at her as if worried for her mental health.

      “That was just the first course.”

      “First course?” Emily repeated with some nervousness.

      “Absolutely. Stone told me that you girls need to do your fighting classes, too. The crab thing.”

      “Crab thing?” Emily repeated.

      “She means Krav Maga.”

      “Oh, right. Well thanks, Nanna,” Emily said with a smile. “But I’m pretty beat. That pizza sure sounds good.”

      Emily and I gave each other low fist bumps outside of Nanna’s view.

      “You’re beat?” Nanna repeated. “You will be if you don’t show up. Stone made an appointment for you with the new teacher. They usually close at midday on Saturday, but he’s staying open especially for your introductory session.”

      “He did? Why didn’t he tell us?” It didn’t seem fair to me that Stone would do something like that without checking with me.

      “I told him not to,” Nanna said happily.

      “How come you were even speaking to him?”

      Nanna shrugged. “I wanted to tell him that I didn’t approve of that case he had you working on, spying on that poor girl. So we had a coffee and talked it over.”

      “Really, Nanna?”

      We stood by the side of Emily’s car. I was almost feeling peeved. And I didn’t usually feel that way about Nanna.

      “Yes. Then we had a conversation. I think I may have come around to his way of thinking.”

      “You did, huh? So you’re not annoyed about that case anymore?”

      “No. Stone has a way of explaining things that makes them sound different to when you do it.”

      “Does he?” I asked curiously. I actually thought he did, but it was more because of his pitch and cadence than anything else — he had one of those voices that, when he spoke, people listened.

      “Yes, he does. Right. Come on, chauffeur — I mean Emily — let’s go. I can’t wait for this Krav Maga class.”

      “You’re doing it too?” I asked skeptically. While Nanna was fit for her age, she was still very much of-an-age.

      “Goodness, no. If someone tries Krav Maga on me I’ll just shoot them, dear. But I’ll enjoy watching you two having fun.”

      It had been a long time since I’d taken a class, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be fun. Rewarding, perhaps. Educational, for sure. Fun? Probably not.

      Emily had just pulled back out onto the highway in the direction of town when I saw something that made me sit up straight. I leaned forward, squinting, trying to read the number plate of the car I’d just spotted.

      “Emily, follow that car!” I ordered.

      “Hey, I’m not a taxi,” she complained cheerfully. “And you’re not allowed to speak in cliches in my car. I have a strict no-cliche rule, in fact.”

      “Fine. But could you, like, drive behind that car and then make the same turns that it does so we can see where the driver is going?”

      Emily laughed and squeezed my leg. “Of course. I was just kidding.” She squinted at the white Benz in front. “Blonde, late twenties. Let me guess, this is the woman Stone has you checking out?”

      “Investigating.”

      “Cute car.” Emily drove a few vehicle lengths behind Susie’s white vehicle.

      Susie’s hair had been visible as some of it drifted either side of the headrest. What none of us had initially realized was that there was a passenger in the vehicle. Not until he leaned over in Susie’s direction.

      “There’s a man!” Emily said loudly.

      “Sure looks like it.”

      Using my phone, I snapped a couple of no doubt blurry photos of the guy leaning across toward Susie while they drove down the highway.

      The man soon sat up straight again. There was one thing I was certain of though — it wasn’t Larry Spokane. The man in the car in front had jet-black, shoulder-length hair. Larry Spokane’s head had been shaved.

      “That’s not the client with her, right?” Emily asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Maybe it’s her brother,” Nanna said. “Or one of her old high school friends.”

      “Yep, could be.” Stone had been insistent that we don’t jump to conclusions, and I certainly wasn’t going to yet. The man could be anyone.

      When we were back in town, Susie drove straight to the Tremonte, the casino and resort owned by Jack Weber, Emily’s boyfriend and a friend of mine. She pulled up at the front. We stopped behind her.

      “Look!” Emily said, needlessly.

      Susie leaned across the car, gave the guy a one handed hug, and then kissed him on the cheek. The man climbed out of the car and waved at Susie. Laughing, she blew him a kiss before finally driving away.

      “Get all that?” Emily asked with a nod toward my phone.

      “Yeah.” I’d taken photos of it all. “He could just be a friend she was dropping off.”

      “That’s right,” Nanna chimed in from the back seat.

      “Maybe. I’m not an expert, but from the body language, I’d say they haven’t known each other long.”

      “But she blew him a kiss,” Nanna said. “So they must be quite friendly.”

      “I’m just going to write it all down,” I said. “No judgments from me.”

      “Good for you, Tiffany.”

      “I know what I’d be thinking if that was my fiancée,” Emily said.

      “She’s gone now,” Nanna said. “Now, come on. We don’t want to be late. Your class is only five minutes away. It’s fighting time, girls.”

      “Training, Nanna. We’re not really going to fight, are we, Em?”

      Emily gave me a wicked look. “You better hope not, Black.”

      I grinned at her and gave her a friendly punch on the arm.

      She was kidding.

      I think.

      “But can we please have a giant, greasy pizza when we’re done?”

      Nanna and Emily both laughed, which I assumed was an affirmative.

      It better be.

      Otherwise, there’d be some real fighting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      That evening I ached in parts of my body that I’d never given a single, solitary thought to before. Muscles I didn’t know the names of were whining, and even my brain was telling me it wasn’t going to be able to binge watch the television for too long.

      I’d just settled onto my sofa, two foil-wrapped leftover slices of pizza beside me just in case I needed urgent nourishment during the evening, when someone was at my door.

      It was Ian. I could tell both by the way he hammered on it and his voice when he repeatedly yelled, “Tiffany! Tiffany! Tiffany!” The final clue was him saying, “It’s Ian, open up!”

      I wanted to pretend I wasn’t home. A nice, quiet evening was what I deserved. But the universe, or at least the Ian part of it, wasn’t going to let me have that.

      “I heard you go in! I’ve got something to show you! Tiffany! Tiffany! Tiff— finally.”

      With my most disinterested look ready on my face, I asked Ian, “What?”

      He was inside and sitting on my sofa, tablet in hand, before I could tell him I wasn’t going to be inviting him in and really wanted to relax quietly by myself.

      “Come on, Tiff, get over here.”

      “Darn it,” I muttered under my breath. I closed the door and went to join him.

      Ian had already unwrapped the foil and was eating one of my precious slices.

      “Thanks, the pizza’s really good. Now, are you ready to have your mind blown?”

      I shook my head. “No thanks. Let’s do it tomorrow.”

      “Ha-ha. Good one. But you’re not as funny as me, you know. Sit down. Look at this.”

      It didn’t seem like I had any choice in the matter. Complaining would only drag everything out. When Ian was determined to show me something, there was no getting out of it.

      “What?” I said, around a large yawn.

      “Someone confessed!”

      When you’re investigating a murder case, those two words are the absolute best two words you can hear. Usually. But not in this case.

      “Please tell me you’re talking about Candi, Rock, or Zach.”

      “What?” Ian looked genuinely puzzled. “Why would I tell you about them? We knew about them already.”

      “I’m not going to like this.”

      “Candi was right. Look!”

      Ian held his tablet right in front of my face. There was a full-screen paused image of Tammy Cam. The title of the video could be read at the top. She’d called this video How I Killed Kyle Locke, the Prank King. Not exactly subtle.

      Ian pressed play, and we watched the video together.

      It started with Tammy staring very seriously into the camera. In the background, whispered, I heard her friend Ellie say, “That’s great, babe.”

      After thirty seconds of silent, unnerving staring, Tammy finally spoke.

      “I killed my boyfriend, Kyle Locke.”

      Tammy stared into the camera again, another long twenty seconds or so of her gaze piercing the viewer.

      “And this is how I did it.”

      The camera began to move and follow Tammy. She stood up, and as the camera — presumably held by Ellie — moved backward, we could see that Tammy was in her bedroom. She walked out of it, down a short hallway, and stopped outside the next room.

      “You may find the next part of the video shocking. If death is too heavy for you, turn away now.”

      I shuddered as a chill ran down my spine, but I couldn’t look away from the video. All thoughts of my stolen pizza were forgotten until Ian started noisily chewing another mouthful.

      “Still here? I did warn you. Last chance to leave. No? Then come with me.”

      Tammy opened the door and stepped inside. The camera quickly followed.

      The room was completely bare of furniture. The floor was covered in transparent plastic, the kind you might put down to stop paint splatters if you were decorating. But the plastic wasn’t covered in paint.

      “Look.” Tammy extended both her arms and twirled in a circle. “This is it. Here.” Tammy pointed down and the camera focused on the plastic below her. It was covered in a dried, dark red color.

      “I took Kyle in here. He asked me why the plastic was on the floor. And I answered with a knife in his chest.”

      Tammy stared down at the ground, her eyes no longer meeting the camera. “It was me. I did it. I killed him.”

      The camera lifted and zoomed in on Tammy’s face. A pair of teardrops rolled down from the corners of her eyes. Were they fake?

      “I took his body outside, and I dumped it on one of his favorite running trails. Tossed it like you would throw out the trash.”

      “She’s cold, huh?” Ian whispered. I shushed him. I was concentrating on Tammy.

      “You want to know why I did it, don’t you?” Tammy leaned forward so her entire face filled the screen. “Because he deserved it. That’s why.” Her cold stare continued.

      “Is that it?” I asked Ian.

      “Just a bit more…”

      “Find out why I killed Kyle in my next video. Hit the like and subscribe buttons so you can get alerted the second it drops. Next time you see me, I’ll be in Colombia or Kazakhstan or some other random location. They’re not taking me down. Remember, like and subscribe. Tammy Cam out.”

      “So? What do you think?” Ian bit into the second, and final, piece of leftover pizza and began to chew it thoughtfully.

      “I think we’ve had way, way too many confessions in this case.”

      “I know, right? But do you buy it?”

      “Candi warned she might do this. And now it looks like she has. From what we know, Kyle was killed on the running trail, not moved from another location. Unless the cops made a mistake, Tammy’s story doesn’t work.”

      “So we think she’s just doing it for the views?”

      “Yep.”

      “We should probably go and talk to her, shouldn’t we?” Ian closed the cover over his tablet and then crumpled up the foil the pizza had been wrapped in. “Before she flees to Kazakhstan.”

      I didn’t want to move. But duty called. It’s a tough life, but someone’s got to live it.

      “Fine. But you’re buying me more pizza on the way back.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Ian said as he hopped to his feet.

      “That’s more like it.”
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        * * *

      

      I texted Emily on the way to let her know about Tammy’s new video, though I assumed the cops would have been inundated with calls already from Tammy’s viewers. She simply replied with a thumb’s up and the words on it.

      Ian had dug up Tammy’s address a few days earlier, but it was our first visit to her home. She lived in a swanky apartment downtown in one of the nicer condo buildings.

      “Rich parents? Or does she actually make real money from the photoshoots?” I asked Ian.

      “Parents,” he said. “She had a whole bunch of photos of her and them together in the Hamptons last summer. And they weren’t living cheap. She comes from some pretty serious money.”

      “So the photos and the videos, that’s just for the fame?”

      “Yep. Some people thrive on it.”

      I was glad I wasn’t one of them. While I’d ended up in newspapers, and even on the television a few times, I preferred to stay out of the limelight when I could. Placing one’s whole sense of self-worth on how many likes or subscribers one got must be a pretty miserable experience, I thought.

      We managed to get inside the building and up to Tammy’s floor with a flash of a private investigator license badge. I didn’t want to warn her we were coming.

      She opened soon after we pressed the button. Her hair was wet, and she was in a white fluffy robe. If she was in the midst of fleeing the country, it was more of a slow-and-comfortable fleeing than a dash for the border.

      “We need to talk to you, Tammy,” I said as I walked in right past her. She didn’t move to stop me. Which basically meant she invited us in.

      In the entranceway there was a shoe rack loaded with a dozen different pairs of sneakers. I guessed her fancy shoes were in a closet somewhere. Sitting on top of the shoe rack was an envelope with the words Clark County Justice Center printed in the top corner. I kept on walking deeper into the apartment while Tammy and Ian followed.

      “We saw the latest video,” Ian said as he fully entered the apartment from the hallway. He gently pushed the door closed.

      “You saw it? Oh, neat. Let me grab my camera real quick.”

      “No, Tammy. No camera.”

      “Then what’s the point of you even being here?”

      “Go sit down, Tammy.” I directed her into her own living room and then pointed at a cream-colored leather sofa.

      Tammy sat down and gave me an unhappy look. “I don’t want to talk to you if it’s not on the record.”

      “Tammy. You just posted a video confessing to murder.”

      “Yeah. Have you seen my numbers? They’re amazing.”

      “Tammy. Do you realize the seriousness of this? I’m not sure you do.”

      She shrugged.

      “I’m going to break ten thousand subscribers today. I’d say that’s pretty serious, yeah. They say that once you’ve got your first ten thousand, it’s easy from there. I’m going to be a star!”

      “I’m sure your cellmates will be very impressed,” Ian said.

      “Cellmates? I’m not going to jail.”

      “Tammy. You just confessed to murder. What do you think’s going to happen to you?”

      “You guys are dumber than you look.” She shrugged. “Most people are.”

      I looked to Ian for assistance. This girl didn’t seem to understand anything.

      “Tammy,” Ian said slowly, “if you are a murderer, you’re going to go be arrested. That’s what happens.”

      She rolled her eyes. “But I’m not a murderer, obviously.”

      “But your—”

      “Blah, blah, blah. What are you going to say? That my video is evidence or something? Do you guys seriously not understand marketing? Here’s a little phrase I think even you would have heard: ‘All publicity is good publicity.’ Ring any bells? Huh?”

      “So this is just a publicity stunt?”

      “Yeah? Or maybe it’s a serious piece of performance art? Did you ever consider that? Do you even know what performance art is?”

      “Tammy.” I pushed my face close to hers. “You can’t just say whatever you want and expect there to be no consequences.”

      Tammy scooted over toward the edge of the sofa to put some distance between us. I’d made her uncomfortable at least.

      “Consequences? The only consequence is the ten thousand subscribers I’m about to reach. People love me now.”

      I was going to tell her that people didn’t love her; they didn’t even know her. I was going to say that just because people watched her videos didn’t mean she had fans. I was going to explain that most of those views would be out of morbid curiosity and the unusual spectacle of someone confessing to a murder before they’d even been arrested.

      But I didn’t say any of those things.

      There was a loud thump from the entranceway. All three of us turned our heads. Tammy’s door had burst open, and a stream of body-armored men with helmets, masks, and deadly rifles stormed in.

      “Freeze!”

      “Hands where we can see them!”

      “You! On the ground! Now!”

      “Me?” I asked meekly.

      “NOW!”

      Cursing under my breath, I got onto the floor. At least it was cleaner than the street near the burrito truck.

      “Guys?” Tammy shouted from the ground beside me. “I wasn’t shooting. Can I get my camera out so we can do it again?”

      The answer came in the form of a boot on her lower back and a command to put her hands behind her so they could be cuffed.

      “Guys?” Tammy said again. “I don’t like this. It’s not how I—”

      “QUIET!” Roared a voice above us both. I would have covered my own ears if they had not just been cuffed behind me.

      This was so not how I wanted to spend my Saturday night.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emily was outside with Elwood. She laughed when she saw me and Ian cuffed and perp-walked out of the building. I gave her a rescue me! look with my eyes and she came over laughing.

      When I was uncuffed and rubbing my wrists, I had a chance to speak to my friend.

      “What’s with all this?” There were several patrol cars, an armored bus, and about a dozen officers loitering around.

      “The call was made by the officers on duty. And they decided to come in all guns blazing. Elwood just picked me up and we got here a couple of minutes ago.”

      “Because of Tammy’s confession video?”

      “Yeah. I called Elwood after you sent me the link earlier. We both decided it was just a publicity stunt and we’d bring her in for some questioning and to scare some sense into her on Monday. But it seems like the department had other ideas.”

      “I think she got the scare, but I’m not sure if it’s made her any more sensible.”

      “A couple of nights in the cells might do it. Let her stew a bit. They might even bring a time wasting charge against her for the false confession video.”

      “She should get one.” I was bitter about having my relaxing evening ruined, and I was laying the blame squarely on Tammy.

      “Won’t be up to me. So. I thought you were going to take it easy tonight?”

      “I was. But now I could murder for a Coke. And Ian owes me pizza.”

      “We had pizza for lunch.”

      I shrugged.

      Emily shrugged back.

      “Let’s do it,” Emily said with a sly grin. “Double pizza it is.”

      Emily went to let Elwood know she wouldn’t need a ride back while I walked over to my car where I could already see Ian waiting.

      Before I got there, someone popped out of the shadows.

      “Hey!” said a voice as I felt my wrist grabbed.

      I snatched my hand back and was ready to take some more serious countermeasures when I saw who it was — Tammy’s friend, Ellie.

      “What are you doing?” I asked her.

      “I told her this would happen. Tammy didn’t believe they’d bother coming to her place over a video. But it looks like I was right.”

      “Guess so. So what are you doing loitering down here?”

      “I was watching, just in case. And I was right. I wanted to tell you something.”

      “Yeah? What?”

      “It wasn’t Tammy. She didn’t do it. She was with me the night it happened. We were up all night watching videos and stuff. Don’t believe what you saw in her video.”

      “Yeah, thanks. We know that already. Kyle wasn’t killed and then moved. Forensics would have known. He was killed where he was found, so Tammy’s video didn’t add up.”

      “Oh.” Ellie was quiet a moment. “Why did they take her away then?”

      I shrugged. “Different teams, different departments. It’s a Saturday night. She was wasting police time.” I shrugged. “You stick up a video like that, you’re going to have a bad time.”

      Ellie smacked her leg. “I knew it was a bad idea. I knew it.”

      “She’ll probably be out on Monday.” I gave Ellie a second look. She was biting her lip and looked near tears. “A word of advice though. If I were you, I’d stay clear of her. She’s not a good person, Ellie.”

      “She’s good to me,” Ellie said quietly.

      “Is she?”

      Ellie didn’t answer. She turned and walked away. After watching her go, I walked back to my car where Ian and now Emily were waiting.

      I needed the pizza we were about to get.

      For my nerves at least.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      On Sunday morning, I’d just finished a slice of breakfast-pizza — I wouldn’t want the leftovers to go to waste, aka Ian, again — when my assistant showed up at my door. This was despite me specifically telling him the night before that I didn’t want to be disturbed.

      “Mimosas?” he asked brightly after he’d walked in and sat at my little kitchen table.

      “No?”

      “Yes?”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Explain.”

      “Susie McMillan is meeting—” Ian made air quotes “—‘her girls’ for a Sunday morning brunch.”

      “Couldn’t she go to church or something instead?” I groaned.

      “Nope. And I’ve got a plan, Tiff. All you have to do is sit there and drink.”

      “Sit there and drink? What do you think I am, Ian?”

      He shrugged. “A slobbish, middle-aged—”

      “One more word and I’ll drown you with a mimosa. Now scram while I get ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Susie and three of her friends met at the Turquoise Lagoon cafe, which had plentiful outside seating around a large pond and an outdoor tiki-style bar with a thatched roof and bamboo and rattan furniture.

      “I feel like I’m on the islands,” Ian said with a big smile. He stretched out his arms and breathed out deeply. “I’m on island time now, baby.”

      “You’ve never been to the islands. And which islands?”

      Ian was none too concerned. “I guess all islands are the same. Laid back. Relaxed. Sunny. No worries, and who cares what time it is, right?”

      “All islands, huh? Do you think Iceland’s like that?”

      “I’m here to drink not to think.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. He was about as good at drinking as he was at unassisted flying or, apparently, geographical knowledge of the world’s islands.

      We grabbed a table not too far from where Susie and her friends were sitting. We were just close enough to hear them laugh, and occasionally scream, but not close enough to hear what they were actually talking about.

      We got two virgin mimosas. After an amused smile and explanation from the waitress, I learned that a virgin mimosa has another, more common name: orange juice. At least it was served in a fancy glass.

      Trying to look sophisticated, I sipped my champagne flute of juice. It was time to ask what I’d been dreading.

      “You said you had a plan, Ian. What is it?”

      “I’m going to test Susie’s morals.”

      I nearly spluttered. “You’re what?”

      Ian was looking rather proud of himself. Before he answered me, he tipped his glass back and swallowed the last ninety percent of his drink in one gulp.

      “I’m going to seduce her. It’s the ultimate test. If I pull it off, we’ll know Stone was right to hire us. And if she rejects me then we’ll know she’s honest.”

      “You don’t see any other possibilities, apart from those two?”

      “Nope. It’s foolproof.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll get a fool to test it at least.”

      “What does that mean?” Ian asked with bemusement that may or may not have been put on.

      “Go on. Get to it. And order me a real one of these, I deserve it now.”

      “I’ll slip into action the moment the time is right. Plans like this take great skill and precision. I’m not going to move until she’s broken away from the pack.”

      “The pack? You mean her friends?”

      “Precisely.”

      Ian sat, waiting for his moment. It put me on edge. Finally he got up. “It’s show time!”

      It seemed I had all the nervousness for both of us. I adjusted my wicker chair so that I could get a good angle on what was about to transpire.

      Ian walked across the ground of the cafe like he had two broomsticks stuffed down his pantlegs. I guess he was trying to strut or swagger. Or maybe he was going for the two-broken-legs look. It was hard to tell.

      Susie was at the bar, standing on tiptoes and leaning forward, elbows on top, while she waited to be served. I held my breath as Ian approached her.

      While I don’t claim to have the gift of foresight, I wasn’t wrong in my expectations.

      Ian said something to Susie. She looked at him, a puzzled expression on her face.

      Ian leaned in closer to her and said something else. The puzzlement seemed to increase. Ian paused, and I hoped he would flee. He didn’t.

      Ian put on a big smile, and just as the bartender put four new mimosas down in front of Susie, he said something else and followed it with an exaggerated, full-face wink. Susie took a step back, snatched one of the mimosas off the bar, and threw it right in Ian’s face.

      Orange juice and sparkling wine poured down his shocked forehead and off his nose. He opened his mouth to say something, but before he could speak, he had it filled with mimosa as Susie tossed the contents of a second glass at him.

      Ian was frozen. And apparently Susie didn’t like his impression of a statue because she grabbed the last two glasses with both hands and tossed those into his face as well. That finally got some action on his part. He blinked and snatched some napkins off the bar and began dabbing at his eyes.

      I finished my own drink. We weren’t getting served in here again, that was for sure. With a final glance at the beautiful setting which I would not get to enjoy a moment longer, I left the table and went to rescue my assistant.

      I grabbed Ian by the elbow at the bar and led him out. Just in time, too, because two large security guards started to walk just behind me.

      “Yeah. Get him out of here. He’s barred.”

      “Sorry about him,” I said, unhappy about taking responsibility but feeling I did have to bear some of it.

      “You too.”

      “Me too what?” I said over my shoulder.

      “You’re barred. Don’t come back.”

      “But—”

      “If you argue, we’ll be forced to notify the police.”

      I didn’t argue. Instead, I did an impression of a goldfish. At least I guess that’s what I looked like. I was speechless, insulted, annoyed, and also feeling slightly guilty. It was a bad combination for a Sunday brunch time.

      “Great plan,” I said to Ian in the parking lot.

      He finally pulled his fistfuls of napkins away from his face. It looked like he’d been crying. His eyes had gone red, and he looked as sticky as a toddler.

      “It would have been a great plan. She ruined it.”

      “What did you say to her, Ian? I’ve seen a girl throw a drink in someone’s face before, but not four of them. That’s quite the skill you’ve got.”

      He nodded glumly. “I just told her I’d seen her around.”

      Obviously, that wasn’t all he’d said.

      “And?”

      “And that I’d seen her with a lot of guys.”

      That explained the first glass.

      “And that I had money and a suite at the Tremonte.”

      And there was the second glass right in the face.

      “And?”

      Ian shrugged. “She didn’t seem to understand. I laid it out for her. I said I could be John and I’d pay her money to go to my suite.”

      And that was it. The final two glasses.

      “I thought you were going to charm her, Ian?”

      “I thought the offer of money would charm her. Women like money.”

      “How many times have I told you not to make stupid generalizations like that?”

      “It wasn’t stupid,” he muttered sullenly.

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, at least you got some free drinks out of it, right?”

      He licked his lips. “I didn’t enjoy them though.”

      “But you know what?” I said mischievously.

      “What?”

      “I sure did. Come on. Let’s go somewhere less highfalutin. It wasn’t our style of place anyway. I’ll buy you a coffee.”

      Still looking wet and dejected, Ian agreed.

      It hadn’t been my first choice for ways to spend my Sunday morning, but it had at least been a little entertaining, and we’d also learned that Susie had at least some standards.
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        * * *

      

      We sat in a burger joint with sausage-and-bacon-stuffed English muffins and some way-too-hot coffee.

      “Now this is a real brunch,” I said.

      “And they even do virgin mimosas,” Ian said, laughing, as he pointed at the little glass bottle of orange juice in front of him.

      “That they do. And at a tenth of the price.”

      Ian peered around the restaurant. “No lagoon, though.”

      There was a shriek, a thump, and then the familiar voice of a mother admonishing a child. “I told you to be careful!”

      We both peered down the central aisle.

      “And there’s our lagoon,” I said with a laugh. The kid had dropped a full cup of cola on the floor, making a large brown puddle.

      “We don’t need to pay for a fancy atmosphere. They’ve got everything you need right here.”

      We finished our meals and got back to talking about our cases.

      “Did you get any more responses on your assassin ad on the dark web?”

      “Nope. It’s weird that Rock was able to find one at that price. I thought that maybe after a couple of days I’d get a response, but still nothing.”

      “It still doesn’t seem right to me. We’re missing something.”

      “Yeah, the killer.”

      “I’m not going to be satisfied until we’ve got it all figured out. It’s like we’ve done a jigsaw puzzle, but the picture doesn’t match the box.”

      “Maybe we’ve got the wrong box,” Ian suggested.

      “Or the wrong jigsaw pieces.”

      We both sat quiet and thoughtful for a moment while we tried to figure out what exactly the metaphor meant. I gave up and went back to sipping on my now cooled-to-drinkable temperature coffee.

      “Rock confessed. Candi confessed. Tammy confessed. Zach confessed.” I wasn’t going anywhere, but sometimes saying these things out loud can help.

      “Are you saying we need another confession?” Ian asked.

      “Please, goodness, no. No more confessions. We need some denials.”

      “Whoever denies it probably did it,” Ian suggested.

      “You know what, in this case, you might be right. Maybe we need to try and trick someone into denying murdering Kyle.”

      The whole situation was ludicrous. But what could we do? Officially, the case was over with my own client having given up and confessed. But it wasn’t over in my mind. And my mind wouldn’t quit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Candi Kane contacted me and said she wanted to meet up again. To say I was dubious would be the understatement of the week. This time, she promised she had something that would make us reassess everything.

      She refused to tell me what it was over the phone, but I was pretty sure I could take a guess. With nothing better on the horizon, I reluctantly agreed to meet her again.

      “Remind me,” Ian said just before we got out of the car. “Is she claiming she did kill Kyle or that we’re trying to frame her?”

      “A little from column A, a little from column B?”

      “I guess we’ll soon find out which it is today.”

      Candi was at the door as soon as we reached it, swinging it open so hard it banged back against the wall. She gave us a big, wide, toothy grin and her eyes flicked back and forth over each of us, sparkling but empty.

      “Candi,” I said warily. “What did you need to talk to us about?”

      She clutched her stomach and laughed like it was the funniest thing she’d heard in years. “You guys,” she finally said between pants. “You’re so funny. What do… I… want to talk to you… about?” She pulled herself up straight, her amusement evaporating. “There’s only one thing anyone in Las Vegas is talking about.”

      This was definitely not true. But perhaps, among the small subset of the population that were really into online drama and prank videos, it was one of the bigger topics right now. No doubt to soon be surpassed by some other scandal.

      “We’re very busy, Candi. You said you have something urgent for us?”

      “Come in, come in. Follow me. And all shall be revealed!” She turned and skipped down the short hallway, past the living room we’d sat in before, and toward what I took to be her bedroom.

      She’d sent me messages late the night before, saying she finally had “it”. Whatever it may be.

      “Tada!” She said, swinging her arm expansively as she showed us her bedroom. Like the living room, it had been decorated to look like a creepy shrine to Kyle Locke. Every inch of wall was covered in photos of the dead video maker, while horizontal surfaces were loaded with framed photos of either him alone or him with Candi.

      The floor was about the only part of the room that wasn’t dedicated to Kyle Locke. I figured she must be unaware that it was possible to get images embroidered onto rugs, otherwise she’d surely have covered the floor in Kyle-alike carpets already.

      “Are you ready?” Candi asked us expectantly. She was hopping from foot to foot like she was doing a slow motion jig.

      “Quickly, Candi.”

      “Fine. Give me a hand!” Candi grabbed Ian’s wrist and dragged him toward her bed. “Put your hands under. Get ready to lift.” Candi was indicating the mattress. Ian obligingly put his hands under one end while Candi was ready at the other. “One, two, three.” The pair of them lifted the mattress up off of the box spring. “Ta—”

      Ian and Candi had the mattress standing vertically, and Ian pushed it to lean against the wall so they would no longer need to handle it.

      “—da?” Candi was glaring at the box spring. Nothing had been revealed with the lifting of the mattress. “Where is it?” Candi’s head whipped around to face mine, her look suspicious.

      “Where’s what, Candi?”

      “You know what I mean! What did you do with it?”

      “I haven’t done anything with anything, Candi. We just got here.”

      “Did you break in during the night?”

      “No, Candi, I did not break in during the night.”

      Candi began punching both her legs with fists as she paced up and down her room. “I don’t understand,” she muttered. “It was here. Right here.”

      “What is it that you lost, Candi?” Ian asked.

      “I didn’t lose anything. Someone stole it.” She poked him in the chest. “Was it you? Huh? Empty your pockets!”

      Ian pulled out his phone and wallet before I could tell him not to bother. It clearly wasn’t going to help matters. Candi patted the pockets of his jeans and then began pacing again, unsatisfied.

      “What was it, Candi?”

      “The proof! It was the shirt I was wearing. It was a black one, but it was covered in blood. Stiff as a board!”

      Great. Another blood-covered supposed piece of evidence. Just what I didn’t want. She’d already handed in two blood-covered knives and now she had a shirt as well. I figured someone could do a roaring trade in blood-covered objects for her if they were so entrepreneurially inclined.

      “This was supposed to be my big secret! Like Kyle and Tammy’s! It was going to blow everyone’s mind, and now you guys have ruined it.”

      “We didn’t do anything, Candi. But do you want to backtrack a minute? What was that about a secret?”

      “Aren’t you guys the detectives? Did you even watch all of Kyle’s videos?”

      “Umm.”

      “He uploaded over a thousand videos,” Ian said.

      Candi gave him a blank look. As if a thousand videos should be a mere few days’ viewing.

      “We don’t have time for that. We’re busy people, Candi. What was this secret?”

      Candi grabbed the top of the mattress and yanked it so it toppled back down. She sat on the edge of the bed and began to kick at the base of it with her heel.

      “In Kyle’s last few videos, he mentioned his big secret and his big reveal. Tammy’s been saying the same thing.”

      “But you don’t know what it was?”

      “Of course I don’t! It’s a secret! How would I know?”

      There was a loud chime from a phone. Candi hopped to her feet, bounded across the room, and snatched her phone off the dresser.

      “She’s livestreaming! That horrible pig! I wonder what lies she’s got for us today, huh?”

      Candi seemed to forget about Ian and me as she stared down at the screen. I came to stand beside her to see what she was watching.

      “So, last time I told you about how I would have done it, if I had done it,” Tammy was saying.

      “Where is she?” Ian muttered.

      Tammy spun the camera around. She was on a trail going through a park. In the background was some old police tape hanging from a tree.

      “That’s the murder scene,” I said half to myself. “She’s there.”

      “Now what?” Candi said through gritted teeth. “Her lies never stop.”

      On the screen, Tammy stopped on the path and pointed down at the ground.

      “This is where it happened. This is where some psycho killed the love of my life. We may have had fights, but he didn’t deserve what happened here.” Tammy stared into the camera, slowly shaking her head and trying to look sad. “Then bam, someone shoved a knife right through his stomach and up into his heart. He didn’t even see it coming. One minute he was running so he could keep himself fit and healthy for his love — me — and the next his own momentum pushed him deep onto the blade. He didn’t know what hit him.” Tammy sighed deeply. “Oh! Kyle!” She screeched. “I miss you!”

      “Shut it!” called a distant voice. Clearly, the other park users didn’t appreciate Tammy’s emotional reaction.

      “Yeah, shut it,” Candi repeated in agreement, smiling to herself.

      The livestream abruptly shut off. I wondered if Tammy had gone to argue with her heckler.

      “She’s awful, isn’t she?” Candi said while she walked back to her bed to sit down again.

      “Candi, we’re going to have to get going. If you have any more information, you can send it to me in an email or call us. There’s no need for you to invite us over here to your home.”

      “You wouldn’t be saying that if someone hadn’t stolen my evidence. If you had that blood-stained shirt, we’d both be happy I’d called you over!”

      That made me laugh. I’d never before met a killer who so badly wanted to be found with incriminating evidence.

      “Oh, so now I’m funny?”

      “Is there anything else, Candi?”

      “No,” she said sullenly. “When I find out who stole the shirt, I’ll get it back so you can arrest me.”

      “We’d turn you into the police. They’d do the arresting.”

      “As long as I get caught, it doesn’t matter who does the arresting.”

      “Right. Take care, Candi. Come on, Ian.”

      We left Candi Kane sitting on her bed. She didn’t walk us to the front door.

      When we were back outside, I blinked in the bright sunlight and only then realized just how dark it had been inside. Candi lived a strange life, cooped up in her small little unit with images of the dead YouTuber posted over every surface. How did people end up like that, I wondered? Living a life of sad fantasies and daydreams and never accepting reality.

      “What do you think happened to the evidence she was talking about?” Ian asked when we reached my car.

      “I think it’s probably still firmly lodged in her imagination where it’s always been.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      After a fruitless morning and having our time wasted by Candi, we left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      We were on our way to lunch when I got another call from the Kane family, this time from the patriarch himself, Candi’s father, Zach.

      Like his daughter, he claimed he had something important to show us. I tried to put him off, but he said he would come and join us wherever we were. It was that important to him. I eventually relented and let him know where we would be for the next hour or so.

      “This is the place?” I asked Ian as I pulled into a parking spot.

      “Yep. No Sin Microbrewery. It’s owned by one of my hog brothers.”

      “I’m not drinking beer at lunchtime.”

      “Yes, you are! I’m going to make you!”

      I gave my assistant a suspicious look. This wasn’t like him at all. He was keeping something from me.

      “Spill.”

      “Hmm?” he said innocently, before opening the door and getting out to avoid answering me.

      “Come on,” I said as I grabbed his arm. “You’re clearly not telling me something about this place.”

      “Fine. You ruin everything, Tiffany.”

      “I do not!”

      Ian shrugged as if to say he didn’t want to argue the point, but I totally did.

      “They make alcohol-free beer here. That’s why it’s called ‘No Sin’. It’s the only non-alcoholic microbrewery in Las Vegas, and it’s run by one of my hog brothers.”

      “Alcohol-free, huh? Why not just drink something delicious like soda instead?”

      Ian sniffed snootily. “You clearly have an unrefined palette. Come on. And don’t embarrass me.”

      The cheek of it! Me embarrass him? It was like he didn’t remember the last time we went somewhere together in public and he got four drinks tossed in his face.

      “Hog brothers,” I said, sounding out the words. “I don’t like that term, Ian. It’s dumb. Why don’t you just call them your boys’ club buddies. Or your secret piggy friends or something?”

      “Tiffany!” Ian stopped dead in the parking lot. “Hog brother is what we have called each other for a hundred and fifty years, and it’s not going to change because someone who isn’t even eligible to join doesn’t like it!”

      I laughed and grabbed his arm. “Come on, my little piggy, let’s see what kind of food they’ve got.”

      We got the royal treatment when we went inside. A waitress initially came to greet us, but when the owner spotted Ian, he hurried toward us and sent the server on her way.

      “Fitzy!” Ian yelled in excitement.

      “Ian!” The aforementioned Fitzy clapped Ian on the shoulder and then gave him a manly hug. Perhaps manly was too strong a word, but they were both men.

      Fitzy had a hipster beard, hipster glasses, and was wearing a hipster beermaker’s apron. At least that’s how I categorized his sartorial choices.

      “Finally made it, huh? Ready to get your beer on?”

      “With a hog brother? Always!” Ian nodded his head my way. “Sorry I had to bring her along. Best keep our conversation strictly non-Red-Hogs.”

      “I’m his boss,” I said coldly. “Tiffany Black.”

      “Keeping him on a tight leash, huh?” He jabbed Ian in the chest. “Wise move with this one! He’s wild!”

      “Wild? Ian?” I stifled a laugh, and then decided why bother, and let it all come out. “Shall we sit down? This is actually going to be a working lunch, I’m afraid, otherwise I’d ask you to join us.”

      “Sure, sure, sit anywhere you like. Anywhere at all. I’ll bring you two complimentary drinks over and a menu.”

      We chose a distressed-wood table near both the door and a window so we could admire the parking lot and keep an eye out for Zach Kane.

      Fitzy brought us over two exceptionally tall but narrow beer glasses with a suspicious-looking liquid inside. It was the usual color of beer but was somewhat cloudier.

      “Two sour beers. Finest alcohol-free ones you’ll find in the entire state, or dare I say it—” Fitzy leaned right over our table, “—the world!”

      “They look amazing,” Ian said. “Thanks, Fitzy.”

      When he was gone, Ian gave me an excited look. “You hear that? The best sour beer in the entire world, Tiff! And we got one for free. Having friends in powerful places pays off, huh?”

      “You mean like me being friends with Jack Weber? And Emily? And Stone?”

      “I mean me, Tiff. We just got a free beer because I’m a member of the Red Hogs! Enjoy!” Ian lifted his glass for me to cheers it. I obliged him and we clinked our glasses together.

      I gave the beer a sniff, wrinkled my nose, and then gave it a sip. I nearly spat it straight back into the glass.

      “I think it’s gone bad.”

      Ian was trying to keep a straight face, but I could see he was having trouble controlling the muscle contortions his cheeks were trying to make.

      “No, it’s supposed to be like that,” he insisted. “It’s sour beer, Tiff.”

      “I’m going to order a soda.”

      “Don’t you dare! He’ll think we don’t like it!”

      “But I don’t like it,” I complained. I took another little sip. Yep. It was somehow sour and bitter. And not quite fizzy enough either. And the glass was an awkward shape — too heavy and too cold. It was one of the worst things I’d put in my mouth since I’d eaten a savory cupcake at an art gallery opening.

      “Enjoying your beer, guys? Here are some menus for you.”

      “It sure is different. Could I get an iced water as well?”

      “Hey, there’s no alcohol in that beer, so you can just quench your thirst with it. Gulp it down if you like.” I stared up at him. “Umm, but I can bring you a water as well if you’re extra-thirsty.”

      “That would be great.”

      Fitzy squeezed Ian’s shoulder. “What about you, big man? Let me know when you’re ready for another beer.”

      “It’s really delicious,” Ian said, following his words with another big sip as if to prove it. “Best in the world.”

      Satisfied, Fitzy left us to peruse the menu. It took me a minute to get my head around it.

      “The food looks as interesting as the beer.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Ian said confidently. He was, after all, the expert. “It’s all vegan, organic, and GMO free. This is the good stuff, Tiff. You’ll be so healthy after eating here, you’ll look ten years younger.”

      “Not that I need to look ten years younger, right?”

      Ian just laughed as if it was the funniest thing I’d said all day.

      When Fitzy returned, we both ordered the spicy bean burgers on sourdough buns with hand-crafted rustic pepper ’n’ herb artisanal Idaho potato fries, as the menu put it.

      “Man, what a place, huh?” Ian swept his arm through the air.

      He was right. It did have a certain style, if you were into empty space, polished metal, and very distressed wood.

      “It’s definitely a place,” I agreed. I finished a sweeping look over by checking the parking lot. There was still no sign of Zach.

      When Ian got up to use the restroom, I carefully poured as much of my beer into his glass as I could. I was pleased to see my own was half empty by the time I’d completed the maneuver.

      Ian returned just as our food arrived. Unlike the beer, it was actually pretty good. There was enough heat to make the chili burger interesting, and the fries were almost as delicious as the elaborate claims on the menu made them sound.

      We cleared our plates in record time. I even managed a few more swigs of the beer, the sour taste being drowned out by the spiciness of the chili bean burger.

      “So. Best place in Las Vegas, right?” Ian said with what was a considerable amount of pride considering it was nothing to do with him except through the tenuous connection of being in the same club as the owner.

      “It’s definitely the best organic, GMO, and alcohol-free beer and food joint I’ve been to for lunch this week.”

      Ian took my endorsement to be more ringing than I had phrased it and sat back with a pleased expression on his face. He took another big swallow of his beer, and I was amused to see his expression turn somewhat strained as he forced himself to swallow.

      “Hey, Fitzy,” I called. “Another beer for my assistant when you have a moment. I’m good though.”

      Ian tried to look thankful but failed. Before we could tease each other any further, we were interrupted by the arrival of Zach Kane, who pulled up in his big work truck and quickly walked inside.

      I stood and waved for him to come and join us.

      “Good afternoon,” Zach said with more formality than I expected from a roofer. “Did you speak to Candi again?”

      I confirmed that we had and invited him to sit down. He placed a plastic bag on his lap when he sat.

      “What can we do for you today?”

      “It’s about what happened to Kyle.”

      Oh, here we go, I thought. Not this again.

      “A man was arrested for hiring someone to kill him, Zach.”

      “I know about that. But it isn’t true.”

      “And why do you say that?”

      “Because… because it was me that killed him. I stabbed him right in the chest.”

      “No, you didn’t, Zach. We went over this, remember? It wasn’t you, and it wasn’t Candi.”

      “I’m afraid not. The truth’s going to come out, Miss Black. That so-called hired killer didn’t do it. And I have the proof.”

      Zach placed the plastic bag on the table. Before he could open it, Fitzy was there.

      “Let me give you some room, guys.” He piled up and cleared away the empty wooden boards upon which our food had been served. “And a sour beer for you, my friend. If you’re with these guys, you’re getting the royal treatment, buddy.”

      “Sour beer? No thanks. Can’t stand the stuff. A Coke for me.”

      “Sure thing, buddy!”

      Fitzy tried to stay looking happy, but I saw the flash of annoyance cross his face when Zach told him he didn’t like the sour beer.

      When Fitzy was gone, Zach put his hands back on top of the plastic bag.

      “I’ll show you.”

      Dubiously, I watched him open the bag and then reach inside. He pulled out a plain black t-shirt.

      “This is what I was wearing.” He poked at it, revealing some of it to be stiff. “That’s dried blood. Kyle’s dried blood.”

      “Put it back in the bag please, Zach.”

      He did so and sat there in silence while he waited for our judgment.

      “Zach. Where did you get this?”

      “I had it hidden at home, under my bed. It’s what I was wearing when I did it.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I told him. “Because you didn’t do it.”

      “Yes, it is!” Zach slammed a fist on the table. “It is! I did it! It was me. I killed him, and this is the proof.”

      “We just came from Candi’s place,” Ian said to him. “She looked under her bed for the evidence that would prove she did it. It had disappeared. She said someone stole it.”

      Zach blinked and shook his head and did his best to lie. But he wasn’t very good at it. Untruths did not come naturally to him, no matter how desperately he wanted us to believe him to protect his daughter.

      “I don’t know about Candi’s place. There can’t have been any evidence there because she didn’t do it. Please. I’m giving it to you; this is the proof. It was me.”

      I breathed out a long, deep sigh. Fine. If this was how he wanted to play it, then this is what we’d do.

      I got out my phone and sent a message to Emily. To my surprise, she replied right away, saying she and Elwood were in the area already and would be right over.

      “The homicide detectives who are investigating the case are on their way over, Zach. But I have to warn you, they don’t like people who waste their time.”

      “I’m not wasting their time,” he said quietly, staring stonily down at the evidence bag. “It’s true. I did it.”
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, Zach was sitting in the back of Elwood’s car waiting to be taken down to the station. Emily and I stood outside No Sin for a brief catch-up.

      “What’s going on with Rock and Tammy?”

      Emily looked up to the heavens. “This case… these people…”

      “That good, huh?”

      “Yeah. So, Tammy? Forensics checked her place. Of course, there was no sign of Kyle being murdered in her apartment. Nothing. We’re still a hundred percent sure he was killed on the trail and not moved thereafter. She’s been warned not to waste any more of our time.”

      “Figures. We saw her doing a live video at the trail earlier. She now says she was just imagining how she would have done it, if she had.”

      “Anything for attention.”

      “Anything for views on her channel is what it looks like. And how risky was that? Confessing to a murder? If you guys weren’t so good, she could have been locked up for good. What about Rock?”

      “Rock’s still being held. Even Elwood’s beginning to have some doubts now. We couldn’t dig up on anything on this assassin, and we’ve had some of our computer geeks trying to find a record of the transaction online. Nothing so far.”

      “Get anything out of Dyson?”

      “Nope. He said he’d just read about this stuff and didn’t really know what he was doing. He hasn’t committed a crime as far as we can tell. It was Rock that supposedly went ahead with the plan to have Kyle killed.”

      “Supposedly? Why’d you say supposedly, Em?”

      “We’ve got the record of him withdrawing the money and his confession. But it still feels weird. Surely, a trained killer could have got their hands on a gun, for starters. Why use a knife? And where are they? And why’d they only cost three grand? There’s something fishy.”

      We both looked over to the back of Elwood’s car. Zach was sitting still, staring at the headrest in front of him.

      “Could he be connected?” I asked. I wasn’t sure how. I was grasping, but sometimes that’s what you have to do. Grasp, wish for luck, and hope.

      “Who knows. I mean if we listened to him, he killed Kyle alone and there was no assassin. And now he’s given us some evidence. If it checks out…”

      “What will you do if it has Kyle’s blood on it?”

      “A confession and evidence like that? It’d be hard to stop a prosecution from proceeding. But he’s totally covering for Candi, right?”

      “Yep. And of course, she’s claiming it was her again. Looks like Zach stole the shirt from Candi’s place. So maybe she did kill Kyle?”

      Emily gripped her head in both hands and shook it. I knew how she felt. Neither of us was having a good time with this case.

      “Emily. Break it up. Save the chitchat for when you’re retired.”

      We both smiled. Elwood was acting all tough and gruff again. Emily put a straight face back on and turned to her superior officer. “Ready when you are, boss.”

      Elwood looked at me. “Stay out of trouble, Black.”

      “You know me, Elwood. Always do.”

      He almost smiled at that.

      Not quite, but almost.

      “Wanna go back inside for some dessert?” Ian said to me brightly.

      “No can do. We’ve got work to do. Go pay the bill and meet me at the car.”

      Elwood’s car squealed off with Zach Kane in the back.

      It had been a busy start to the day, racking up two more confessions, but I still felt like we were a long way off from solving what actually had happened to Kyle out on that running trail.
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      We were sitting in Ian’s kitchen. Snowy was sitting atop the table, alert, keeping watch on the pair of us. I had a notebook in front of me and had been idly making notes and doodling. Neither had gotten me much progress.

      “We definitely had time for a dessert,” Ian complained. “They’re gluten free, too.”

      “Do you even know what gluten is?”

      Ian shrugged. “I trust Fitzy and all of my hog brothers implicitly, so it doesn’t matter. They say the dessert is great, so it must be.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Snowy looked me in the eyes and cocked her head. When she knew I was watching, she stuck out a paw, and with a single careful swipe, she knocked my pen onto the ground.

      “Hey!”

      Snowy stared at me, amused by my annoyance. I bent down and picked up my pen again, holding on to it this time. Snowy’s  eyes were locked on it.

      “You can’t have it,” I said to her sternly. I got no reply so turned my attention back to her owner. “Check your messages again on that dark web marketplace.”

      Ian opened up his computer and started tapping away. A couple of minutes later, he looked up. “Nothing. Two more people posted rude comments about how I can’t afford a proper assassin. I don’t get it.”

      “Keep poking around. Maybe something will come up.”

      Ian grunted and turned his attention back to the screen. I twirled my pen in my hands while I thought some more. I was becoming more and more certain that Rock wasn’t quite as guilty as he thought he was.

      But then who did kill Kyle?

      “I think I might have found something.” There was a level of uncertainty that was unusual for Ian. He was an all or nothing kind of guy most of the time.

      “Another part of the dark web?”

      “No. That’s just it. I figured Rock probably wouldn’t even know how to access the dark web. You have to be at least a little technical or willing to learn. He didn’t seem the type to me. So I did something dumb — you know, the kind of thing a normal person would do.”

      “Normal people like me are dumb?”

      “Yeah. So what I did was a search for just dark web killer for hire Las Vegas. Which obviously wouldn’t even get me onto the dark web.”

      “Obviously,” I repeated. Obvious to him, maybe. I was getting a little excited though. I put my pen down and moved my chair around the table so I could see his screen better.

      “Look at this. This website looks like it came straight from the nineties!”

      It looked like an ad listing site. Near the top was a one-line title reading Chili man needs problem fixed. Ian clicked on it.

      “Look at this! ‘Troublemaker needs dispatching.’ And then there’s one reply from a guy called TotalKiller36. It says to send a text message to that phone number right there.”

      “So Chiliguy is Rock and TotalKiller36 is the person who killed Kyle? That’s it? We could have just searched for that in the beginning?”

      “Yeah. And you had me digging around on the dark web! I should have known none of you people know what you’re talking about. Man, that was easy-peasy once I did the thinking.”

      “You were always supposed to be doing the thinking. Or half of it at least.”

      “Right. Now let’s see who this phone belongs to.”

      I was distracted from Ian by the sound of something falling on the floor. My eyes flicked to Snowy. She was sitting on the table staring at me intently. My pen was now back on the ground. I picked it up again and bopped the little cat on the head. She tilted her head at me inquisitively as if confused then gave a small meow of complaint.

      “I told you not to knock my pen on the floor, and what did you do, huh? You knocked it on the floor again! You’re a very naughty little cat.”

      “She can’t understand you,” Ian said.

      “I’m pretty sure she can. Did you look up that phone number yet?”

      “Burner phone,” Ian said with annoyance.

      “I guess they’re not a total idiot. So?”

      “So I’ll leave a message for TotalKiller36 and see if he responds.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Right, I’m going to call it a day. I’ve got a shift at the casino later. Let me know if he responds.”

      “Will do.”

      “Bye, Snowy.”

      The little white cat gave me a derisive look and settled down for a rest.

      “Look, she’s sad I’m leaving.”

      “Yeah, right. Later, Tiffany.”

      I gave Snowy a final smile. She didn’t return it, but I could tell from the glimmer in her eyes that she totally loved me.

      Or wanted to kill me.

      It was definitely one of the two.
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        * * *

      

      The casino was the same as it ever was. Every night was similar, but in its own way, every night was also different. I dealt cards, I collected bets, and I dished out winnings. I made some people’s nights, and for an unlucky few, I made them regret their life choices. Luckily, none of the latter group were in that night.

      When I was done at two o’clock that morning, I clapped my hands to show the all-seeing cameras above that I was concealing nothing and left my table for the night.

      Crossing the floor, one of the security guards that I knew raised his chin in greeting.

      “Good shift?” Bear asked.

      “Good tips,” I said with a grin. “And it took my mind off things. Sometimes it’s good to work.”

      “You work just to take your mind off work, Tiffany. You need to learn how to relax.”

      “Maybe I could take a class for that.”

      Bear chuckled. “That sounds about right. The PI business giving you grief?”

      “Kind of. Usually, I’m trying to figure out who did something. But this time I’m trying to figure out who didn’t do something. I’ve got five people who all confessed to the same thing.”

      “Lock ‘em all up,” Bear said with an indifferent shrug.

      “Yeah, if they’re not careful, that might be what happens.”

      “If they’re confessing, they must want to be locked up. Sounds like a win-win.”

      “Except for me. I really need to figure this out.”

      “Hey, if you need an extra pair of hands, let me know.” He balled up his fists and held them in front of him. They were the size of small melons. “I can be very persuasive.”

      “Thanks, Bear, appreciate it.”

      I bade him good night and then went to grab my things from my locker. When you’re behind the dealer’s table, you don’t have time for phones, and they’re strictly forbidden. There’s always a little thrill of excitement when you can finally check your device again after a long shift.

      An excited chill traveled down my spine when I saw that I had a message from Ian. The thrill faded somewhat when I saw the mundane message he’d left me:

      >Got something. Call me when you get off.

      Could he be any more vague? I sent him a quick reply, as dull as his, simply saying that I was on my way. I stuffed my belongings into my bag and left. It was a nice evening for walking, but I hardly noticed how pleasant it was as I strode back to my apartment building. I couldn’t get my mind off the case and what Ian might have discovered.
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        * * *

      

      Meow.

      I hadn’t even knocked on Ian’s door yet, but Snowy knew I was there. It was after two in the morning, so of course she was awake. She spent all day sleeping and then night was when she became active.

      Ian opened up and we went into his kitchen, Snowflake trailing behind us with inquisitive meows. She seemed pleased that I’d come to visit at what, to her, was a sensible hour for once.

      “I got a message from our friend TotalKiller36,” Ian said as he showed me his laptop screen. “Look, he’s got a new phone number. A new untraceable burner phone.”

      “What about that?” I pointed at the last sentence of his message. It said his fee was ten thousand dollars.

      “I guess his prices went up.”

      “That’s not fair. Going from three thousand to ten thousand is a huge jump!”

      “I know, right? I guess he realized the three thousand he charged for the first job was way under the going rate.”

      “We’ve got ourselves a businessman. So what do you think? What should we do next?”

      “We should trap him.”

      “Risky,” I said more to myself than to Ian. “But it’s the only way, right?”

      Of course, it wasn’t the only way. We could hand over everything we’d discovered to Emily and Elwood and let them take it from here. But there was neither fun nor satisfaction in that route. And for all I knew, this would be another dead end. Another ‘police time waster’, and maybe something that would get me and Ian in real hot water.

      “Yep. We’re going to need a target.”

      “And some cash.”

      Snowy leaped up onto the table in front of me and stared into my face.

      “Have you got ten thousand dollars, Snowy?”

      The cat gave me a derisive look. She did not concern herself with anything as crude as money. She had more dignity than that.

      “I think she was just saying that you should be our target, Tiff.”

      I frowned at Snowflake. “That’s not very nice, Snowy.” I looked up at Ian. “But more to the point, I don’t think it can be you or me. Too obvious. If he does even a modicum of research into his target, he’ll realize it’s a trap.”

      “Maybe we could use a fake name.”

      “Yeah, but again, if he even attempts some research, he’ll realize the person doesn’t exist.”

      “We could choose a random person. If we grab him before the kill, they’ll never have to know.”

      Snowy settled down in front of me, bored of our talk. She rested her head on her paws.

      “No. It’s got to be someone real and someone not connected to Rock or Kyle, or anyone else they might figure out.”

      “Who then?”

      “I’ve got an idea.”

      I had my phone out and was ringing my contact as soon as the thought struck me.

      “Umm, Tiffany?” Ian said. “Who are you calling? You know it’s nearly three in the morning, right?”

      “Oh, shoot!” I quickly pressed the disconnect button and put my phone down on the table. When you were going to ask a friend to volunteer to be an assassin’s hit target, the least you could do is to save it until daylight hours, right?

      “Who were you calling anyway?” My phone began to ring on the table. “Oh.”

      The screen had lit up with the word Stone. It was him I’d started to call. I hadn’t hung up in time, and now he was getting back to me.

      “You better answer it, Tiff. You probably woke him up.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      Annoyed with myself, I answered the call.

      “Stone? Yeah, no, I’m fine… Yeah, I know it’s three. I know now, anyway. Sorry about that… No, everything’s fine, I just wanted to ask you a favor… Well, now that I think about it, it sounds a little crazy. And I shouldn’t be asking… Yeah, but you don’t mean anything— … Okay, okay. We tracked down a hired killer… No, we’re not with him. We’re in Ian’s apartment. I mean we tracked him down online… Yes! Exactly!”

      Once Stone had the gist of the situation, he quickly worked out what the help I needed was and volunteered to be the target of a paid assassin with a lot more nonchalance than one might expect. I promised to call him back the next day with more details once we’d figured things out a little more. After a final apology for the ridiculous hour of my call, I hung up.

      “Was he mad?” Ian asked.

      “Of course, he wasn’t mad. He’s Stone. He doesn’t get mad. He wants to figure out a few of the details with us, but he’s in.”

      “Cool. So, what else do we need?”

      “Ten thousand in cash. I guess I’ll make an appointment at the bank tomorrow.”

      “Hold on.”

      Ian rushed out of the kitchen. I heard a door crashing open from the direction of his bedroom, and then a couple of minutes later, he was back with a black duffel bag.

      I raised my eyebrows at him. Ian winked back at me.

      “Please don’t do that.”

      “What? It means I’ve got a cool secret to show you.”

      “Winking doesn’t suit you, Ian.”

      “Fine. Check it out!” Ian had unzipped the bag and began to empty the contents out onto the table.

      “What is this?” I said, nodding at the duffel bag.

      “It’s my Go Bag. After I saw the one Nanna had, I put together one of my own.” A few months earlier, before a trip away, Nanna had revealed the existence of her own emergency supplies that she had hidden in my apartment. It seemed she had inspired Ian, too. A go bag was full of the essentials in case you needed to bug out in a hurry.

      “Let’s see… rations, water purifier… zip ties, cat food…”

      “Cat food?” I stared down at the tins Ian was unloading.

      “Sure. Snowy is very particular, aren’t you, girl?” Ian reached over to stroke Snowflake. Before his hand reached her, she quickly stood, jumped down onto my lap and then leaped down onto the floor.

      Ian glared down at his cat. “Maybe I don’t need to keep quite so much of this cat food in my go bag.”

      Snowy sauntered out of the room, tail swaying behind her, pointedly ignoring Ian. He started rummaging in his bag again.

      “Hunting knife, fishing hooks and wire… corkscrew… waterproof hat…”

      The table now looked like a flea market was in progress.

      “Aha. And…” Ian pulled out a padded envelope. “Ta-da. Ten thousand dollars.”

      I picked up the envelope and pulled out the contents. Sure enough, there were stacks of fifty dollar bills, bundled neatly together, twenty at a time.

      “What if you were burgled?”

      Ian shrugged. “Then I guess I’d have to go to the bank and get some more money out, wouldn’t I?”

      “I guess you would.”

      “So, that’s it then. We’ve got the money. We’ve got a target. And we’ve got our killer’s contact details.” Ian leaned over and grabbed my shoulders like he was going to say something important. “Are you ready to solve another case, Tiffany Black?”

      I shrugged my shoulders to free them from his grip. “Always am.”

      “Then let’s go to sleep and worry about it in the morning. I’m beat.”

      I felt too pumped up to sleep, filled with nervous energy about the risky plan we were putting together. But my fatigue overcame my excitement, and I managed to get a few hours in once I got home.

      We had a big day ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      My initial three in the morning thinking had left us with a rather confused plan. In the cold light of the following midday, when I met up with Stone, it all came together.

      While I had first thought we would need to set up the catching of the killer while they were making their own attempt on the life of our chosen victim, Stone pointed out there was an easier way. We could just catch him when he took the upfront payment instead. Stone of course wasn’t afraid, but it was simply much more pragmatic to catch the guy at the earlier stage of fee-collection.

      The disadvantage with this method, though, was that the killer got to dictate the location. But we could work with that.

      Ian exchanged a couple more messages with KillerGuy36 and the final pieces of the meet, and our takedown, dropped into place.

      Stone and I were sitting on a bench on the far side of the same park in which Kyle had died. The killer had sent a location for the money to be hidden the following day. We were going to reconnoiter the area.

      “It’s go time,” Stone said.

      We both got up and began to move.

      “Pretend we’re just walking. Act natural.” Stone instructed.

      I immediately forgot how to walk. Not the actual logistics of it — one leg, then the other — but how to walk in a way that didn’t look like I was doing it for the first time in my life. I swung my arms too much, and then I folded them in front of me. I took long strides to match Stone’s and then switched to short little steps instead. I stared at the ground and then realized that wasn’t what normal people did, so switched my gaze to the horizon.

      “If I said try and act casual, would that help?” Stone asked.

      “I don’t think so,” I said with a laugh. “Right, I’ve got it. Look at me. Walking like an expert.”

      I wasn’t sure if Stone thought I was funny or insane. I looked up at his face. He was almost smiling. That meant he found me to be completely hilarious. That’s good, right?

      It was just nerves. After a few minutes, I had adopted a casual walking pace that no one could be suspicious of. We made steady progress through the park along a well-maintained running path that went by grassy play areas and tree-filled woods.

      “It’s the trash can coming up on the right,” Stone said casually. “Ian will hide the package underneath it in T-minus fifteen minutes.”

      The trash can was metal and stood on four short legs with a small space underneath. The kind of space no one would ever crouch down to look under — the chances of finding something good under a trashcan must be awfully slim, after all. Behind the trash can was a thickly-wooded area.

      “Do you think we’re being watched?”

      “If he has any sense, he’s keeping eyes on the area. But if he really did the first kill for three thousand dollars, he’s not a professional.”

      “He costs ten thousand now. Maybe he did a training course and got certification.”

      Stone laughed. “Or more likely, he got greedy. He’ll make mistakes, but that could make him dangerous. This isn’t an ideal op, Tiffany.”

      “But we’ll make it work, right?”

      “I always make it work.”

      We walked past the trash can without stopping and followed the path we were on as it rounded a gentle hill.

      “Didn’t spot anyone,” Stone said when we were well clear of the money drop-off location. “But if someone was watching us, we’ll be out of their line of sight now. Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      Stone checked around to make sure there was no one — even dog walkers and joggers — within visual range and then he quickly ducked off the path and into some trees. I hurried after him.

      “Keep low and stay quiet,” Stone whispered.

      I followed close behind Stone, ducking between trees and branches and stepping over noisy-looking twigs and around holes. We crept through the woods back in the direction of the trash can.

      “Nice.”

      I came to a stop beside Stone to see what it was that had drawn his praise. It was an old fallen tree with grasses and plants growing underneath. Standing behind it, most of me was hidden from view, and when I crouched, no one would be able to see me at all.

      “Look.” Stone pointed through gaps in the trees. We could see the trash can directly ahead of us, but no one without the eyes of an eagle would be able to spot us unless they came into the woods to find us.

      “I’ll let Ian know we’re in position.”

      I tapped out a quick message to my assistant. Stone and I leaned against the fallen tree, watching the trash can and the path beyond it. A single jogger ran past, but there was no other activity until Ian arrived.

      My assistant was wearing a beanie hat that covered his head, large sunglasses, and bulky clothing in an attempt to disguise his normal, gangling body proportions. Around his neck was a white scarf which he’d wrapped almost up to his mouth. If the killer knew who we were and was keeping a watch on the trashcan, he’d struggle to recognize Ian unless he got very close. And the killer getting close to Ian was not part of our plan.

      Ian walked briskly, and when his path reached the trash can, he crouched down and re-tied his shoe. After a cursory look over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t being observed, he slipped the padded envelope full of cash out of his jacket and stuffed it under the trash can. He finished retying his lace, stood up, and briskly walked off.

      “Goals one and two complete. Now we settle in and wait.”

      Stone was wearing cargo pants with full-looking pockets and a light jacket that was also surprisingly bulky with mysterious shapes concealed inside.

      Stone sat, his back against the fallen tree trunk, and began to empty some of the items from his pockets. From the largest cargo pant pocket he pulled out an electronic tablet, from another a small plastic tripod with bendy legs, and from another a spare cell phone.

      I figured Stone wasn’t about to settle in for a reality television marathon on the tablet or start recording a video log,  so I watched with interest to see what he had planned next.

      He attached the cellphone to the small tripod and then set it up on the tree trunk so it was facing toward the trash can. Then, he sat back down and began tapping away at the tablet.

      “Look.”

      I crouched down next to Stone and looked at the screen. There was a video feed of the trashcan and the surrounding area, coming from the cellphone set up just above us.

      “Now we definitely can’t be spotted, and it’ll be more comfortable sitting down here to wait instead of leaning and peering over this thing.” Stone elbowed the tree trunk behind him.

      “I never would have thought of that,” I said with unhidden admiration. “I need to bring you in on more cases.”

      “If you ever need me, don’t hesitate.”

      “Thanks. But I know you’re busy running your own business.”

      “My guys handle the day-to-day. That’s the advantage of having a good team you trust — it lets you slack off.”

      I laughed softly. Both Stone and I knew he wasn’t one for slacking off. He wasn’t built that way. I, on the other hand, am a perfectly designed slacking-off machine. That’s why I need two jobs, lest I end up permanently attached to my sofa.

      Stone and I both stared at the tablet screen. Nothing happened for a long while. Eventually, we saw movement when a mourning dove landed on top of the trash can and began to pace with bobbing steps around the rim of it.

      “Think that’s our killer?” I whispered.

      “Could be,” Stone said seriously.

      The pigeon must have had extraordinary hearing and serious concern for its reputation. Not wanting to be mistaken for a hired gun, it hopped off the trash can and flew away.

      “That’s the entertainment over,” I said as I adjusted my position to try and get more comfortable. The tree trunk behind me had too many knots and protrusions to make a pleasant backrest. Stone noticed me wriggling.

      “We’re lucky it’s so uncomfortable.”

      “We are?”

      “Sure. It keeps you alert. If it were comfortable, we might fall asleep.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was seriously pleased to be in discomfort or just trying to see a positive.

      “You know, I don’t think I could fall asleep here. Could you?”

      “Sure. I’ve slept in way less comfortable places than this. At least there are no mortar rounds coming in.”

      “I guess there is always a bright side.”

      Stone and I got as comfortable as we could and kept watching our video feed. We had no idea how long we’d be there. On the one hand, the killer wouldn’t want to run into his supposed client, but on the other, he wouldn’t want to leave that envelope with all its cash there for too long, in case someone else stumbled across it.

      It was a little over an hour after Ian had hidden the envelope that we finally got some action.

      We heard the person approaching before we saw them on the screen. They clomped with heavy steps while they walked down the path. They froze some distance away. We couldn’t see him, but I imagined he was looking around in every direction, making sure he wasn’t being observed.

      Finally, the footsteps restarted. When he appeared on the screen, it was clear that he had made an effort to disguise himself in the same way Ian had. He was also wearing a bulky jacket and had a big Panama hat with the brim tilted down to conceal his face. He had on large aviator shades that blocked off a big portion of the rest of his face. We couldn’t see enough to recognize him, even if he did turn out to be someone we knew.

      Mimicking Ian, our killer crouched down as if tying a shoe. He didn’t bother to mime fiddling with his laces though, and instead stuck his hand under the trash can and quickly snatched the envelope.

      “Yeah, baby,” the man said to himself in a low but excited voice.

      In less than a couple of seconds, he was back on his feet and clomping away.

      Stone grinned at me. It was just about the biggest smile I’d ever seen from him.

      “Ready?”

      “Let’s get him.”

      Carefully, quietly, and with our excitement concealed, we rose to our feet.

      It was time to bring down TotalKiller36 and put the case to rest.
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      Stone shoved his electronics back into his pockets and quickly climbed over the fallen tree. He turned and offered me a hand, which I accepted gratefully.

      I climbed onto the log and then hopped down off it. Stone kept a tight but comfortable grip on my hand until I was standing up straight again.

      “Thanks.”

      We pushed through branches, bushes, and  trees until we got to the trash can and the path just beyond it.

      “There he is.” Our target was walking quickly away down the path. His stride looked almost jaunty from behind. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he were whistling, though he was now too far away to hear.

      Stone and I set off after the man who called himself TotalKiller36 online. Our plan was not to shout or start running, as that would alert him. We would casually walk up to him from behind and then grab him before he knew what was happening.

      Our target took long steps and went at a brisk pace as he hurried away. Stone more than matched his speed, but I found myself unable to keep up by walking, instead having to break into a little half jog every few yards so that I could keep up with Stone and continue gaining on the target.

      When he turned at a fork, it became clear that he was heading toward the nearest parking lot, where my own vehicle that we had arrived in was also waiting. Stone quickened his pace.

      “We want to catch him before he gets too close to his vehicle.”

      We did indeed. If he made it into his car before we collared him, we risked losing him for good.

      “I’m going to pretend to be a jogger,” I said to Stone. “I’ll go past him and stop him from going into the lot. You keep coming from behind.”

      “Got it.”

      I wiped my brow, it was a hot day, and clambering through the woods had me flushed already. Then, I began to run.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d run deliberately, outside of chasing a suspect. I quickly gained ground on our target. Jogging at a quick pace, I took deep breaths, thankful that I’d worn sneakers for the day’s mission. It was a shame I hadn’t brought headphones to complete the jogger look, but with my sneakers and track pants, I made a passably believable exercise enthusiast. Or if not an enthusiast, a dedicated beginner.

      When I was a few yards behind the target, he started to turn his head to see who was approaching him. I took that moment to make a show of wiping my brow again. It was the kind of thing joggers did, and it would help conceal my identity.

      Totalkiller36’s head did turn, and my forearm blocked both his view of me and mine of him as I trotted past.

      “I love running!” I shouted as I zoomed past him. Was that the kind of thing joggers said? I figured it must be.

      About twenty yards ahead of him, there was a closed metal gate that marked the end of the path and the beginning of the parking lot. Just before I reached it, I stopped, put my hands on my knees, and leaned over, pretending to pant from the exertion.

      Okay, okay, I wasn’t pretending. I was panting from the exertion. I wiped my brow again, stood up, and turned around just as the target was approaching me.

      My eyes flicked to Stone first. He was coming up close behind, somehow managing to keep his quick footsteps completely silent. He looked like a lion stalking unwitting prey. Then my gaze flicked forward to the man I was actually after and who had now almost reached me.

      The big Panama hat and large glasses meant it took me longer to recognize him than it should have. But from the way he suddenly froze, I figured he must have recognized me.

      “You!” he said in wary surprise. I couldn’t see his eyes behind the glasses, but from the way his eyebrows had shot up, he was startled and trying to calculate out whether our meeting was a coincidence or something that was, from his point of view, more sinister.

      “Me,” I confirmed. Then I finally recognized him. “And… you!”

      Ben Dyson recognized the jig was up. His right leg shot forward like he was about to try and sprint right past — or barrel right through — me and make a dash for his vehicle.

      The rest of Ben Dyson did not follow his right leg. Stone had wrapped two strong arms around him and lifted him bodily off the path. Dyson’s glasses slipped down, and I saw the astonishment on his face as he tried to figure out why he was suddenly incapable of moving.

      “You’re not running anywhere now, TotalKiller36.”

      “I’m not him!”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Let me guess. You just found that envelope by chance.”

      “Envelope? What envelope?”

      Stone lowered Dyson to the ground, kept one arm wrapped tightly around him, and dug into his pocket with the other. Stone pulled out the chunky, padded envelope. “This one,” he growled in Dyson’s ear.

      “Don’t even bother lying,” I told him. “This was a set up, and you fell for it.”

      Ben Dyson visibly slumped in Stone’s arm. He lifted his chin up at me defiantly. “I didn’t kill Kyle!”

      “Yeah, right. Rock confessed to hiring a killer. And you’re the killer he hired. The jig’s up, Dyson.”

      He shook his head rapidly. “No, you don’t understand. It’s not like that.”

      “Talk fast,” Stone growled in his ear.

      I gave Dyson an expectant look to match what Stone had said. I couldn’t imagine there was any possible tale he could spin that would get him out of this one.

      “I ripped off Rock, okay?”

      “I said explain. Make it quick.”

      “He was mad at Kyle, yeah? Real mad. I mean, he kept his temper under control when you were around, but he wanted to kill the guy. Like, seriously kill him.”

      “Go on.”

      “So I decided to take advantage of the situation. I dropped hints that I knew about some of the more underground stuff you find online. You know, they call it the dark web. Drugs, stolen goods, killers for hire — all that kind of stuff.”

      “That Dark Marketplace site wasn’t on the dark web, Ben.”

      “No. I actually don’t know about that stuff. It was a lie. But I knew more than Rock did; he can barely turn a computer on. So I  set up a little website, and I showed it to Rock. He thought it was legit. Anyway, he put up an ad up on my fake site, looking for a killer. And I answered it.”

      “But he didn’t know it was you?”

      “Of course, he didn’t know it was me! That’s the whole point! He thought he was accessing some secret part of the Internet. In fact, it was just my little honey trap.”

      “Then you arranged a money drop-off like this. And then you killed Kyle.”

      Ben Dyson shook his head rapidly. “No, no, no. I didn’t do it, see? Rock hasn’t given me a raise in years. The burrito truck makes good money, but he still only pays me ten bucks an hour. He was ripping me off, so I ripped him off. I took the three thousand bucks and didn’t do a thing.”

      “Kyle ended up dead, Ben. Are you saying it’s just a coincidence that you were paid to kill him?”

      “Yes! Exactly that. A coincidence. He had a lot of enemies, a lot of people he made really hate him. It was inevitable what happened. It must have been one of his other prank victims that killed him.”

      “What do you think, Stone? Do you believe him?”

      Stone kept his voice at a low growl. “I believe this punk just took ten thousand dollars as payment for a contract to kill me.”

      Dyson turned and stared. “You’re the target?”

      Stone just stared at Dyson’s face.

      “Sorry. I wasn’t going to kill you! I swear. I was just going to take this idiot’s ten grand, that’s all. You want to go after the guy that tried to hire me! Richie-Redhead, that’s his online name.”

      Stone looked at me. “How dumb is this guy?”

      “Pretty dumb, I’d say. Ben, there is no Richie-Redhead. The whole thing was a setup.”

      “You should still be mad at him instead of me,” Dyson insisted sullenly.

      “Ben, we’re going to hand you over to the cops shortly. Is there anything else you want to tell us? Anything that might make us believe it wasn’t you who killed Kyle?”

      “The night it happened, I was at a bar.”

      “When we spoke to you outside your house, you told us you stayed home alone watching television.”

      “I lied.”

      “So you had an actual alibi, and instead you pretended you didn’t have one? Do you know how insane that sounds?”

      “I was at Pam’s Wings and Shooters.”

      Stone was giving me a quizzical look. I shrugged back at him.

      “So?”

      “Check out the location.”

      Annoyed, I pulled out my phone and looked up Pam’s Wings and Shooters. It was a well rated, cheap, and cheerful bar. It took me a moment for the significance of its location to hit me. It was less than half a mile from where Kyle’s body was found.

      “You know what I think?”

      “What?” Dyson asked warily.

      “I think you knew Kyle went jogging every night. I think you knew where he would be. But I think you didn’t have the nerve, not at first. So you went to the bar to drink yourself some courage. And then, when you were feeling good and brave and all riled up, you went and murdered him.”

      “No! I didn’t, I swear. I just happened to be drinking there.”

      “There are a thousand bars closer to both your home and the business park where the burrito truck is. Why would you go to that one?”

      “I heard the women there weren’t too fussy, if you know what I mean. That’s why I went to that bar. Okay? You believe me, right? Can you let me go?”

      This guy was delusional beyond belief.

      “Ben, you’ve taken thirteen thousand dollars to commit two murders. You’re not going anywhere except the police station. Come on, Stone. I’ve got cuffs in my car. I’ll grab them and call Emily.”

      Stone kept a tight grip on Ben Dyson’s arm as we marched him into the parking lot. After making sure he had no weapons on him, we cuffed his wrists behind his back and then put him in the back of my car while we waited for the police to arrive.

      “You can have the money if you let me go. Just take it.” Dyson was shouting through the open window.

      “Is he offering to let you have your own money back?” Stone asked incredulously.

      “Sounds like it. But it’s actually Ian’s money.”

      “Maybe you should take him up on the offer then.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of Ian’s reaction. It wasn’t going to happen, but it would be amusing.

      “I can give you two thousand more. Cash. No one will have to know. You know it wasn’t me that killed Kyle! Just take the cash.”

      “I’ve already told the police, Ben.” I lowered my head to the window. “I suggest you shut up now.”

      Dyson pushed himself backward and banged his head on the headrest behind him. “This isn’t fair!”

      “Be quiet or I’ll close the window,” Stone told him.

      “But it’s hot! Dogs die in hot cars! You can’t close it!”

      Stone leaned into the window. “People die in hot cars too. So shut it.”

      Ben Dyson was, like most humans on the planet, intimidated enough by Stone that he did as he was told. After some final muttering about the unfairness of the world, he sat in silence.

      A few minutes later, a familiar figure strode into the parking lot.

      “Hi, guys!” Ian looked in the back of my car. “Him? I should have known.”

      “He just offered me your ten thousand dollars if we let him go.”

      “Idiot,” Ian said with a laugh.

      I nodded at him seriously. “I know, right? I told Stone he could have it.”

      Ian looked at Stone. Stone stared back at him impassively.

      “Umm?”

      Stone withdrew the padded envelope from one of the pockets of his cargo pants.

      “Thanks,” he said with a curt nod.

      Ian looked back at me, a panicked expression on his face.

      I kept my own emotions under control for a few seconds longer before bursting into laughter. “Got you!”

      Stone tossed the envelope over to Ian.

      “That wasn’t funny!” Ian complained.

      “Wasn’t it?” Stone asked very seriously.

      Then Ian began to giggle, and I did too. We were still laughing when Emily and Elwood pulled up a moment later.
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        * * *

      

      “You know what I’m in the mood for?” I asked, after Dyson had been driven off to the police station.

      “Shooters and wings?” Stone asked.

      Ian gave a derisive snort. “If there’s one thing I know, it’s that Tiffany doesn’t like going to dive bars in the middle of the day.” He nodded at me. “Right, Tiff? So where are we going?”

      “You know what?” I was feeling mischievous. “Wings and shooters are exactly what I feel like right now. And I know just the place.”

      “What is going on?” Ian put his face close up to mine. “Are you okay, Tiff?”

      I relented and decided to put him out of his misery. “I’m fine, Ian. Dyson claims he was at that bar the night Kyle was killed. I don’t really want to do shots and eat chicken wings.”

      “I thought I was losing my touch for a minute there. Are we all going in your car? Shotgun!”

      Ian yanked the passenger side door open and jumped in. I watched Stone to see what his reaction would be. I figured there was about a fifty percent chance he’d lean into the car and remove Ian bodily.

      Stone didn’t do that. With an amused smile he climbed into the back seat, making my car look small as a toy in the process. He leaned forward and spoke in Ian’s ear.

      “Safest seat in a passenger sedan is right here where I am. Enjoy the danger zone.”

      Both Ian and I frowned at that — me at the implication that any vehicle under my control could be anything but completely safe, and Ian at having a niggling worm of worry put into his overly-fertile mind.

      “Make sure you drive safely,” Ian commanded when I was sitting in the driver’s seat.

      I ignored him, put the car in reverse, and smashed the gas pedal. He jerked forward until he was arrested by the seat belt. I slammed on the brakes.

      “Sorry about that.” My voice was sweetness and honey, but I’m sure my eyes gave away the wicked pleasure I was taking in tormenting Ian.

      “Tiffany…” Ian complained.

      I put the car into drive and piloted us with perfect skill to the bar.
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        * * *

      

      It turns out I had lied when I said I didn’t want shooters and chicken wings. I was right about the shooters, but the wings were difficult to resist.

      Pam’s Shooters and Wings was a rundown bar that could most charitably be described as having a lot of atmosphere. If by atmosphere you meant sticky floors, ancient beer ads on the walls, and clientele that looked like they’d entered sometime in the mid-nineties and had yet to leave. Despite being on the boundary between dilapidation and dereliction, there was a cheery vibe in the air, much of it provided by the permed blonde woman who ran it. She was wearing a name badge that read Pam! The exclamation mark reflected the bouncy energy she exuded as she flew up and down the bar, filling beer mugs and delivering baskets of wings with precision.

      Ian, Stone, and I sat up at the bar, a basket of wings in front of each of us. Ian and I had a large soda each, and Stone had a bottle of beer. We finished every last scrap of our orders before we got back down to some real detective work.

      “Pam?” I called. “Could we talk to you for a sec?”

      “That’s what I’m here for, hon.” She was chewing on gum and looked at us expectantly. “First time here for y’all, right?”

      “Won’t be the last,” Stone replied with surprising verbosity.

      “Glad to hear it. This place may not look like much, but it’s mine and I love it.”

      “I love it, too,” I said generously. “I wanted to ask you about someone who was in here a couple of  weeks back.”

      Pam paused. “Ask away. But I’m loyal to my customers so…” She gave a what-can-you-do shrug and threw up her palms.

      “I don’t know if he’s a regular here, but you might actually be helping him out. He’s been accused of a serious crime, but he says he was in here at the time.” I shrugged. “Doesn’t make a difference to me, but it might help him.”

      Pam chewed thoughtfully on her gum. “All right, keep talking.”

      I gave her a brief description of Ben Dyson and told her the night in question. She didn’t seem to remember him until I pulled up a photo on my phone.

      “Oh, that guy. Yeah, I remember him. He came in about six for a beer. Said it was just going to be the one. A lot of people say that. Anyway, six beers later, he was still here. Had himself a couple of baskets of wings, too.”

      “We need to know if he was still here around two o’clock in the morning.”

      Pam tapped a pen against her teeth. “Two… hard to say. He was here late, I know that. And I normally close up at three, and he wasn’t here at closing. I usually remember the ones I have to ask to leave at the end.”

      “You don’t have any security cameras?” Ian asked.

      Pam jerked a thumb up at the ceiling. “I got cameras. You want me to go back through the footage to see what time he left?”

      “Please,” I said.

      “Order another round of wings and drinks and I’ll do it.”

      I gave it a microsecond of thought. I mean, should I really be ordering two baskets of wings? But then my business mind kicked: This is work Tiffany! You’ll eat those wings and you’ll enjoy ‘em! I’m pretty sure it was my business mind.

      “Done deal,” I said to Pam with a grin. “Can I get bleu cheese this time?”

      “Sure thing, hon.” Pam got Stone and Ian’s orders and then headed off to check her old security feed.

      When Pam came back to us, she was bearing fresh drinks, wings, and news.

      “I checked. He left about one-thirty a.m. It was one-thirty-two, according to the tape, but I’m not sure if it’s precisely right. It’s pretty close though.”

      “And do you remember anything he said?”

      Pam nodded. “Actually, I do. When I watched the tape, I remembered he said something to me just before he left.”

      “Yeah?”

      Pam took a moment to give her gum another few chews.

      “Yeah,” she said finally. “I remembered because it was a bit weird. He said, now he has to go to work. It was stupid o’clock at night, he’d just had six beers, and he was going to work? I mean, people say stupid stuff all the time so I didn’t think too much of it, but I guess it stuck in the old brain.” Pam tapped the side of her head with her index finger. “Guess old Pammy’s mind still works pretty good.”

      “You’re not that old,” Ian said to her.

      Pam looked at Ian, and then at me. “A real charmer, that one.”

      Ian looked wounded.

      “He is, isn’t he?” We both took a moment to contemplate Ian’s faults. “Thanks a lot, Pam. You’ve been very helpful. By the way, the police will probably be in soon asking the exact same questions.”

      “Thanks for the heads up. And what are you guys?”

      “I’m an investigator, working for Ben’s boss. I was hoping to prove that he couldn’t have been at… at another place. Where something happened.”

      “A place where something happened, huh?” Pam asked with a grin. “You keep your cards close to your chest.”

      “She’s a dealer,” Ian said.

      “A blackjack dealer,” I clarified. Sometimes people got the wrong idea if they didn’t know you worked in a casino.

      “Blackjack dealer and a PI?” Pam whistled. “Sounds like you’re doing something right.”

      “It does?” I asked in some surprise.

      “Sure. You’re young and you’ve got two interesting jobs.” Pam winked at me, and it was a thousand times less awful than when Ian had tried it. “And two handsome guys.”

      “You know what, Pam, I do have a pretty good life, don’t I?”

      “And that second basket of wings is about to make it even better. Enjoy.”

      “Thank you, Pam, I will.”

      And true to my word, I enjoyed every delicious mouthful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      When we got out to the parking lot, I wasn’t overly surprised to see Emily and Elwood approaching the bar. The older detective’s black sedan had pulled up on the white line dividing two parking spots in the mostly empty lot. They had obtained the same information out of Dyson as we had. Now they were taking the same next step:  following up on his claim to have been drinking at a bar at the time of the murder.

      Elwood nodded at Emily, giving her permission to stop for a moment to talk to me. He kept going into the bar.

      “Hey,” I said to my friend. “Figured you’d be here soon enough.”

      “We would have been here sooner, but Elwood wanted to do a recorded interview down the station. He figures this is the endgame and we’ve gotta do everything by the book. He thinks this wraps it all up.”

      “Yeah?”

      I could see why he did.

      “So, does it?” Emily asked. “Or did his alibi stand up?”

      “I’ll let you be the judge. Apart from, you know, the judge, if it gets to that.”

      Emily laughed and gestured for me to continue.

      “There’s a nice woman behind the bar. She remembers Dyson that night. According to her, he left about one-thirty the night Kyle died. She’s got security footage too. It gives him enough time to leave here and go and kill Kyle half a mile away. We had to pay a bribe for her to check the security footage though. I hope Elwood’s scruples don’t stop you guys paying the same.”

      “A bribe? Officially the LVMPD isn’t big on bribes.”

      “It was a delicious bribe,” I said with a grin. “She made us order extra wings.”

      “Smart lady. So he left about one-thirty?”

      “Yeah. And apparently, he was saying he had to get to work, which she thought was odd.”

      “We estimate Kyle died about two in the morning. It’s only half a mile from here.”

      “Worst alibi ever?” I suggested.

      “Looks like it, right? What are you thinking, Tiff?”

      “The times add up. The money adds up. Rock’s confession adds up. Dyson said he was a hitman online. He left here saying he had to go to work, and half an hour later — bam — someone’s shoving a knife up through Kyle’s stomach.” I shook my head in a show of general disappointment at the state of a world in which things like this could happen. Even if it did keep me in work.

      “Looks like his supposed alibi is what’s going to do him in. Thanks for the help. Oh, and by the way, we’re officially mad at you.”

      “You are?”

      “Yeah. For that sting operation catching Ben Dyson. Elwood says you should have told us everything instead.”

      “Sorry about that. You’re not in trouble, are you?”

      Emily shrugged. “Nah. Only for being your friend. But hey, it’s worth it.”

      “Thanks, Em. You’re too kind.”

      She gave me a serious look. “I am, aren’t I? Maybe I need to be tougher on you.”

      Giggling, I pushed her away. “Scram. Go pay your chicken wing bribe and get your evidence.”

      Emily went to join Elwood.

      “Do you think this is it?” Ian asked. “Did we solve it?”

      “Yep.” I said it confidently, but I didn’t feel the same.

      “The evidence is still just circumstantial,” Stone said.

      “Yes. But with Rock admitting he hired a killer and that turning out to be Ben Dyson, it seems pretty clear cut. It’s logical. Everything makes sense.”

      I was trying to convince myself more than I was trying to convince Stone. And I wasn’t sure Stone wasn’t half thinking about his friend Larry Spokane and the circumstantial evidence we’d been accumulating about his bride-to-be.

      “It’s niggling at me,” Ian said. “I don’t know why, but I—”

      “—believe Ben Dyson?” I finished for him. “When he said he didn’t do it?”

      “Exactly.”

      “He doesn’t have the eyes of a killer,” Stone said. “But he could be good at putting on a front.”

      I kicked at the ground. I had a general feeling of frustration, but nothing I could target it at.

      “Let’s just see what happens when the police investigate. They’ve got more resources to throw at this. They might dig up more evidence at his house or pull him up on more nearby CCTV cameras or even find another witness. There are things they can do with their manpower that we can’t even dream of.”

      “We’ve done all we can do,” Ian said. “So. Now what?”

      Stone lifted his wrist and checked his watch. “You’ve got about three hours.”

      We both give him questioning looks. Clearly, I was forgetting something.

      “Not you,” Stone said to Ian. “Tiffany.”

      “Three hours until what?”

      “Until your next Krav Maga class.”

      Darn it. I’d forgotten all about that, and I’d just stuffed myself with chicken wings. I guess I had three hours to get over them. Stopping off for dessert on the way home wouldn’t be a wise move though.

      “Right. Yeah. I’ll be there.” I held up my fists like a boxer. “Got to get my training in.”

      “It’s for your own protection.”

      “Yes, it sure is. Right. I’ll drop you off at your truck Stone, and Ian, are you coming back?”

      “Can you drop me off at Mango Magic?”

      Mango Magic was the name of the spa that his girlfriend, Sally, worked at.

      “Sure. The Tiffany taxi can take you anywhere.”

      “Just Mango Magic today, thank you. And make sure you don’t go the long way round. I know these streets, you know.”

      I poked him in the shoulder. “Very funny.” He beamed at what he thought was a compliment. “Don’t get picky or I’ll make you walk.”

      After dropping the pair of them off, I went home for a rest before my martial arts class with Emily. I texted her to see if she wanted to just meet me there, but instead she offered to pick me up again. An offer I gratefully accepted.

      The Tiffany Taxi was done for the day.
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        * * *

      

      Emily had come straight from work and was still wearing gray suit pants and a white blouse with her detective’s badge hanging from a lanyard around her neck.

      “You gonna fight me in that outfit?” I asked her with a grin through the car window.

      “Got a change of clothes in the trunk. Come on. I wanted to ask you something.”

      I got in the car and Emily slowly pulled away.

      “Learn anything new from the bar or Dyson?”

      Emily slowly shook her head, she seemed preoccupied. “No…”

      “So his story’s still the same? He left the bar and went home?”

      “Yeah. Actually, he changed it a little bit. He said he started to go toward the park — he knew Kyle ran there almost every night — but he changed his mind at the last minute. He couldn’t do it. He’s not a killer, he said.”

      “And do you believe him?”

      I hoped she was going to say No, and we’ve got proof he’s lying! She didn’t.

      “I think I might. Tiff, do you remember what you said to me in the parking lot earlier?”

      “More specifically?”

      “About what happened to Kyle. I remember what you said, but there was something about the way you phrased it.”

      “Umm. I think I said Ben waited in the dark and stabbed him?”

      Emily shook her head. “No. You were more specific than that.”

      “I was?” I racked my brain. It had only been a few hours earlier but it was tricky. “I think I said something about him stabbing Kyle up through the stomach into the chest.”

      Emily nodded. “I thought that’s what you said.”

      “So?”

      “Tiffany, who told you that?”

      I cocked my head. “What do you mean? It was in the news, on the Internet, the police statement of what happened…”

      “Nope.” Emily came to a stop at a traffic light. “The police report says he died from a knife wound to the chest. That’s the information we released to the public.”

      “I guess I read it in an article.” I shrugged. “What difference does it make?”

      “You know, we don’t usually give out all the gruesome details. We reported he died of a stab wound to the chest, because the knife penetrated his heart.”

      This was a bit gruesome for me, and I couldn’t stop myself from shuddering at the imagery. But I also understood what she was driving at. It was a common police tactic to withhold some information about a crime out of both consideration for the bereaved family, and because sometimes a suspect would reveal their guilt by having publicly unavailable knowledge about the crime.

      “But,” Emily continued, “the knife actually went into the stomach and then up through the body to the heart. But we didn’t release that information. We kept it deliberately vague.”

      “But I heard it somewhere…” I began to wrack my brain.

      “So?” Emily asked. “Can you remember? Where did you hear it?”

      Then I did remember.

      “Em, how do you feel about playing hooky on the Krav Maga class?”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I think I know where I heard about how Kyle was killed.”

      “Yeah?” Emily put her hazards on and pulled the car over. The vehicle behind us honked its horn angrily and then blew by us.

      “When Ian and I last visited Candi, she watched a live streamed video. In that video, the person described Kyle as running into the knife and then having it shoved up through his stomach.”

      “Who made the video?”

      “It was Tammy.”

      Emily smacked the steering wheel.

      “Darn it. I should have figured it out earlier. I better call Elwood.”

      After a quick conversation, Emily hung up the phone in annoyance. She smacked her leg.

      “He’s still convinced it was Ben Dyson, but he wants me to come in and write up this new theory.”

      “It sure is neater. But unfortunately these things always turn out to be messier, don’t they? Do you have to get back right away?”

      Emily didn’t look at all pleased about returning to work in the evening.

      “Why, what do you have in mind?”

      “Maybe we could drop by somewhere quickly first?”

      When I told her where I wanted to go, she quickly agreed.

      Maybe we were about to crack the case. But that would depend on what we found at Kyle Locke’s apartment.
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      Emily carefully lifted the police tape covering the door so I could enter Kyle Locke’s apartment. It was the first time I’d been there, and it was about what I expected — a small but neat, modern studio with big windows and nice views. It wasn’t big, but it had a certain level of cool glamour that suited the image he had tried to portray.

      Against one wall was a large whiteboard which was covered with a mixture of black markings and pieces of paper attached to it with magnets.

      “Em, did you get a meaning for this?” I was pointing at a piece of paper that had Project Big Reveal written on it. It was attached near the top of the board. Underneath, written in marker, were various notes, many of them ineligible, half-erased, or so cryptic only Kyle would have understood them.

      “No. We don’t know what this stuff refers to. ”

      “I think it could be important. Look, we’ve got some dates, and what’s this? ‘CCRJC’? That was about a month ago.”

      “Yeah. Best we can come up with is the Clark County Regional Justice Center, but he didn’t have any court appearances scheduled. That was all long before he was killed.”

      “Was he maybe going to watch a trial? Were there any cases that day that were connected to him?”

      “Not that we could ascertain. And we checked his uploaded videos for each of the dates on the board. We couldn’t find anything that seemed relevant.”

      Emily sat down at the small white desk in front of Kyle’s computer. “We got his password. Anything you want to see on here?”

      I leaned over the desk beside Emily and looked at the screen.

      “Click that,” I said, pointing at a folder labeled Upcoming.

      Emily did as I asked. “We figure these are for unreleased videos. But it’s mostly empty.”

      There was a short list of videos. What was strange was that according to the file listings, they were mostly just a few seconds long.

      “How come they’re so short?”

      By way of an answer Emily clicked one of them. Kyle popped back onto the screen, and it was jarring to realize that the person we were watching was already dead. As annoying as he had been, he was so alive on the screen, it was hard to reconcile his movements on the video with the fact that in reality, he was now still and silent, lying in a morgue.

      The reason for the short length of the videos was quickly revealed — they were just pre-recorded introductions for later videos that would be made outside, though of course, now they never would.

      We watched several of them, but they didn’t tell us much except Kyle was leading up to a big announcement. Unfortunately, he never said what his grand announcement actually was, and it was hard to know whether it was connected to the case.

      “I don’t think those videos are going to get us anywhere,” Emily said.

      I tapped my chin with a pen I’d picked up from the desk.

      “Maybe they are. He had a big announcement, right?”

      “Yeah…”

      “And we know he had an appointment or some reason to be at the Regional Justice Center not long ago, right?”

      Emily was looking at me with excitement. She knew I was on the verge of figuring it all out but she couldn’t quite see it herself yet.

      “What do they do at the Regional Justice Center?”

      “It’s a big court complex.”

      “Yep. But that’s not all they do there, is it?”

      Emily furrowed her brow. “I gave evidence there a couple of times for cases we worked on.”

      “Right. But I mean, apart from that. It’s not just criminals and courts and judges. There’s something else there, too.” At least I was pretty sure there was. “The marriage license bureau is there too, isn’t it?”

      Emily tilted her head. “You know what? I think you may be right. Are you saying you think he got married?”

      “A big upcoming announcement? An appointment at the RJC?” I shrugged. “Could be, right?”

      Before she could answer, Emily’s phone began buzzing. It was Elwood again, no doubt wondering what was taking her so long.

      “I’ve gotta go, Tiff. Thanks. I’ll drop you off on the way back to the station.”

      We headed out with Emily holding her phone a foot away from her ear while she tried not to listen to Elwood complain about how slow she was being.
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        * * *

      

      I sent a quick apology message to Stone to pass on to the Krav Maga instructor while Emily drove to drop me off.

      After watching my friend squeal away in her car, I went inside, straight to Ian’s apartment.

      He wasn’t there, of course. After banging on his door several times and being answered only with a plaintive meow from Snowflake on the other side, I remembered he’d gone out with Sally.

      “Date’s over,” I told him on the phone. “I’m coming to pick you up.”

      With a little whining from Ian, and some disbelieving annoyance from Sally, we agreed that I’d pick him up outside the No Sin microbrewery where Ian had taken Sally for dinner.

      “See you later, Snowy!” I called through the door. The cat meowed back like she had been abandoned for a month instead of just a few hours. “Tell it to Ian when he gets back!”

      I ran back downstairs, got in my own car, and sped off to Las Vegas’ premier alcohol-free hipster bar. Ian and Sally were waiting outside, and neither of them looked too happy. Ian had his arms folded in front of him while Sally was staring off into the middle distance. In her hand she carried a white plastic bag filled with takeout from the restaurant. I screeched to a halt and yelled for them to get in.

      Ian jumped in the front after a quick shout of “Shotgun!” to Sally, who climbed into the back.

      “Hi, Sally!” I called over my shoulder. She  responded with a quiet hey.

      “What’s going on?” Ian asked me.

      “Just a moment…” I screeched away from the front door to the far side of the parking lot and then pulled into a space. I put the car in park.

      The couple both looked at me in confusion. I imagined they thought I was going to drive us a little farther away than the other side of the parking lot of the bar in which they’d been having their date. Sally slid over to the middle of the backseat and pushed her head forward.

      “What’s going on?” Sally asked.

      “Kyle got married.”

      Ian gave me a quizzical look. “No, Tiffany, Kyle got murdered, remember?”

      “Not tonight nitwit, before he was killed.”

      “Oh. Are you sure? Who’d he get married to?”

      “No, I’m not sure. That’s why I need you. I need some of your computer wizardry to hack the marriage license database and find out if it’s true.”

      Ian laughed and didn’t move.

      “What are you laughing at? Go on. Do something.”

      “Okay, okay. But we don’t need to do any hacking, Tiffany. It’s a public record. Anyone can check.”

      “I doubt they’re open at eight o’clock at night,” I said to him with a stern look.

      “No, but the computers are. Though I warn you, it’s going to cost you.”

      “It’s a business expense, it’s tax deductible Ian. It doesn’t matter.” After a pause, I added, “How much is it?”

      “Fifty.”

      “Fifty bucks?” I frowned. It seemed a bit much, but Tiffany Black Private Investigations could run to it.

      “No. Fifty cents.” Ian laughed out loud and slapped his knee. “Got you!”

      “Are you serious? Stop messing around. Get to it, check the records.”

      “Okay, okay. I should be able to pull it up on my phone.” Ian started tapping away at his phone screen, immediately lost in a world of his own.

      “He’s not very funny, is he?” Sally said to me.

      “Not tonight he’s not,” I said in agreement. “Has he been annoying you as well this evening?”

      “I can hear you, you know,” Ian said absentmindedly, as if only half paying attention. We both ignored him.

      “He has,” Sally said moodily. “He took me to this place with its fake beer and then he got annoyed because his buddy was friendly.”

      “Yeah? His secret club pal, Fizzy?”

      “That’s the one—”

      “Fitzy,” Ian said without looking in the direction of either of us. We both ignored him again.

      “What happened?”

      “Oh, I just said I didn’t see the point of alcohol-free beer, and if you were going to drink something without alcohol, you might as well have something tasty like a soda or something.”

      “I know, right?”

      “ Fizzy overheard me—”

      “Fitzy.”

      “He overheard me, and a few minutes later, he brought this really tasty six layer drink over, with a paper umbrella and cherries and sugar around the rim.”

      “Sounds better than that sour beer he gave me.”

      “Exactly! It was just good customer service. Then he told me I could drop by any time, even without Ian.”

      “Oh.” I think I understood why Ian had been annoyed.

      “Anyway, Ian got all upset after Fillie left us. And then you called, and we got our food to go.” Sally shrugged. “Want some fries? They’re artisanal.”

      Sally pulled out a paper bag from inside her plastic one and held it out to me. I grabbed a couple, and they were almost as good as I remembered, though they had lost some of their crispness after being inside the bag.

      “Got it!” Ian said. “Kyle Locke and Tamsin Camembert, married about four weeks ago!”

      “And that’s not all. She also had privileged information about the killing.” I explained to Ian what Emily had told me about the public release of information about the murder.

      “As his wife,” Ian said, “she’ll inherit all the proceeds from his channel and all the money he’s stacked up over the last couple of years.”

      “Exactly,” I said.

      “Wasn’t she the one who made a confession video though?” Sally asked.

      “She did,” I confirmed. “And it was a pretty shrewd move on her part. By giving an easily disproved fake confession — especially since she wasn’t the only person doing so — it threw everyone off the scent.”

      “Clever girl,” Sally said thoughtfully. “I’ll bear that in mind.” She gave a sharp look toward Ian.

      “Hey!” Ian said. “What does that mean?”

      “Nothing,” Sally said innocently. She withdrew to the back, an innocent smile on her face. “Nothing at all.”

      Ian gave me a serious look. “You hear that Tiff? If anything happens to me…” He jerked his head back in the direction of his girlfriend.

      “She was kidding, Ian. “Weren’t you, Sally?”

      “Nope,” she said happily, thus proving she was. At least I was pretty certain it did.

      “Emily’s back at the station with Elwood. I think Elwood is still keen on it being Dyson, but he’s making Sally look into Tammy again. In the meantime…”

      Ian already had his phone back in hand. “Let’s see if we can track her down?”

      “Yes, please.” I turned to Sally, “I bet you didn’t think you’d be helping to catch a murderer tonight, did you?”

      “Nope. If you’d asked me half an hour ago, I would have said it was more likely that I was going to be one.” She threw another sharp look in Ian’s direction, but he was now immersed in his phone as he searched through Tammy’s channels and social media.

      “Trust me,” I told her, “I know the feeling.”

      “Found her,” Ian announced brightly. “Start the car up, Tiffany. Let’s catch ourselves a killer.”
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      Ian had discovered that Tammy was currently livestreaming. He had her video playing, and although I couldn’t watch it due to watching the road being a slightly higher priority, I could hear what she was saying.

      “You guys don’t know what it’s been like to be me these last few weeks. Since I lost Kyle, I’ve been a mess.”

      “But it’s her own fault!” Sally said from the backseat.

      “It’s just an act,” Ian said. “I think every single thing she’s said to us has been an act of some kind or another.”

      “In fact, I went a little crazy. That confession video? Yeah, that was me losing it. I can’t even understand what was going through my mind back then.”

      “Getting a ton of subscribers to her channel is what was going through her mind,” Ian said grumpily. “Does she ever stop lying?”

      Listening to Tammy, I guided my car through Las Vegas streets, heading for the outskirts. Ian had worked out where she was from the background of the video image, though she hadn’t announced it out loud yet.

      “Maybe, in a way, it was partly my fault. With me being so hot, he felt he had to work on his own appearance as well. That was why he was jogging in the middle of the night. Am I to blame?”

      “No, you’re not!” said another voice.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “It’s Ellie,” Ian said. “Her friend from before, remember? Who held the camera when she was in the fountain?”

      “Of course, I’m not to blame. I get that now. The real guilty party is the crazy guy who couldn’t take a joke. The monster who thought a simple prank demanded the ultimate punishment: death.”

      “She’s talking about Rock, right?” I said.

      “Sounds like it. The police issued a press release earlier. She must have thought she was in the clear.”

      “I can’t bring Kyle back. And I can’t kill the person responsible — the police have them now. But there’s one thing I can do. The thing Kyle would have wanted. One final prank in his name. In his honor.”

      “In his honor?” I repeated. “She’s insufferable, isn’t she?”

      “Sure is. And look, I was right. That’s Rock’s burrito truck.”

      I didn’t look, because I was still focusing on the road, but I’d shortly be able to see it in person instead of on a screen. We were now only a couple of minutes away.

      “With this can of spray paint, I’m going to recognize the sacrifice that Kyle made for you, for me, for all of us. He died for us, guys. For his fans, for his viewers, and for the love of his life — me. I intend to continue his work and his legacy, pranking the public and bringing his brand of entertainment to you all. Usually, a prank is fun, but this time, it’s a solemn occasion. A sad occasion. A moment that I hope you will all use to reflect on life and then dedicate yourself to doing what Kyle would have wanted you to do — subscribing to my channel and enjoying what I’m going to put out there for you guys. We will now have two minutes of silence while I carry out this final prank in the name of Kyle. Please, just watch, and hit the subscribe button while you do so.”

      The voice from Ian’s phone stopped.

      “What’s she doing?”

      “She’s handed the phone over to Ellie, who’s filming her. Now she’s holding up a can of purple spray paint. She’s uncapping it. Now she’s walking over to Rock’s truck.”

      “This is her grand memorial? Spray painting some guy’s truck again?” Sally asked. “That’s lame.”

      “Not if we can stop her.” I’d turned into the business park. It was empty of people and cars, as it always was after about six o’clock in the evening. “Hold on!”

      I yanked the steering wheel hard and tapped the brake as I spun the car into the lot Rock kept his truck in. My headlights lit up the startled face of Ellie, who was pointing a phone in the direction of Tammy. She was now standing in front of Rock’s truck, holding up a can of spray paint.

      “Don’t run her over, Tiff!” Ian said, grabbing my arm.

      I hit the brakes, hard. We squealed to a stop in between the two young women.

      “Of course, I wasn’t going to hit her!” I hit the seat belt release button and yanked at my door handle. “Come on. Let’s crash this party.”

      Ellie ran around the car to stand beside Tammy in solidarity.

      “Get them and me in the video, them and me!” Tammy hissed to her friend.

      Ellie turned and stepped backward, continuing to film the live broadcast.

      I whispered to Ian. “Leave Ellie. Let’s get everything recorded so it’s out there in the world.”

      “Welcome, detectives,” Tammy said to us. “You’ll be glad — ha-ha — to know that you’ve just interrupted a memorial for Kyle Locke, the murder victim. Great job, guys, great job.” Tammy shook her head at the camera and rolled her eyes in apparent exasperation at what she was having to endure.

      “Tammy,” I said, “why don’t you tell the viewers the big reveal that you and Kyle had planned?”

      Tammy scrunched up her face. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Sure you do. The big reveal you guys had planned. Kyle had been doing a countdown toward it before he died.”

      “I…”

      “What? Were you just going to sweep it under the rug and keep it a secret?”

      “No!” Tammy looked around nervously. “I was saving it for next week. A lot of planning goes into these videos, you know.”

      “Saving it for when you knew you were in the clear? When the police stopped investigating you and charged Rock and Ben?”

      “Those criminals deserve to rot for what they did to my beloved.”

      “Your beloved, huh?” Tell me, Tammy. “Remind me, what exactly, what precisely did Ben Dyson do to Kyle Locke?”

      “You know what he did.” Tammy looked down at the ground and wiped the corner of her eyes. There was nothing to wipe away. “He… he hid in the woods, and he stabbed my darling Kyle to death.” She looked up toward the camera sharply. “Stabbed him to death!”

      “Through the stomach and up into the heart, right?”

      Tammy’s neck and jaw were tense. She nodded, a furious look on her face. “Exactly.”

      “Right. That’s what you said when you did your livestream video from the site where he was killed.”

      Tammy nodded again.

      “Umm, question.” Ian said loudly.

      “What?” Tammy asked.

      “How did you know where he was stabbed?” Ian asked with a gentle smile.

      “How did I know? It was all over the news. He was a celebrity!”

      Ian and I both slowly shook our heads, tutting. “That’s not right, Tammy. The information released by the police said that he was stabbed in the chest. Not the stomach.”

      Tammy froze a moment. Her eyes were what gave it away, what made me know we had the truth of the matter. They flickered with surprise, and even more condemning, fear. She blinked and tried to recover.

      “I must have heard it somewhere. I was his girlfriend. The police spoke to me. They must have told me.”

      “Nope. The police didn’t tell you. Tammy, there’s only one way you could know what happened to him that night.”

      “No there isn’t! There are tons of ways! I don’t remember how I found out. These last few days have just been awful. And now you’re ruining everything. We were trying to record a quiet, solemn memorial video. And you’re ruining everything! Just, just… just go away.” Tammy began to walk toward Ellie. “Turn the feed off. Guys, we’ll come back when these idiot fake cops have gone. Sorry, everyone.”

      “You married Kyle!” Ian shouted toward the phone Ellie was holding. “You killed him to inherit all his money!”

      Ellie was frantically tapping at the screen. After Ian had finished yelling, she lowered the phone. She had stopped the live feed a few seconds too late.

      “That was my big reveal for next week! And now you’ve ruined it!” Tammy had her hands on her hips and was glaring at us furiously.

      “What? That you killed him for his money?” Ian asked.

      “No! Of course not!” Tammy was staring us down, outrage in her eyes. “Why don’t you all just go away so I can finish my livestream in peace? Kyle died, you know.”

      “Yeah, and you’re going to memorialize him by vandalizing a food truck?” I was genuinely outraged that, as well as killing him, she thought a little bit of videoed graffiti was the memorial he deserved. “Is that what he’s worth? A few seconds of spray paint?”

      “It’s symbolic.” Tammy shook her head in disgust. “I wouldn’t expect three lumps like you to understand. It’s art.”

      “Lumps?” Sally repeated. She was standing just beside Ian and had been quiet until now, content to nibble on her fries and watch the proceedings. I guessed it was better than going to a movie for her. This time, she got to be in one.

      “Yeah, dumb lumps. Stupid lumps. Three dumb, ugly, stupid old lumps. You can take your ridiculous accusations and just, and just, and just… go away!”

      “Tammy. We’re not going anywhere. You had a secret wedding to the victim and you knew privileged information about his death. It was you. Admit it.”

      “Of course it wasn’t me!”

      “It wasn’t her!” Shouted a voice from the dark.

      All our eyes swiveled. Sally reached into her bag of fries and stuffed another handful into her mouth. From out of the gloom, a familiar figure stepped toward us. And it was holding a gun.

      “Candi?” I said gently. “This isn’t about you anymore.”

      “Stand together! All of you!” Candi waggled her gun at our gathering.

      With some reluctance, we shuffled together until we were in a tight huddle.

      “I killed Kyle, and it was because of her!” Candi jabbed the gun in Tammy’s direction.

      “You didn’t kill him! The guy who owns this stupid taco truck hired an assassin to kill him!”

      “Burrito truck,” Sally corrected, pointing behind her.

      I glanced at Sally. She was remarkably calm considering we had a lunatic pointing a gun at us while we stood next to a murderess. She took another fry out of her bag and popped it into her mouth. She leaned over and started whispering something in Ian’s ear. I turned my gaze back to Candi.

      “Candi, I know you’re upset about what happened to Kyle. But you can’t let what happened twist you up like this. It’s sad he’s dead, but it wasn’t you that made him that way.”

      “It was! I shot him!” Candi waved her gun. “Bam! Bam! Bam!”

      “Hey, nutty,” Tammy said, “he was stabbed. You know, thwip, right in the stomach!”

      My phone buzzed. “Excuse me, guys.” I pulled it out of my pocket and checked the screen. It was an incoming call from Emily.

      “Hey? I’m in, umm, the middle of something right now… it did?… it did? You’re certain? Yep, we are… Okay.” I hung up.

      Candi, Tammy, and Ellie all gave me suspicious looks.

      “Who was that?” Candi demanded.

      “That was a friend of mine in the homicide department.”

      “What’d they want?” Tammy asked.

      “They got some results back on some urgent analysis they had requested. It turns out that an item of clothing we found had Kyle’s blood on it. But it wasn’t clothing he was wearing. It was clothing worn by the killer.”

      “Ha! See!” Candi shouted. She began to hop from foot to foot. “It was me! It was me!”

      “Candi,” I said to her, “that evidence was handed over to us by your father. It was the shirt he claimed he was wearing when he killed Kyle.”

      Tammy smacked me on the arm. “What are you talking about? Candi’s father? Who’s that?”

      I realized she’d never even heard about that particular confession, nor would she have any reason to. She had surely never met Candi’s dad.

      “It wasn’t him, it was me,” Candi said. “Dad was just trying to cover for me.”

      “Interestingly,” I said to the group, “that’s also what the police said. It would have been impossible for your father to wear that shirt without stretching or tearing it. It was far too small.”

      Candi hopped on her feet again. “Knew it! Knew it! See, it was me! Hey, Ellie, turn your livestream back on. I want everyone to know!”

      Ellie looked to Tammy for guidance. Tammy gave a quick nod. For a moment, I wondered why she’d want to do that, and then I remembered — anything for the views. Anything for the subscribers. Anything for an audience.

      Ellie, with shaking hands, turned the livestream back on.

      “We’re live,” Ellie said quietly.

      “Guys,” Tammy said to the camera, “share this with everyone you know, now. I have been taken hostage by a crazed lunatic who claims she was the real killer of Kyle. Could the police have got it wrong? Is this really the killer? Ellie, show them.”

      Ellie turned the phone to show Candi. I had to admit, if I’d had to pick any one of us out of a lineup as a probable murderer, it would have been her.

      “I killed Kyle Locke! Tammy Cam ruined him, destroyed his mind, poisoned him! I saved him from her with a knife to his chest.” Candi held her gun up like it was a blade and mimed stabbing down from above. I was tempted to make a lunge for her, but before I could, she regained some self-control and with shaky hands pointed her gun back in our direction.

      “See that, guys?” Tammy said in a low voice directed toward the phone. “We’ve been kidnapped by this murderous lunatic. But what will happen next? Will she do the right thing and kill herself?” Tammy gave Candi a pointed look.

      “Kill myself?” Candi dropped her head back and laughed. I tensed, ready to move at her,  but her head snapped back down, bobbed, and then she was watching us all again.

      “Why would I kill myself? It’s your fault he’s dead, Tammy Cam. You, you, you.” Candi spat onto the floor in disgust. “You know what I’m going to do?”

      This wasn’t looking good. This wasn’t looking good at all.

      “Candi,” Tammy said. Her voice had a quiver of nervousness now. She was no longer in control. “Don’t do anything silly.”

      “Silly, like killing Kyle?” Candi laughed. “That wasn’t silly. And you know what else wouldn’t be silly?”

      “What?” Tammy’s voice was soft, now. The sassiness, aggressiveness, and confidence completely drained. Now she was just a girl with a gun pointed at her by a lunatic.

      “What wouldn’t be silly, would be…”

      Candi grinned wide, flashing her teeth.“…shooting you.”

      And then she did. Six times, nonstop.

      Tammy dropped to the ground beside me.
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      “Oh, wow,” Sally said beside me as she popped another fry into her mouth.

      There was a groan from the ground as Tammy made her complaints known.

      When Candi fired the gun, there was not the usual explosive bang. And nor was it the sound of a silenced round. In fact, there was hardly any sound at all beyond a kind of putt, putt, putt noise as each round left the gun’s chamber.

      “Paintball gun,” Sally said around a mouthful of fries. “I’ve got one just like it.”

      “I’m not allowed a real one,” Candi said in annoyance. She pointed the paintball pistol down at Tammy again. “Bye-bye, sucker!” She fired it again and again, each pellet that hit Tammy being greeted with an ow from the fallen video maker.

      “Candi!” I shouted. “Stop that!” This time, I really did move.

      “Fine.”

      When I reached Candi, she dropped the gun onto the ground and held out her wrists in front of her. “Arrest me now.”

      “No,” I said. “But please stop shooting people.”

      “But I did it! Your police friend said the evidence proved it!”

      “Actually, that’s not everything she said. I didn’t tell you it all.”

      There was another groan behind me from Tammy, still lying on the ground, covered in paint and no doubt lightly bruised.

      “She did say the shirt had Kyle’s blood. And she did say it didn’t fit your Dad. But do you know what else she told me?”

      “What?” Candi asked suspiciously. Her eyes were cast down at the paintball pistol she’d thrown away, like she wanted it back, like she had a feeling she was about to want to shoot me with it. And she would.

      “That shirt had four human hairs attached to it. Long ones. Much longer ones than your hair, Candi.”

      “Police hairs.”

      “No. Not police hairs.”

      I turned around. Tammy had stood up and was now standing behind Ellie, who was still apparently filming me and Candi.

      “Contamination,” Candi said dismissively. “It doesn’t matter, I confessed.”

      “Oh, it very much does matter. Those hairs have been confirmed to belong to one of the other suspects.” I stared at Tammy. She glared back at me suspiciously, keeping Ellie between us.

      “Those hairs belonged to the real killer. Tamsin Camembert.”

      “No!” Tammy yelled but simultaneously shoved Ellie, hard.

      “Ugh!” sounded the killer’s friend. She’d been taken by surprise and stumbled forward, crashing into me.

      I quickly sidestepped, letting Ellie fall to the ground with an ow.

      “Get her!” I began to sprint, but Tammy was already moving, running behind the burrito truck.

      Sally reached out an arm in a half-hearted attempt to snatch Tammy’s, but it was too little, too late. Ian raced after Tammy around the truck. I turned and began to circle it from the other side.

      Tammy was faster than either of us and she reached the broken back door of the truck first. Ian and I crashed into each other and then both tried to fit through the door at the same time to follow Tammy inside.

      “Ladies first!” I yelled at Ian as I shoved him out the way. I may have been a lady, but I wasn’t always ladylike.

      I jumped up the steps and promptly tripped, crashing into the counter in front of me. Tammy had thrown everything from the counter onto the ground.

      “Stop!” I yelled at Tammy. She didn’t. She scrabbled forward through the dark interior, her arms swinging like giant oars as she yanked everything she could down behind her. She hit the jackpot when she tipped over a large refrigerator. The truck was too narrow for it to fall all the way to the ground, but it hit the opposing wall and blocked me. I crouched down. I could crawl underneath.

      On hands and knees, I began to scrabble underneath the fallen fridge. I came to a sudden and painful stop when Tammy’s foot slammed into my chin.

      “Ow!”

      “Get back or I’ll brain you!” There was an ominous metallic thump that sounded like she was swinging a metal pan against the side of the truck.

      I scooted backward a bit and rubbed my chin. Ian stood above me and reached for the fridge to pull it back up straight.

      I stood up and helped Ian to right the refrigerator. At the same time, we could hear a metallic scraping as bolts were pulled back. She was opening the shutters that covered the serving hatch.

      With a grunt, Ian and I pushed the refrigerator back up straight. In the dark, I could just about see the shadowy outline of Tammy crawling through the serving hatch.

      I reached forward, trying to snatch her ankle. My fingers touched her, but she yanked her leg away and promptly fell out of the hatch with a muffled thump on the other side.

      Ian turned and jumped out the back door. I stuck my head through the serving hatch, intending to pounce on Tammy below. Or if I wasn’t quite so graceful as to manage a pounce, perhaps I could just fall on top of her, using her as a cushion.

      With my head out of the hatch I saw Sally, bag of fries in one hand, with her foot pressed onto the back of Tammy’s neck. She gave me a cheerful grin.

      “Look what I—”

      Sally’s grin, and the rest of her, disappeared from my view when Ellie slammed into her, knocking her out of the way and freeing Tammy.

      “No!” Ian shouted. He had just rounded the truck and had seen what happened. He sprinted forward and dived at Ellie, tackling her by the shoulders and knocking her to the ground. He landed heavily on top of her.

      Meanwhile, Tammy was coming around and beginning to move again. I pushed myself off the back wall of the truck, slithered across the serving counter and out of the hatch. Tammy was just rising to her feet when I landed on top of her, slamming her back down to the ground.

      The breath was knocked out of me, but I did my best to grab onto her, snatching at her loose top. Tammy writhed and wriggled like a greased snake, slithering out of my grasp. I watched, breathless, as she pushed herself to her feet. She turned to look at me.

      “You’re ruining everything!” Tammy flexed her arms to the side, leaned forward, and started to run.

      “Stop!”

      She did not stop. She began to lope away at a fast trot. She hardly looked to be putting in any effort, but she was already going faster than I had managed in the park when I jogged to catch up with Ben Dyson. This was not a running race I was going to win.

      Sally might have been able to catch her, but Sally was lying on the ground moaning.

      “My fries…” she said sadly. The bag had been torn open and crushed underneath her.

      I got to my feet and stared at Tammy, checking the direction she was fleeing in. I figured I’d get in my car and chase her down when I knew where she was going. She wouldn’t get too far, and the police would be here soon anyway.

      Then, a shape emerged from the shadows. Tammy was looking back over her shoulder at me, a crazed grin on her face as she thought she was home free. But she hadn’t counted on crazy old Candi.

      “You poisonous snake!” Candi yelled as she launched herself at Tammy.

      The two girls met in a flurry of arms and legs, and with a wicked-sounding crack, their two heads thumped together. They both collapsed into an unmoving heap.

      “Huh,” said Sally. She’d got back up and was now standing beside me holding Ian’s hand. “Looks like they took each other out.”

      “Good teamwork, guys,” Ian called, dusting off his palms as he began marching toward the two fallen girls.

      Sally and I quickly followed. My body twinged and ached from strains, scrapes, and bruises. The fracas had left its mark on me.

      When we reached the two girls, they were both lying on the ground on their backs, blinking and moaning. They were conscious, but barely.

      “Got you,” I said. “And you’re going to pay for what you did to Kyle.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised by what happened, after all that had gone on over the previous few days. But still, I was shocked when an angry voice called out.

      “It wasn’t her! It was me! It was me! How many times do I have to tell you!”

      Zach Kane stepped into view.

      “Zach?” I said carefully. He had a gun tucked into the waist of his belt, and unlike Candi’s, it looked like it might be real.

      “How many times do I have to tell you?” he growled. “Candi didn’t do it. I did.”

      I walked over to him, and gently held him by his upper arms.

      “Zach. It wasn’t you. And it wasn’t Candi either.”

      He looked at me suspiciously, like I was trying to trap him.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It was her.” I poked at Tammy with my shoe. “Tammy. Kyle’s girlfriend. It was her that killed him. She secretly married him and then killed him so she would inherit the fortune he made with his videos.”

      “Did… not…” Tammy said, breathlessly.

      “You did, Tammy. All the evidence points to you now. There’s no getting out of this.”

      Tammy slowly, awkwardly, pushed herself into a sitting position. I stood a pace back from her, eyes locked on in case she made any more sudden moves. Her gaze flickered behind me.

      Ellie.

      Of course.

      I turned my head quickly, ready for another assault. It didn’t come. Ellie was slowly walking toward us, phone held in front in one hand, her other arm held palm up to show that she was no threat.

      “Are we live?” Tammy asked.

      “We are,” Ellie said. “Say what you want to say.”

      Tammy slowly nodded her head, swallowed, and then spoke.

      “I did not kill Kyle for his money,” Tammy said. “I did it for his viewers. That channel will be under my control now. His viewers are mine. I did it for the fame. I don’t need money; my family’s rich. I did this so I could get the recognition I deserve.”

      “That’s despicable,” I told her. “That’s worse than doing it for the money.”

      “Is it?” Tammy asked. “Is it really? Am I the first person to commit a crime for love? I think not.” She looked at Ellie. “How many live viewers have we got?”

      “We’re at nearly one hundred thousand now,” Ellie said.

      Tammy blinked, her mouth dropping open. A massive grin rolled across her face. “We’re doing it, Ellie! We’re doing it!”

      “And… that’s a hundred thousand. A hundred thousand viewers watching.”

      Tammy waved at the filming phone. “Tammy Cam here. Thanks everyone. Thanks to every last one of you one hundred thousand Tammy Cam fans.”

      Ellie smirked. It wasn’t something I’d seen her do before, and my hackles rose. Something wasn’t right.

      “Yep. We’re over a hundred thousand viewers now. But do you know what, Tammy?”

      “What?” asked the fallen almost-star.

      “Tiffany here warned me about you. The day the police arrested you for your false confession. Tiffany warned me, and I listened.”

      “She did?” Tammy asked.

      “You did?” I said at the same time.

      “I did. This isn’t the Tammy Cam channel that’s livestreaming.”

      Tammy tilted her head, her smile falling, her eyes narrowing. “Huh?”

      Ellie turned the phone so it was facing her.

      “Welcome everyone, to Elegant Ellie’s livestream. This is my first video, and boy is it a doozy so far. In just a few minutes, the police will be here to arrest the crazy reject, Tammy Cam. In the following weeks, I’m going to show you all the crazy stuff she’s been talking about. And boy do I have some fun stories for you. And beyond that, we’re going to be doing some pranks, some magic tricks, makeup tutorials, regency costumes, and some in-car karaoke. It’s going to be lit. Now, let’s get back to the action!” Ellie turned the phone so it was facing a gobsmacked Tammy. “What do you think, Tam Cam?”

      “Traitor!”

      Before the two of them could really get into it, they were drowned out by the wailing of police sirens. In just a few seconds, patrol cars screeched to a halt surrounding us.

      “Everyone on the ground, now!”

      Cursing under my breath, I did as I was told. At least I was getting good at it now.
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      An hour later, Ian, Sally, and I were sitting in an ice cream parlor near the LVMPD. We were due to give statements shortly and were just waiting for the call for us to come on over.

      “Thanks, Ian,” Sally said. “You said tonight was going to be fun and it was.”

      He pursed his lips in an annoyed frown. “We were supposed to have fun at No Sin.”

      “Let’s just forget about that place. This was much more fun. I never knew business parks were so wild at night.”

      Sally spooned up a big scoop of ice cream and happily popped it into her mouth. Ian gave me a questioning look. What else could I do but just shrug back at him.

      “Can you believe she murdered him just for the views?” Ian asked.

      “I know, right? And Candi and her craziness. She’s confessed more times than I’ve had hot dinners this week.”

      Ian gave me a dubious look.

      “Well nearly, anyway,” I said. “Zach Kane’s lucky he didn’t go down for it. I think he was the only one that actually believed Candi killed Kyle. Thank goodness that shirt didn’t actually fit him and he didn’t contaminate it with his own DNA.”

      “And I guess that shows Ben Dyson was innocent.”

      “Innocent of killing Kyle. I wonder if they can get him on conspiracy to commit murder? Or perhaps just theft from Rock.”

      “Rock must be so mad at him,” Ian said. “But Rock’s going to be locked up for a long time. He paid to have Kyle killed.”

      “Speaking of pay, I think we might be out of luck on this case, Ian.”

      Ian shrugged. “Oh well, all’s well that ends well.”

      That was a lot easier for him to say with his own fortune to fall back on. I’d just spent weeks working for very little, apart from Rock’s initial payment.

      “Where did Zach Cane get that shirt from anyway?” Sally asked.

      “Zach broke into Candi’s apartment and stole it from her. And, according to what Emily told me, Candi stole the bloodstained shirt from Tammy. Candi was basically a stalker. Tammy buried the shirt out in the desert, but she didn’t realize Candi was watching her. If Candi had been normal, she would have turned Tammy in. Instead, she stole the evidence and tried to use it to frame herself.”

      “That’s as nuts as the topping on my ice cream.”

      “You can say that again.” My phone buzzed and began to slide across the table from the motion.

      We all looked down at it.

      “Please don’t be another confession,” I said, to laughter from the other two.

      The screen lit up with the name, Stone. I answered it.

      “Hi… Yeah… yep… final report tomorrow… Follow her… wear what? … Umm okay. See you.”

      “What did he want?” Ian asked.

      “Did he admit to killing Kyle?” Sally asked with an amused twinkle in her eyes.

      “Ha. No. Nothing like that. It’s about our other case. Stone wants us to discreetly follow Susie tomorrow afternoon from her home.”

      “Where to?” Ian asked.

      “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.” I checked the other two’s bowls. They were both empty. “Shall we have another scoop before we go give our statements?”

      My suggestion was met with hearty approval.

      It felt like everything was finishing up nicely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      After spending the morning typing up and printing out what Ian and I had discovered about Susie McMillan, I grabbed Ian and we drove over to Susie’s house.

      Stone had told me to park nearby at about one thirty in the afternoon, as discreet as I could be. We got there a few minutes early, and I stopped on the other side of the road.

      “You should get your windows tinted, Tiff,” Ian said.

      “My windows?”

      “Yeah. On this car. We’ve been doing a lot of stakeouts lately. Tinted windows would give us some extra protection. You know, get them completely blacked out so no one can see in.”

      “Do you really think blacked out windows on a Honda this well loved, of this vintage, would be less conspicuous?”

      “No one would be able to see in.”

      “Yeah, but everyone would want to. You can’t black out the windows on a car like this without everyone wanting to see who’s inside. Especially the cops. We’d look like drug dealers. It’d be the opposite of inconspicuous.”

      Ian harrumphed quietly, annoyed at me putting his idea down.

      “Maybe you need a better car then. An Escalade or something. No one would look twice at tinted windows on that.”

      “Yeah, right. Not interested. This is the best car in the world, Ian. And it blends in anywhere. We’ve never once been caught out, have we?”

      Ian gave up for the time being and turned to something else that had been worrying him. “What did you write about the Turquoise Lagoon cafe in your report?”

      “Oh. I wrote that I hired an idiot to try and seduce Susie, and she didn’t fall for it.”

      “An idiot? I was playing a role, Tiff. You can’t write that I’m an idiot.”

      “Okay, okay. I didn’t use those words. It wouldn’t exactly reflect well on me, would it?”

      “So what did you write?”

      “I wrote that a suave male escort was used to gently probe whether Susie might be tempted by the offer of a discrete fling, and that she turned him down.”

      “You think I’m suave, huh?”

      “Nope.”

      Ian had apparently gone deaf. “Tiffany thinks I’m suave and that I should be a male escort. Very interesting. Very interesting indeed.”

      “That is absolutely not true, Ian.”

      “Suave, sophisticated, handsome. Thanks, Tiff.”

      “Are you practicing for one of your standup routines?” I asked him, deadpan.

      “What? No, I was being deadly serious. And— Look!”

      I half expected Ian to have seen a squirrel. In actuality, it was something much bigger. A long, stretched SUV limo was slowly making its way down the quiet residential street. It came to a stop outside of Susie’s small but neat house, her own white Benz sitting in the driveway.

      “There! That’s what I’m talking about,” Ian said excitedly, jabbing his finger through the windscreen at the vehicle.

      “Hmm?”

      “Look at the windows on that! You can’t see through any of them. That’s what you need, Tiff.”

      The car was bigger than most houses. The very idea of using it on a stakeout was preposterous. Though it would be more comfortable for a long wait. You could probably fit a jacuzzi in it, I mused.

      “Susie! There’s Susie!”

      Our target was exiting the house. She was wearing a short, tight-fitting blue dress, her hair was perfectly coiffed, and her face was made up like that of an angel. Beside her was another man we had not yet seen, approximately the same age as her. He was wearing a suit, and he said something that made Susie laugh out loud as they walked down the driveway toward the limo.

      “Unbelievable!” Ian said with strong disapproval. “She’s got no shame, does she? We’re going to need to update your report.”

      “Let’s not worry about that now. I’ll just say the report was current up until last night. Right, I’ve got to tail this car.”

      “Do you think you can?” Ian asked seriously.

      “Yeah, I think I’ll just about manage it.”

      “That was a joke, Tiffany. You’re supposed to laugh.”

      “Tell a funny one and I might.” I put the car into drive and got ready to follow the limo. Susie and the other man got into the back, the driver closed the door, and a moment later, we were off. “Now let’s see where they go…”

      “I bet it’s another hotel,” Ian said. “She seems to like those, doesn’t she?”

      “And fancy bars. Uh-oh, I just thought of something.”

      “What?”

      “I hope she doesn’t go back to the Turquoise Lagoon cafe. You’re barred, remember?”

      Ian laughed. I turned my head and gave him a questioning look. “What’s so funny?”

      “So are you! Because you were with me. You’re banned from there as well. Not so clever now, are you, Tiffany Black?”

      I’d forgotten that part and pushed it out of my mind.

      “That was your fault. Now be quiet and let me focus.”

      “Yeah, blink and you might miss it,” Ian said with a laugh and a nod at the giant car we were now trailing.

      Despite our kidding around, it was very easy to follow the big car, and we didn’t have to go far. Even after a slow patch of traffic when we got near the Strip, the journey took us less than half an hour.

      “Well, well, well,” Ian said, following the words up with a whistle. “The Tremonte. Old faithful, huh? Back again. I wonder how many guys she’s been here with.”

      I pulled up behind them, waiting for a valet to come and take my car. We both watched, Ian with phone in hand to take pictures as the back door was opened. Susie emerged first, taking two steps and then turning and smiling back at her male friend in the car.

      The man stepped out and stood by Susie. I expected them to both walk into the hotel, but they didn’t. Instead they both continued looking into the back seat.

      “What are they waiting for?” Ian asked.

      That was answered for us when another man emerged. It was John, who Susie had met at the cocktail bar in the Treasury.

      “Unbelievable!” Ian said with a gasp. “Look at her! Two men! And she’s supposed to be getting married!”

      But it didn’t stop there. John was followed by the dark-haired guy I’d seen in Susie’s car after the shooting range. And he was followed by eight more men.

      As each person exited, Ian got more and more excited, sounding like an entire church full of gossiping old ladies all by himself. Once he had it in his head that Susie was cheating on Larry Spokane, there was no coming back from it. I, of course, was much more logical and was coming to a very different conclusion. But listening to Ian’s cries of shock, dismay, and disbelief at the young lady’s seemingly slack morals provided me with considerable entertainment.

      “Ten, Tiffany! Ten! Ten men and her. I always thought it unfair when they said Las Vegas was the City of Sin, but I’m having second thoughts! Second and third and fourth thoughts. This is outrageous!”

      “Oh, yeah it is,” I said in amusement.

      Finally, a valet came up to my door. It took them long enough. I think they must have been fighting over which one of them got to drive my car. It’s not often you get a car like mine waiting for a valet at the Tremonte. They usually have to put up with fancy sports cars and luxury vehicles. It must be a real treat for them to get to drive a classic Honda. I slipped our valet five dollars, and, with a righteously quivering Ian in tow, we followed behind Susie and her harem of handsome men.

      “Hey,” I said to one of the doormen I recognized. I’d been to the Tremonte enough times that I knew most of the front-facing staff by sight, even if I didn’t know all their names.

      We were trailing behind the group as they crossed the lobby at some distance.

      “Tiffany,” said a deep voice in my ear, startling me.

      “Stone!” I yelped.

      “You look nice,” he said. He looked at Ian. “You, too.”

      I was beginning to understand why Stone had told us to wear a suit and a dress this afternoon. I was glad I hadn’t chosen to wear a suit, because seeing Ian in a dress would have been too much for me to bear.

      Stone himself was wearing a navy blue suit with a crisply pressed white shirt and a red tie. I’d never seen him looking so sharp.

      “Look at you,” I said, reaching for his tie. Unable to help myself, I adjusted the knot slightly. He smelled of a fresh, piney aftershave, and when I adjusted his tie, he twitched the corners of his mouth in thanks.

      “So, what exactly is going on?”

      “After you told me what you’d spotted before, about Susie, I got a little bit worried.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yep. But then, she called me.”

      “She called you as well?” Ian slapped his hands on his hips and tutted. “Thank goodness you’re not with her, I don’t think I’d have been able to handle it.”

      “Yeah, she did. And she told me what she was up to. She contacted every one of Larry’s old friends that she could, and she got them all in town. Larry thought he was having a small wedding, and it will be, but there are ten more men than he thought there were going to be. She’s reuniting him with them all.”

      “When did you know about this?” I asked him suspiciously.

      “A couple of days ago. You were pretty busy with your other case, so I didn’t want to distract you.”

      We followed Stone through the lobby, toward the Tremonte’s function rooms. Susie had booked one of the smaller rooms, and when we went inside, we found about two dozen people waiting. There were the ten guys Susie had picked up in the limo, and most of the rest of the guests looked to be Susie’s friends, including the three girls she had been at the Turquoise Lagoon Cafe with.

      Stone led us to a table with a couple of guys he seemed to know, and we sat. Before we could begin introductions, the lights flicked off.

      I tensed. Usually when lights go off it means something bad’s about to happen.

      “ETA thirty seconds!” shouted a masculine voice that sounded similar to Stone’s.

      “Affirmative!” shouted half a dozen voices in response.

      The room fell into total silence. If it hadn’t been dark, I would have felt a little awkward. We were at a surprise party for a person we barely knew, to celebrate one of the most important days of his life.

      Oh, well. It was a lot better than some other situations I’d found myself in over the years.

      There was a creak, and then the door to the room swung open. Lit from behind, I could see the outline of Larry Spokane, and on his face was a look of interested befuddlement.

      Larry’s mouth opened into an O as the lights turned on.

      “Surprise!” we yelled, one and all, Ian being one of the most vocal.

      Larry stared, took a step back, stared some more, took two steps forward into the room.

      “What is going on!? JY? Pepe? Chad? Oh my— Jason?…” Larry continued to rattle off names.

      “We wouldn’t miss your big day, dude!”

      “I came here from Hanoi to see ye, old man!”

      “This girl better be worth it!”

      Larry stood in awe, grinning, and then crying as he realized that his bride-to-be had arranged for his dearest friends to all be brought together to celebrate the wedding that was coming up in just a couple of days.

      Susie gave her fiancé a hug and a kiss, and the pair of them began to make the rounds, greeting his old friends, asking how they’d got there, catching up and thanking them for their presence.

      By the time he got to our little table, I was almost quaking in my heels. Susie had done the most amazing thing for her partner, and we’d been sent to investigate her. We were the bad guys.

      “This is, umm, Ian and Tiffany,” Larry said, introducing us to Susie.

      Susie stared at Ian. “You?”

      “Let me explain,” Stone said. “This is on me. Not Larry.”

      Susie listened with polite but unemotional attention as Stone explained why Ian and I had been hired and what our role had been. When he was done, she stared at him and then ran her gaze over us.

      “You know, I could be mad. Some girls would be. Some would be furious.”

      I sat silently with a tight-lipped smile, ready to run if I had to.

      “But, you know what?” Susie turned to Larry. “This just proves I’m marrying a smart guy with good friends. I’ve met most of them over the last week as they secretly arrived in town and we caught up. And Stone here is one of the best of them. He was looking out for you. Those are the kinds of friends you need. Larry Spokane, I’m not mad at you, not a bit. I love you.”

      I slumped back in my chair, my tense muscles relaxing. Stone squeezed my shoulder and gave me a knowing look. This was the exact reaction he had expected from Susie, if she was who he hoped she was. And luckily for Larry, and the rest of us, Susie was everything they hoped she was. Smart, beautiful, and sensible.

      “Thanks for coming, guys,” Susie said to us. She caught Ian’s eye. “Sorry about the other day. It’s not you. It’s just that you weren’t Larry. No one is.” She turned to Larry. “You’re the best, hon.”

      “No, you’re the best.”

      Stone groaned audibly as the couple kissed and then shooed them on their way to continue their rounds so that Larry could catch up with all his friends.

      “That’s not exactly how I expected today to go,” Ian said. “But all’s well that ends well, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Now, I’m afraid, I’m going to have to get going,” Ian announced to us.

      “Where are you going?” I asked suspiciously.

      “I couldn’t possibly tell you,” Ian said with the annoying smug smile he always seemed to use when he had a secret he ‘couldn’t’ tell us.

      “So another one of your secret boys’ club meetings? Have fun playing piggy dress-up.”

      “We do not do that! It’s a serious association for successful Las Vegas men!”

      “Later, pig boy! Have fun!”

      Ian flounced out of the room, head held high.

      “You going to stick around for a bit?” Stone asked. “I know you don’t know these people, but they’re a good crowd. It might be fun.”

      “You know what?” I said with a smile. “I think I just might. It’s about time I had an afternoon off.”

      “With this crowd, it could go on into the night,” Stone warned.

      I grinned at him. “Even better. Say, did I see a buffet table over there?”

      “Yep, just next to the drinks one. Come on. Let’s go load some plates.”

      Joking and laughing, Stone and I went and got ourselves some plates of food and the first of several adult beverages.

      And Stone was right.

      They were a good crowd.

      And it was a great afternoon.

      And an even better evening.

      With my cases closed, my worries gone, and good people around me, I found myself really relaxing for the first time in weeks.

      And once again, I said to myself…

      …I love Las Vegas.
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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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