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      My phone pinged.

      It was Nanna, sending over a “pin” to a specific location.

      I picked up my device and glanced away from the TV for a moment.

      Why would Nanna be sending me a pin? I clicked through, and it turned out to be the coordinates to a discount clothing outlet a few minutes’ drive from my place.

      Did she want me to go shopping there? Well, that could wait—these Real Housewives weren’t going to stop the drama for me. Nanna was always complaining about my terrible sense of style, and I suppose she did have a point, but it was the middle of the day now, and I wasn’t in the mood to get off the couch just yet.

      The phone pinged again, this time with a text message from Nanna.

      > 911, emergency!!!

      I sighed.

      Nanna was in her eighties, but she had the sprightliness and excellent health of someone decades younger.

      I wasn’t falling for that “emergency” trick again.

      The last few times Nanna had texted me about an “emergency,” it had been about a gardening crisis or the fact that there were fresh-baked cookies available, or that the pot roast was getting cold.

      Nah, I decided. It was just Nanna up to her usual tricks.

      But then, the phone pinged again.

      >Hurry! I’m in trouble!!!

      I stared at the phone for a split second before rushing to grab my bag, slip on my sneakers, and dash out the door all in one go.

      I was halfway to the elevator by the time I’d started dialing Nanna. “Pick up, pick up,” I muttered nervously under my breath.

      Nanna answered within half a ring.

      I held my breath, waiting for her to say something, but—nothing.

      There was the sound of sharp, shallow breathing and then more silence.

      “Nanna?” I asked, trying not to sound as worried as I felt. “Are you there?”

      There were a few grunts and then Nanna’s voice finally came through. “Tiff.” Grunt, grunt. “Hurry.”

      She didn’t need to tell me twice. By then, I was already in my trusty old Honda Accord, starting the engine.

      “What’s going on, Nanna?”

      “Can’t. Talk.” Grunt. “Come. Quick.”

      And then the phone went silent.

      I stared briefly at the screen. What was happening?

      As the car sped towards the coordinates, I tried not to think negative thoughts, but they kept popping up. Was it a heart attack? Had Nanna’s health finally given out? Or was she having a run-in with someone nefarious? Was it a person? Who could possibly want to hurt Nanna?

      And then I was there, pulling into a parking spot just outside the strip mall Nanna had directed me to.

      I stepped out and locked the car, taking a few steps toward the clothing store before it hit me.

      Everything was wrong.

      The place was calm, quiet, peaceful.

      Where were the ambulances? The EMTs? Where were the other people involved in the accident or taking care of Nanna? Had they left already?

      I dialed Nanna’s number, wondering what was going on as I rushed into the clothing store.

      The big, wide doors of the store slid open, and I felt the chill of the air conditioner as I stepped inside.

      The place was sterile, white walls and white floors, cheery radio music piping through but not loud enough to drown out the commotion, the screams which had been blocked out by the doors but were now ringing loudly through the store.

      “You let go!”

      “No, you let go!”

      Nanna! There she was!

      My eyes turned toward the screams automatically, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw her. Nanna—alive, healthy, and … fighting over a neon yellow wig?

      “Nanna?” I muttered, only half under my breath. “What’s going on?”

      She had both hands on one side of a wig and was pulling with all her strength. Another woman, looking to be Nanna’s age but slightly taller and heavier, was holding onto the other end of the wig and also pulling hard. I was surprised the wig wasn’t ripping straight down the middle.

      “Huh. Your Nanna, hey?”

      It was only then that I realized I was standing next to a large, dark-skinned, bald-headed gentleman. He was wearing the dark suit, white shirt, and wired headset universally recognizable as being the uniform for private security.

      I groaned and cracked my neck. Why me? Why my Nanna?

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “What’s going on?”

      Even as I asked the question, I knew the answer.

      Nanna kept the wig tightly clutched in one hand and let go with the other hand to use it to slap the other woman’s arm. The other woman retaliated by letting go with one hand and using it to slap Nanna’s hand away.

      “It’s my lucky wig!”

      “No, it’s my lucky wig!”

      “Just my luck,” the tough-looking security guy muttered. “I moved to clothing from jewelry thinking it’d be easier.”

      “It is easy,” I urged him. My voice had a note of optimism that I didn’t believe. “You can do this. Just go over to them and convince them to let go.”

      “Nup.”

      I stared at him, feigning shock. “What do you mean, nup? This is your job.”

      “It’s your Nanna,” he pointed out helpfully. “You talk to her.”

      “Hey! I’m not getting paid for this.”

      “Neither am I! This job doesn’t pay enough for me to mess with old ladies. You know how dangerous old ladies can be?”

      We both gulped. We both knew.

      But I smiled quickly, even as we watched Nanna and the other woman pull on the wig again.

      “I curse you!” the other lady screamed. “Your teeth will all fall out!”

      “Joke’s on you!” Nanna yelled back. “My teeth are all fake!”

      “Then you’ll get acne!” said the other lady.

      “You get acne!” Nanna yelled back helpfully. “And your fella!”

      “I don’t got no fella! That’s why I need this wig!”

      “This wig is a man repeller!” Nanna yelled. “It scares the men away.”

      “So you want to scare away your man?”

      That made Nanna pause for a split second, long enough for the other woman to give a hard tug—one that was quickly met by Nanna.

      “Nah, he likes yellow,” Nanna said. “But you look great! You don’t need a wig!”

      “It’s my wig! Give it to me!”

      “I paid for it!”

      “I paid for it too!”

      I turned to the security guy. “How’d they pay for it?”

      “They both dragged it over to the cash register.” He nodded at the register where a bored-looking Asian woman was watching the women fighting. “They both threw down the cash. They won’t take it back.”

      I breathed out a weary sigh.

      Looking around, I noticed for the first time the small groups of tourists videoing this moment. I wished I could say it was the only time Nanna had attracted attention like this, but it wasn’t. My mom really needed to figure out a better way to keep her out of trouble.

      I made one last attempt at trying to get Tough Security Guy to do his job. “Can’t you throw them both out of the store?”

      “And get told on by these women? They probably both know my mom somehow. Or my wife. Or both.”

      “I’m sure they don’t—”

      “Nuh-uh. And you know what old women do? They got all the time in the world, so they follow you around, and they tell your grocer to give you the rotten tomatoes. Or they tell your dry cleaner to hide your clothes.” He rubbed his lower lip thoughtfully. “Don’t know how they do that and can’t prove it neither. But I know it. These old Vegas women, they know everyone. I’m not messing with them.”

      I shook my head in disgust, made a tut-tut sort of noise that I hoped indicated just how disappointed I was in his behavior, and made a beeline toward Nanna.

      She spotted me before I could say anything.

      “Quick!” she yelled at me. I noticed numerous tourist cell phones swiveling my way, the holders wondering how I’d impact this Wig War. “You gotta help me pull!”

      “That’s what the 911 text was for?” I muttered.

      Nanna looked at me intently, so I didn’t bother to repeat myself any louder.

      I looked around, seeking some kind of escape. I really didn’t want to be involved in this Wig War.

      “Not fair,” complained the other woman. “You can’t get a young’un to help you.”

      “Don’t try that,” Nanna snarled. “I saw you make three phone calls. I heard you too.”

      “My nephews all work days.”

      “Hah!” Nanna looked at me, smug and proud.

      I felt a twinge of guilt. Guess I was involved in the Wig War, whether I liked it or not.

      To buy some time, I headed over to the cash register where the salesperson was watching the two women, along with everyone else in the store.

      “What happened?” I asked her wearily. “Can’t you stop this?”

      She glanced at me and then at the women. “Stop this,” she called over to them half-heartedly, sounding bored.

      And then she turned back to me. “Didn’t work.”

      “They both paid for the wig?” I asked her. “Can’t you offer them their money back?”

      She rolled her eyes and called out once again, “I’ll give you your money back.”

      The women ignored her and kept pulling on the wig. First, Nanna seemed to gain traction, but then the other woman pulled her back a few steps.

      Nanna glanced my way. “Tiff,” she said softly, but loud enough for me to hear. “I’m fated for this wig. I’ll break an arm if I need to, but it’s mine.”

      “It’s mine!” the other woman yelled quickly. “Mine!”

      She gave a hard pull, and Nanna was dragged a few steps toward her before pulling back again.

      I groaned. Like it or not, I was involved now. I couldn’t have Nanna breaking an arm over a silly neon wig.

      Best get this over with quickly, I decided.

      “Right,” I said as I got to Nanna. “Let’s do this.”

      “No fair!” complained the other woman as I grabbed Nanna around the waist and began pulling away. “Two vs. one isn’t right!”

      Before I knew it, a young, skinny blonde woman with a half-shaven head had wrapped her arms around the other woman. “Fight fair,” said the skinny woman.

      A cheer went up in the crowd. Just my luck.

      I clearly weighed more than the skinny woman, so at least I had that advantage. Nanna and I pulled hard and slowly inched toward the door. The other two put up a good fight—until Nanna said softly to the skinny woman, “You don’t want your friends seeing you on YouTube losing to an old woman. What’ll they think?”

      The young woman dropped her arms from the wig warrior like she was made of hot coal, her face aghast.

      “Quick!” yelled Nanna.

      She didn’t have to say it twice. I yanked hard, and Nanna pulled the wig out of the other woman’s hands.

      “Run!”

      Nanna and I sprinted toward the door, the small group of tourists cheering behind us, and the security guard rolled his eyes at us.

      “You’re banned,” he said to me as Nanna and I raced out the front door.

      “Suits me,” I yelled back to him.

      Nanna and I slid into my old Honda like we were making a getaway after a bank heist— Nanna clutching her precious wig to her chest—and I sped out.

      “Never again,” I said to Nanna. “We are never doing anything like this together ever again.”

      “Sure, dear,” said Nanna sweetly. She placed the neon yellow wig on her head and smiled like she’d won a beauty pageant. “Never again.”

      I shook my head and asked, “Mom’s house?”

      “Yes, Wes is waiting for me there. Are you joining us for lunch?”

      “Can’t, we’ve got a client meeting in a bit.”

      “Hmm. Are you sure?”

      “Yes, it’s a new client.”

      “Well then, I’ve got something I need to talk to you about.”

      I glanced at her sideways. “About Wes?” Wes was her relatively new husband, and they seemed blissfully happy together.

      “No dear, about Stone.”

      I stifled a groan. “What about Stone?”

      “You know what I’ve always said. You two should be together.”

      “Stone’s a friend, Nanna.”

      “A friend who’s tall, dark, and handsome.”

      “He hardly talks.”

      “That can be a good thing.”

      “I’m not even sure he’s interested in me.”

      That was a lie. There’d been one kiss what seemed like eons ago. But had he moved on since? Maybe he’d lost interest. Every now and then, I felt what might be a spark between us, but nothing had happened. He’d asked me to dinner recently, but that hadn’t happened thanks to work. And we’d worked together a fair bit and had our share of family dinners together—but nothing more.

      “I’m sure he’s interested in you. You just need to make it clear that you’re interested in him.”

      “I’m really not interested in him at all. He’s just a friend, nothing more.”

      Again, that wasn’t the entirety of it. Was I interested in him? I didn’t know.

      “That’s not true,” Nanna said, echoing my thoughts.

      But if I gave Nanna and Mom even a hint of how I felt about Stone, they’d be relentless in trying to set us up. It would be awkward and annoying.

      “We’re friends,” I repeated. “I don’t want to ruin the friendship.”

      “Nonsense! You won’t ruin anything. And besides, even if you do, what’s life without taking some risks?”

      Risks like trying to get together with Stone? What if he really wasn’t interested in me anymore?

      I shook my head and was about to say something when Nanna went on.

      “You’ve gotta take some risks in life. You take the risks because what you could gain is so much greater than what you could lose. So what if you lose the friendship or things are awkward for a bit? You could gain a wonderful love.”

      “Love?”

      “It’s what people do, dear,” said Nanna gently. “I know you’ve been hurt before, but you have to try again. It’s worth the risk. It’s worth finding someone who cares for you, who understands you, and who will help you be a better version of yourself.”

      I had to admit, that did sound like Stone. He knew who I was. He wasn’t going to go around trying to change me or spend time trying to impress on me how amazing he was. I already knew how amazing he was.

      “He and you really would be an amazing team together,” Nanna said. “A force to be reckoned with. A love worth fighting for.”

      I shook my head quickly. This was too much to take in at once. And where exactly was Nanna going with this? Would she and Mom start conspiring to send us on awkward dates together? I couldn’t have that!

      “It’s not going to happen, Nanna,” I said firmly. “Stone and I were never meant to be together.”

      Nanna looked at me thoughtfully, silent for a few long seconds. Finally, she said, “Do you really mean that? If you do, I’ll stop asking about him, and I’ll get your mom to stop bugging you about him too.”

      I felt a twinge for a second, but I pushed it aside. Nanna and Mom no longer bugging me about whether there was anything happening between Stone and me? That sounded great!

      “I’m sure,” I said with a confidence I didn’t really feel. “I’m completely sure.”
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      An hour or so after I’d dropped off Nanna, Rosie and I were sitting in Decadent for You, a bakery-café we’d recently discovered.

      We were waiting for our two new clients, Dana and Wara. I’d spoken to both of them over the phone and they both wanted to hire me to investigate something, but the phone conversation had devolved into them passing the phone back and forth and me not really understanding what was happening. So, I’d suggested we meet in person, and then they could tell me who they were, what they wanted me to do, and why.

      “This is weird,” Rosie was saying to me as she traced her finger down the handle of her teacup. “Why two of them? Are they sisters?”

      “I couldn’t understand,” I said. “I don’t think so.”

      Rosie pressed her lips together. “Not sisters.”

      She seemed lost in thought, and I took a moment to be thankful for having met her. Or rather, for her having met me and persuaded me to hire her as my investigative assistant. It had been perfect timing for me, since my previous assistant, Ian, was off on a round-the-world cruise/tour with his fiancée, Sally. Ian was also my cousin and used to be my neighbor down the hallway until Rosie had moved into his place. She was housesitting and looking after Ian’s cat, Snowflake, until Ian and Sally came back from their extended trip.

      Rosie was the opposite of Ian in many ways. She was on the shorter side, and with her slight chubbiness, curly blonde hair, and minimal makeup, she seemed to constantly have a frumpy vibe. This despite her previous run-ins with the law, her background of card counting, and her incredibly sharp mind. She seemed to remember everything she read and was quite observant, but she shared the same lack of tact that Ian suffered from.

      “Two women who want to hire you but aren’t sisters. Maybe they’re frenemies. You know, friends who are really enemies.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Don’t say stuff like that around the clients.” I glanced around quickly to check that they hadn’t shown up already. All safe. “We can’t offend them.”

      Rosie snorted. “Why would they be offended if it’s the truth?”

      I thought about that. “Sometimes people don’t know what the truth is.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” Rosie announced emphatically. “To show them what the truth is.”

      I scratched my neck. “Maybe. Maybe not. People can’t always handle the whole truth. It’s better to let them enjoy some illusions.”

      “Nah. I say, let them know what the world really is like.”

      I shook my head rapidly. “I can’t have you scaring people away right off the bat. Whether we work with them or not. Let me handle this, okay? Let me ask the questions and deal with most of the talking.”

      Rosie rolled her eyes. “Sure, boss. You don’t even know if you want to take the case or not. Why not just tell them how it is first? Best not build on illusions and all that.”

      “We don’t know if it’s an illusion or…” I shook my head. How did we even get to talking about illusions? “It’s a new case, a new client.”

      “New clients,” Rosie corrected.

      I shrugged. I didn’t even know who was hiring me yet. “Regardless. I’ll ask the questions. Don’t say anything rude or off-putting to them.”

      “Rude? Me? Off-putting?”

      Rosie feigned being shocked and insulted, but I smiled and shook my head.

      I turned around just in time to see two women walking in through the café doors. “That must be them.”

      I smiled and waved my hand to indicate to them where we were sitting, and they smiled and walked toward us.

      As they walked, I could take a moment to observe them.

      The women were very similar but equally very different.

      Wara was a tall, slim subcontinental woman with long, straight hair. She wore a short black skirt, white silky top, and carried a black quilted mini handbag.

      Next to her, Dana was short and slightly heavier, with a blonde bob and button nose. She was wearing denim cut-offs and a white tank top, sneakers, and held a tan leather tote bag.

      Despite their differences, their gaits seemed to be similar, and they walked in sync, as though they were used to walking together and spending large amounts of time together. However, they barely glanced at each other as they walked, and I sensed an unresolved tension between them.

      When they got to our table, I stood up and introduced myself and Rosie.

      “Dana Newman,” said Dana, tilting her head.

      “I’m Wara Newman,” said Wara, and she added pointedly, “No relation.”

      “Right.” I nodded hesitantly. “Let’s sit and chat.”

      The two women looked at the chairs on the other side of the table.

      “I should sit on that one,” Wara said, indicating the far right chair, the one opposite Rosie. “Don’t like sitting near the aisles.”

      Dana snickered. “You’re just worried someone’ll pinch your fancy handbag.”

      Wara looked miffed. “Well, I suppose I should sit opposite Tiffany so I can hire her.”

      “I’m hiring her,” Dana said. She quickly sat down on the chair opposite me.

      Wara looked hesitant. “I should’ve sat there.”

      “Too late,” said Dana, looking up at her smugly.

      Wara moved over to the chair opposite Rosie and hung her handbag daintily. “You never know, bag pinchers like to work around Vegas.”

      “That’s true,” Rosie said sagely.

      She looked at me, and I nodded approvingly. Always a good idea to agree with the client.

      I looked at Wara curiously. “You said you wanted to hire me?”

      “I want to hire you,” said Dana quickly.

      “No, me,” Wara said. “I’m going to hire you.”

      “Me!” said Dana. “I’m going to hire you to find out who killed my boyfriend, Paul.”

      “I’m going to hire you to find out who killed my ex-boyfriend, Paul.”

      I took a deep breath. “Same Paul?”

      The girls nodded.

      “Paul Alwes was my boyfriend,” said Dana. “And Wara killed him!”

      “No,” said Wara. “Paul was my ex, and Dana killed him!”

      I nodded slowly. “Right. So you each think the other killed Paul. Paul was your ex and your boyfriend.”

      “Exactly!” they said in unison. “And I’m going to hire you.”

      I looked at Rosie, who was staring at the table impassively. At least she wasn’t barging in with rude comments about the incredibly messy situation. I wasn’t sure I wanted to get involved in any of it, but I said, “Tell me more.”

      “Paul was found dead a few days ago,” said Dana. “And the cops found his remains in my dad’s backyard!”

      “Because Dana killed him!” said Wara quickly.

      At the same time, Dana said, “Because Wara killed him.”

      I shook my head, trying to get a handle on things, when a very handsome, older man showed up at our table. He was tall, with salt-and-pepper hair and a broad, angular face. Both women stood up immediately, and there were hugs and kisses all around before he turned to me and offered me his hand.

      “Jaz Newman,” he said.

      I shook his hand, and Dana said, “He’s my dad.”

      “He’s my husband,” said Wara.

      “Let me pull up a chair,” said Jaz.

      The situation was starting to make a tiny bit more sense now.

      “So you know each other because of Jaz,” I said to the women, as Jaz wandered off to try to find an extra chair to pull up to our four-person table.

      “No,” said Dana. “We know each other because of high school.”

      “We all went to high school together,” said Wara. “Me and Dana and Paul.”

      “And then Wara married my dad.”

      As if on cue, Jaz pulled up a chair, and then almost immediately his cell phone buzzed. He quickly excused himself to take the call outside.

      “It wasn’t like that,” Wara said defensively. “Dana lived with her mom when we were in high school. Her dad only moved here two years back, and that’s when I met him. I didn’t even know Jaz was Dana’s dad at first.”

      Dana nodded in agreement. “That’s true. At least we’re not related.”

      Wara snorted. “As if we’d be related. I wouldn’t want to be related to someone who stole away my high school sweetheart.”

      “I thought you married Jaz?” I asked.

      “Of course,” said Wara happily. “But there was a time when I loved Paul. And Dana just swooped in and stole him away from me.”

      “He wasn’t even in love with you.” Dana flicked her hair dismissively. “He wasn’t crazy about you. You guys never even really committed. You weren’t even official.”

      “We were about to be,” Wara said angrily. “We were just about to be and then you swooped in.”

      Dana shrugged. “He loved me. We broke up when I went away to college, but then I moved back here a few years ago and we got together again.”

      “Well, you killed him,” Wara grumbled. “We’re going to prove you killed him.”

      “You’re the one who killed him! His remains were found at Dad’s and your place.”

      Wara shook her head. “I’ve got nothing to do with that. I’m going to find out who killed Paul.”

      “I’m going to find out who killed Paul,” said Dana.

      Jaz arrived back at the table just then, and the women took a break from bickering as the waitress arrived. The trio ordered coffee and Danishes, and then we turned back to the topic at hand.

      “We’ll hire you to find out what happened to Paul Alwes,” said Jaz to me. “I can’t believe either of my girls is involved, and none of us have any idea why they found his remains at my place.”

      “Were you connected to Paul in any way?” I asked him.

      Jaz shook his head. “Not beyond Dana and Wara, who went to school with him. Wara dated him briefly, and he and Dana were girlfriend-boyfriend for a while.”

      I noticed both women had watery eyes. “We were thinking about getting married at some point,” Dana said. “How could this have happened?”

      “It seems like a mess,” I said honestly. “A real mess.”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Will you take the case?” Dana and Wara asked simultaneously.

      I glanced at Rosie, who gave me a slight, almost imperceptible nod. It was a strange situation, but why not? I used to avoid murder cases, but trying to stay away from them seemed like fighting a losing battle. They found me whether I liked it or not.

      “I suppose so,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me what happened? From the beginning.”

      I took advantage of the brief lull to analyze the relationship between the trio.

      Despite their apparent animosity, Dana and Wara really seemed fond of each other underneath their bluster. The two seemed just like close-knit sisters to me, with all the bickering and dislike for each other on the surface. But underneath, I could tell that the two cared about each other. This was a relationship of great depth and time.

      I wondered where Jaz came into all this. I glanced at him and was taken aback by how good-looking he seemed, sitting in the café and sipping his coffee. I could completely understand what Wara saw in him. Even though I had just met him, he seemed to be charming, calm, and, of course, incredibly attractive.

      Jaz noticed me watching him and smiled. “I guess this all seems quite strange to you?” he asked. And then he shook his head to himself. “What am I saying? Of course, this must seem reasonably normal to you—some guy dying and his remains being found in your house.”

      I’d been wondering about that. “But it seems like you didn’t know Paul personally. It was just the two girls who knew him?”

      Jaz nodded. “Wara dated him briefly. And he was going out with my daughter.”

      I glanced at the girls, but for once, they didn’t seem interested in bickering with each other. It was the magic of the Danishes they were eating—they seemed completely focused on their food. Or maybe they had just gotten their initial annoyances out of their systems and were taking a moment to breathe.

      “It must all seem quite overwhelming to you,” I said.

      Jaz nodded sadly. “It’s not every day you find some dead guy’s remains in your front yard,” he said trying to sound light-hearted but clearly worried about the situation.

      “Tell me more about yourself,” I asked. “What do you do for work?”

      “I’m an events planner. I run a large venue that shares a property with my residence. I also work with clients online and privately at their own homes.”

      I nodded and exchanged a subtle glance with Rosie. No wonder he was so charming. He would have to be to deal with people in his line of work.

      “And how long have you been with Wara?”

      Jaz and Wara exchanged a warm smile.

      “Dana’s mom left me when she was very little and moved to Vegas,“ Jaz explained. “I’d spent most of my time living in LA, and Dana would fly in and out to see me. After her mom passed away a few years back, I decided to fly out here and see if I could settle down. Turns out, I could. A few days after moving here, I ran into Wara. I had no idea she was Dana’s friend from high school. One thing led to another, and before we knew it, we were deeply in love and had gotten married.“

      I looked at Wara. “You dated Paul in high school?“

      “Only very casually. We’d just gone out on a few dates, and I was convinced it was starting to get serious, and then before I knew it”—she shot an angry glance at her friend— “Dana swooped in and stole him away from me.”

      Dana shook her head. The fire in her eyes had died down a little, and she spoke more calmly this time. “I didn’t see it like that at all. Paul said you weren’t the right one for him. He broke up with you and then we started to go out. It’s not like we cheated or anything.”

      Wara nodded. “Paul had a lot of integrity like that.”

      Dana joined in. “He really was a great guy. He was honest, ethical, and nice to everyone. Everyone loved him.”

      “You know how we have cliques in high school?” Wara said. “Paul was above all that. He hung out with everyone. He was popular and everyone loved him. Everyone.”

      Dana was nodding along. “He was such a great guy.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “And yet, here he is, dead. Someone killed him. Someone hated him enough to kill him.”

      There was silence for a few seconds as everyone at the table let that sink in.

      “Someone did hate him enough to kill him,” said Dana softly. “Will you find out who did it?”

      “All of us here need to know what happened,” Jaz said. “I’m not sure how Wara and I are involved in all this. I didn’t even know the guy, and Wara had barely talked to him since they broke up in high school. And yet”—he looked around—“here we are.”

      I looked at Rosie, and she gave me another subtle nod.

      “We’ll take the case,” I said. “We’ll start investigating tomorrow.”

      Wara smiled. “That’s perfect. We’re having his funeral tomorrow at our home, aren’t we Jaz? You can come around and get all your information then.”

      I nodded hesitantly. “We’ll do that. We’ll talk to people who knew him. In the meantime, is there much else you can tell us about him?”

      “He had no enemies at all,” said Dana. “No enemies at all that I knew of. He had a stable business, and he was doing well.”

      “We’ll need to know about everyone in his life,” I said.

      “It’s probably best you come tomorrow,” Jaz said. “Wara and I barely know the guy, and I don’t think Dana knows him enough to tell you about his clients, former co-workers, or any of his old friends. Not that I think any of these people would have wanted to kill him. But then who would have?”

      Indeed, who would have wanted to kill a guy who was honest, ethical, and loved by everyone he met?
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      The funeral was packed when we got there.

      It was mid-morning the next day, and thankfully, I hadn’t had a shift the previous night. So, I was able to show up fresh and alert, ready to take in everything. I was hoping that we would find out more details of Paul’s life—I had high hopes that everyone important in his life would attend the funeral, including the person who killed him.

      Of course, Rosie came along with me, and once Nanna heard about the case, she insisted on showing up with Wes.

      “You never let me help you out enough,” she told me. “What even is the point of having a granddaughter who’s a private investigator if I don’t get to do some investigative work too?”

      That seemed like irrefutable logic, so of course, she’d shown up. She promised to be useful—meaning, she wouldn’t try to interrogate people or force a confession out of some helpless-looking person. Instead, she and Wes would mingle quietly in the background and try to take some unobtrusive videos.

      That sounded logical to me. And who knew, perhaps the videos would catch something that Rosie and I missed.

      “Anyway,” Nanna had said. “I love a good funeral.”

      “A good funeral?”

      Nanna nodded. “You know, someone you don’t care about. It’s nice to just soak up the atmosphere, admire the flowers, eat the sandwiches.” Nanna said the last part with particular relish.

      “You like them for the food, don’t you, Nanna?”

      Her only answer was a twinkle in her eye.

      Jaz’s house was located in one of the eastern suburbs of Las Vegas, on top of a small hill. It was a nondescript area, but his house had been custom-built. It was a sprawling, gated mansion, with two driveways, one leading to the main area of the house, and one leading to the large events hall where Jaz hosted most of his private events.

      The funeral was being held in the events hall, with the reception being held in one of the slightly smaller rooms next to it.

      From the outside, Jaz’s home looked very impressive and beautiful, and it was set up cleverly in a way that guests to his events weren’t able to access the private areas of his house.

      Rosie and I were dressed appropriately in black, and once we arrived, we spent a few minutes wandering around, taking it all in. Nanna and Wes had arrived before us, and as promised, they were standing slightly off to one side, almost fading into the background. Both of them had their cell phones out, and I knew that they were doing as promised—they were secretly filming the whole event from different angles.

      I’d barely taken a few quick glances around when a new arrival caught my eye.

      I walked towards her rapidly. “Mom!”

      She gave me a quick hug. “I had to come, dear. Your Nanna seems to be in one of those moods. After the wig incident, you’re right, I’d better keep a close eye on her!”

      I nodded gratefully. “I don’t think she will cause much trouble at an actual funeral, but I’m glad you’re here. Rosie and I need to focus on the investigation. I don’t want to have to drag Nanna out the door again.”

      “Don’t worry about that, dear. I’m sure with both me and Wes here, your Nanna won’t be able to get up to much trouble. Besides, now that I’m here, I can take some extra videos for you, and see if I capture anything.”

      I smiled gratefully. “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate it.”

      Mom glanced around and nodded approvingly. “What a gorgeous space.”

      “It really is.”

      The venue was massive. I guessed that Jaz could easily host a small- or medium-sized wedding here, and probably he occasionally did. It had high ceilings and was well lit. There were large windows to the outside, which revealed a small yard, fenced off and neatly manicured.

      Today, the inside of the space had been decorated somberly, with large floral arrangements all around.

      “Those flowers are so gorgeous,” said Mom.

      “Dana must’ve arranged them,” I mused. “They really are stunning.”

      The flowers were all white, varying species that I couldn’t identify but that seemed to float ephemerally, at once a celebration of life as well as of mourning.

      “We better have a wander around.”

      “Good luck,” Mom said to us in a surreptitious whisper as Rosie and I headed off for some sleuthing.

      We decided to split up briefly to cover more ground and would rendezvous again before the service began.

      I passed various groups of hushed mourners, talking in quiet closed circles, and did my best to guess how they were associated with Paul.

      There were people of varying ages, teary-eyed, and obviously grieving. Dana had told us that Paul was a life coach, so I guessed that perhaps some of these older people were his former coaching clients. There’s often a look to people like that. An eagerness in their eyes. A bouncing energy as they’re constantly on the lookout for new opportunities to seize the day as their coaches advise.

      As I walked past various groups, I tried to listen in on their conversations. Some of the older people were, indeed, referring to Paul as their mentor, and they seemed to be talking about how much he had helped them and how much their lives had improved since they started working with Paul.

      I felt a pang of sorrow inside me for a man I never knew when I heard them praising Paul. He’d clearly contributed a lot to these people’s lives, and they were worried what would happen to them now that their coach was no longer there to guide them.

      A small distance away, there was a group of four or five middle-aged men and women dressed in black goth outfits and goth makeup. At least they didn’t have to search through their wardrobes for proper funeral attire, unlike me, who had to worry whether my black clothes would still fit every time I had to dig them out.

      I hovered near them and heard some kind of reference to their high school days. Old friends?

      Dana walked past them, clearly on her way to chat with someone else. Her glance met that of one of the goth men, and she stopped and smiled. I carefully watched and realized it wasn’t a friendly smile. It was snide. And so was her tone. “Hello, Dr. Turnhouse.”

      The man she’d referred to as a doctor simply nodded back to her and then turned his attention back to his group and continued on with his conversation.

      I left them and moved on to hover near a group of beautiful people—stunning blondes with big hair and square-jawed men. A few seconds of listening in on their conversation revealed to me that they had been involved in sports and cheerleading in high school, and that they had considered Paul to be one of their closest friends.

      They reminisced about various games and cheer events, and how fond they had been of Paul. Interesting, and quite a different set to the nearby goths.

      Intrigued by the range of people, I next walked over to a group of men and women who had a creative, artsy vibe about them. The women wore loose, floral tunic-type dresses, and the men wore shorts and stylish shirts. Most of them were wearing thick-rimmed glasses, and one of the women sported a short, spiky mohawk.

      “And his appreciation of Picasso, and the way he could interpret the blue phase in a completely different light…” one of the women was saying.

      “He had so much artistic talent,” one of the men agreed with her. “And it was just a hobby!”

      “I can’t believe he didn’t become an artist, after all the talent he showed in high school.”

      Ah, I nodded to myself. This was another high school group, completely different from the other groups I’d passed, and yet, exactly the same in the way in which they regarded Paul to be one of their closest friends and someone they liked a lot. Just as Dana and Wara told us the day before, Paul was a genuinely popular guy.

      One group of men were standing at a distance, seemingly different from everybody else. They didn’t seem to be saying much, and when I walked close to them and hovered nearby, a few of them glanced in my direction. None of them were talking. They were all dressed in formal black suits and seemed ready to step into an elegant black-tie event. While not completely inappropriate for a funeral, there was something off about this group, something that made them seem very different from the rest. There wasn’t the same sense of camaraderie or love for the deceased that the other guests had been exuding. Of course, I reminded myself, different people expressed grief in different ways. Maybe this was an old high school clique of guys-with-stilted-emotions.

      As I hovered near the suited men, Rosie joined me.

      “What did you find out?” I asked in low tones.

      She shook her head. “Nothing stands out. But have you seen these flowers? They’re so beautiful!”

      I smiled. “They’re definitely the most beautiful funeral flowers I’ve ever seen.”

      “Not just for a funeral,” Rosie said. “They’re just so… ephemeral, don’t you think? Like little clouds of mournful loveliness floating around the room. Dana is very talented if it was her that made these arrangements.”

      “Yes, they’re great, Rosie.” We weren’t there to study the flowers! We had a murder to solve. “Did you hear anything interesting from the guests?”

      Rosie shook her head. “Most of the people I passed were saying the same things. There’s high school groups that seem to think Paul had been their best friend, and then some of Paul’s former life coaching clients who are sad he’s gone.”

      I jerked my head to one side. “And what about these guys in the black suits?” I spoke low enough that I was sure they couldn’t hear me. “What’s the deal with them?”

      “I’ve walked past them a few times. They’re not saying much. I can’t tell how they knew Paul. But they’re definitely not from his high school, I think? And they don’t seem to be life coaching clients either.”

      “We should probably just ask them who they are,” I mused. We were about to turn around and do just that when someone else caught my eye. I gripped Rosie’s arm. “There’s someone else we need to talk to first. Come on!”
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      Of course, I shouldn’t have been surprised to see her there.

      “Turn around,” I said to Rosie as we got close, and we both turned in quiet synchronization so that our backs were toward her.

      Of course, she was so engrossed in her own conversation that she didn’t see us. We were still too far away to hear what was being said. I grabbed Rosie’s arm again, and together we quietly shuffled backward, trying not to look too awkward, as though taking a few steps back every now and then was just a totally normal thing that most people did at funerals.

      Somehow, our maneuver worked. We didn’t attract any funny glances, and after our rather unconventional movements, we found ourselves standing just a short distance away from her and the group of people by which she was surrounded.

      I risked a quick glance backward and saw that she was dabbing at her dry eyes with a white handkerchief.

      “Of course, it’s such a great loss,” she was saying. “Such a wonderful man, and he was clearly doing so much good work. I could never hope to replace him, but I hope I might be of some assistance to people who might need me in such a difficult situation. Trying times are when we need the most support, aren’t they?”

      I risked another quick glance backward, and my face immediately fell into a frown of both disbelief and disapproval. She was handing out business cards!

      I’d always known she was cold-hearted, but handing out business cards at a funeral? Drumming up business from a dead man’s clients while they grieved? I wasn’t sure I should be surprised, but still, I was.

      Sue Giant was a life coach whom we had run into quite a few times during the course of recent investigations, but despite several meetings, I still wasn’t really quite sure what to make of her.

      On the one hand, she seemed to be very successful. She was wealthy beyond measure from what I could tell. She had developed her own line of Giant pills, whose patent she had then sold to a pharmaceutical company. In a previous case, we discovered that these Giant pills had caused some people to suffer strange side effects, especially when mixed with other medication. But on the whole, her life coaching clients seemed to do well, so I assumed she was actually a pretty good life coach. She was definitely popular, and she seemed to be well-known.

      “Call me anytime you need. My assistant or I will be happy to have a chat with you about your needs.”

      It didn’t look like we were going to hear anything linked directly to our case, so I turned around fully, and this time, she caught my eye.

      Sue Giant was still dabbing at her cheeks with the white handkerchief, but I was pretty sure that she hadn’t shed a single tear.

      I smiled at her broadly. “Sue! What a surprise. Or should I not really be surprised?“

      Sue smiled at me and Rosie in an excellent impression of feigned pleasure. “Paul was a dear, dear friend. What a shame for this to have happened. I’m here to pay my respects to a sad, fallen comrade.”

      I forced myself to keep a smile plastered on my face, but I think Sue knew just how much I disapproved of her behavior, because she quickly excused herself from the group of Paul’s former clients who had been surrounding her and dragged me and Rosie over to a more quiet, secluded spot where we could have a private conversation.

      “Tiffany, Rosie, what a pleasant surprise this is.” Sue Giant insisted on giving me and Rosie quick, cold hugs. She continued to smile broadly. “Two of my favorite people, of course.”

      I dropped my smile and shrugged. “Really, Sue? I had no idea you liked us so much.”

      Sue tilted her head. “Well, we may have had our differences in the past, but I’m sure we can set those aside.”

      Rosie said, “Are you really that desperate for clients?“

      “Whatever do you mean?” Sue’s eyebrows shot up, and her eyes widened in surprise.

      “You know exactly what we mean,” Rosie said. “Do you have to come to an actual funeral and hand out your business cards?”

      Sue pursed her lips together and then said, “I’m merely expressing sympathy for some people who are in a difficult situation. How sad for a fellow life coach to have passed away under such tragic circumstances. It would be a positive failing on my part if I didn’t at least offer to support them all in their hour of need. Losing one’s mentor can be a cruel moment and set a person’s progress back years. It would be a disgrace to the entire noble life coaching industry if I weren’t here.”

      “How did you hear about it?” I asked.

      “I read the papers, of course,” said Sue. “And anyway, we’re in the same industry. We’ve been at the same conferences, and word gets around. Poor Paul, he’d been missing for so long. And then to find his remains like that? It was so tragic. And then, was he finally at peace? No! The awful inefficient police spent days and days to complete their investigations of the scene and his body. The death of a life coach should have been their number one priority! There’s no one more important to society than us life coaches.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance, and I rolled my eyes. “When did you start getting in touch with Paul’s clients?”

      Sue looked at me with wide, surprised eyes and then decided to drop the act. “I’m not doing anything wrong,” she said haughtily. “As you know, I’m a very successful life coach. I don’t need new clients, you know? I just feel that sometimes people are in such a difficult situation that they really could do with my services. Sometimes people don’t realize that. And sometimes, there are people who realize just how important a life coach is to them—and when the life coach is taken away from them, they’re bereft. Absolutely hopeless, heartbroken. They desperately need somebody else who can step into that position, help them out, help their life stay on track. How can I deprive somebody who needs my help that way?”

      “So, you saw a ready market,” said Rosie. “And you decided that this barrel of fish was a prime target to unload on.”

      Sue sniffed haughtily and tilted her chin upward. “I’m doing no such thing. I am a highly respected, admired, and loved life coach. Like I said, I don’t need any more clients. I’m just here to provide my services and help people live their best lives. I’m here to give, not to take.”

      “You’re going to work for free?”

      Sue didn’t like that line. “I would be doing the world a disservice if I didn’t charge appropriately for my expertise.”

      “So, you’re going to make a bunch of money while you’re doing it,” said Rosie snidely. “How much do each of these clients pay you?”

      Sue glanced at us from under hooded eyes. “I am one of the best in the business. My finances are none of your business, but you know as well as I do that I’m extremely successful.”

      “And what makes you think that you’re not a suspect in Paul’s death?” I asked half-heartedly. I knew Sue well enough to not really suspect her of killing anyone, but the question still had to be asked. “Seems like his death has been very profitable for you.”

      Sue shrugged. You can check my alibi with the police. I wasn’t in Vegas at the time he is estimated to have been killed. Like I said, I’m a highly successful life coach. My business takes me all over. And I certainly don’t need to put in much effort to get extra business. Not that I even need it, of course. If I weren’t so good at managing my time and delegating my unnecessary tasks, I would be completely overwhelmed with more clients than I would know how to work with. I’m here for them”—Sue swung her arm in a sweeping embrace of the room—“not me.”

      Rosie and I exchanged another eye-rolling glance.

      “What was all that talk about Paul being a dear, close friend of yours?” Rosie asked. “Did you even talk to the man when he was alive?”

      Sue glanced around, just to make sure that we weren’t being overheard by anyone and let out a short laugh. “Of course not! He was a small fish in the business, compared to me. I don’t know how he even got any clients. Where were his television ads? His billboards? I’d barely even heard of him, and I know the industry better than anyone. I definitely never talked to him. I only talk with the mega hitters, you know?”

      “So you didn’t really know Paul?”

      Sue shook her head. “No. And like I said, I’d barely even heard of him. Quite frankly, and don’t tell anyone I said this, his clients are going to be better off without him, you know? Now they can find a real mentor, like me or one of my team of expert highly trained life coaches.” Sue caught Rosie’s eye again. “Have you thought of what I said to you before?”

      When Sue had first met Rosie, she had told her she needed a life coach and Sue was just the person to help her out. Of course, Rosie had shot her down.

      “I don’t need to think about it. Tiffany Black is the only life coach I need.”

      “Well, if you think that, I probably can’t help you.”

      “Precisely,” Rosie told her happily. “You can’t.”

      “Back to the rather more pressing matter,” I said. “You’re telling us you basically know nothing about Paul?”

      Sue gave me a perfunctory confirmatory nod.

      I sighed. I’d had a brief glimmer of hope that maybe Sue Giant knew a bit more about Paul and that she could at least fill us in a little about his personality and work history, but no such luck.

      “How long have you been doing this?” Rosie asked. “Trying to snare Paul’s former clients?”

      Sue sniffed. “I resent that question. I’m not trying to snare anybody.”

      I took a deep breath. “Let’s try this again. You heard about Paul’s disappearance a long time ago. When was the first time you tried to get in touch with any of his clients?”

      Sue pressed a finger to her forehead and looked off into the distance, as if deep in thought. I knew her better than that, I knew that she remembered exactly when she had first gotten in touch with Paul’s former clients. It was an act that fooled no one.

      “About a week or so ago, maybe ten days? Paul had disappeared a long time ago, and then they finally found his remains. I didn’t want his clients to suffer any longer. It was time for them to start getting the coaching they’d been missing out on!”

      “Of course,” said Rosie sarcastically. “You’re all about saving people from unnecessary suffering.”

      Sue beamed at her, refusing to acknowledge the sarcasm. “Of course. Helping people, helping people achieve their dreams—that’s the only thing I care about.”

      I glanced over at the men in suits again.

      There was another man standing near them now, dressed in khaki pants and an ill-fitting black blazer, and he was weeping openly and dabbing at his eyes. A few of the black-suited men glanced at him uneasily, as if wondering whether they should comfort him but clearly feeling awkward by his display of emotion. Yep—they definitely could have been an old high school club for males who can’t show emotions.

      But who was the khaki-panted newcomer? While he was standing near the suits, was he an old friend of theirs who’d grown distant? Or just another old friend of Paul’s? The show of emotion was certainly intriguing, and I decided we needed to follow up on him just as soon as we could. But that moment wouldn’t be yet.

      An announcement interrupted our conversation, stating that the funeral service was about to begin and asking if we could please take our seats.

      “It’s been lovely talking to you,” said Sue. “We really must stop meeting this way.”

      “It is amazing how often you show up in our investigations,” I agreed with her. “Let’s just hope that this one is solved quickly and smoothly, and that we don’t have to talk to you about this again.”

      Sue took a final moment to raise her eyebrows at Rosie—you really should consider a life coach!—and then she was off to find a seat near the front.

      With our eyes sweeping the mourners, Rosie and I went to sit for the service. If the killer knew Paul, there was a good chance they were here. But which one of them was it?
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      After the service was over, people began to filter through to the slightly smaller room next door where the reception was going to be held.

      I carefully watched the mourners as they slowly filtered out from the service. I wanted Rosie and I to be some of the last people to leave. All the better to keep an eye on the various group dynamics. So far, however, I hadn’t noticed anything particularly unusual. The high school groups were still talking about how amazing their friend Paul had been, Paul’s former clients still seem to be sad about his death, and Sue Giant was still the big phony I’d always known her to be.

      “I don’t think we’ve learned anything new yet,” I said softly to Rosie.

      She tilted her head. “You’re the one who’s always saying it’s the little things that add up. Sometimes, you don’t notice something that someone says, or that you’ve seen in the moment, but it adds up in the end. The tiny details reveal the big picture that lies underneath.”

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever said anything so poetic, but I nodded in agreement. Who was I to disabuse Rosie of the notion that I was some kind of wise, advice-giving sage? “Yeah, that does sound about right. Let’s keep taking in those small details, and then you can tell me later what it all adds up to.”

      “Okay, boss!”

      As the room became devoid of people, its beauty became even more apparent. Natural light flowed in through the large windows, and the floral arrangements seemed to have a life of their own. The beautiful white flowers were like nothing I’d ever seen before. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see bouquets drifting around in the air above, so light and airy did they look.

      I thought we were almost alone, then I spotted a svelte figure stand up from where she had been crouching, adjusting the wire that held a ring of flowers around an ornamental candle holder. She turned, and I was surprised to see that her athletic figure was topped by a face that was older than I was expecting—I was guessing we’d find someone in their twenties or thirties, but the woman seemed to be in her fifties.

      She smiled softly our way. “Don’t mind me.”

      “Did you do these flowers?”

      She gave us a slightly shy smile which turned into a grin, and she nodded, proud of her achievement. “Yeah. I wanted them to be good, for Jaz, you know?”

      “You’ve done a fantastic job,” I congratulated her. “You work for Jaz?”

      “I have a florist and a nursery where I grow a lot of my own flowers. But Jaz is my biggest and most regular client. I do flowers for a lot of events here.”

      “And I can see why he keeps using you. You’re amazingly talented.”

      “Thanks. I better get out of here. This was all supposed to be finished hours ago. I can’t help fiddling though.”

      “Nothing wrong with being a perfectionist,” I told her.

      She gave us a final dainty wave and then strode out of the room with the graceful movement of a dancer.

      Just when we were about to follow everyone else out into the room next door, Dana showed up beside us.

      Her eyes were red rimmed and her nose looked chafed.

      I gave her a quick hug and said sympathetically, “What a beautiful service.”

      Dana nodded. “It’s what Paul deserved. He was such a beautiful man, inside and out.”

      Rosie and I murmured in agreement, even though we were convinced that there must’ve been something in Paul’s past that we had all overlooked. No one’s as perfect as they were portraying Paul to be, right?

      “And these flowers are just stunning,” I said to her. “You really do have an eye for the details.”

      Dana rubbed her nose. “They are lovely, but the flowers were all my father, actually. I focused mostly on the food.”

      “Well—” I began.

      I had just been about to say that Rosie and I would follow the rest of the guests and try to talk to some of the intriguing-looking mourners. So far, we’d only really been listening in on the conversations—it was time to approach some people, reveal who we were, and ask some questions. We needed to know more about Paul’s life, and clearly we weren’t learning enough just by standing around.

      Before I could say any of that, however, Dana said, “Let me take you outside.” I gave her a puzzled look, but she’d already turned and started walking out of the entrance door. Feeling slightly bemused, Rosie and I followed her out.

      As we walked, Dana said, “Thank you so much for investigating. I loved Paul so much, and I feel really bereft without him near me.“

      Rosie and I muttered some condolences once again. We found ourselves outside, standing on the gravel driveway that led to the reception hall.

      Dana indicated around us, sweeping her arms around in a wide arc. “This was where we found him.”

      It was a bright and sunny day in Vegas, but I started to feel the hairs on the backs of my arms standing up. The scene looked so benign, so happy. A quiet Vegas suburb. But then, didn’t the suburbs hide the darkest secrets?

      “What do you mean?” Rosie said. “Hadn’t Paul been missing for weeks before he was found?”

      Dana dabbed away some tears and nodded. “Yes, Paul had been missing for five weeks. Nobody was doing anything to look for him! I mean, the police said they were, but they didn’t actually seem to be doing any real work.”

      I was about to jump in with a defense of the LVMPD, who were always overworked and understaffed. A nice town like Vegas has all kinds of horrible crimes that keep the public salaried police constantly on their toes. But I stopped myself in time.

      “Missing five weeks, huh?” I said instead. “And then you found him? Here?”

      Dana nodded and glanced off toward the side, remembering that day. “My dad was going to be throwing an event in a few hours, and I had made the food. I’d driven over, and I was going to put the food out here, display everything nicely on beautifully dressed long trestle tables, buffet style, like we often do. I stepped out of my car, and I took two steps forward, and then I felt it—something crunching under my shoe. I looked down, and there it was—his tooth.”

      I did my best not to shudder. “Paul’s… tooth?”

      Dana began to sob, and she nodded, taking a few seconds to wipe away the tears. “Yes, it was a molar! I was shocked. As soon as I saw it, I knew it was Paul’s!”

      “How did you know that?” Rosie asked with logical skepticism. “It could’ve been anyone’s tooth. It might even have been something else.”

      Dana shook her head rapidly. “Oh no, it was definitely a tooth, it was definitely a molar, and it was definitely Paul’s. I don’t know how I knew that it was Paul’s, but as soon as I saw it, I knew. It had to be his; it just had to be.”

      She stopped talking to sniffle more. Rosie and I gave her a minute, and then, when the wracking sobs had seemingly reached a lull, I said, “What did you do then?”

      Dana got herself under control after a final sniff. “I called Dr. River Turnhouse. He was Paul’s dentist. Mine too. He’s a friend from high school. You might even have seen him at the funeral today? He was all dressed up in black. I don’t mean in a suit, I mean like a goth, like he used to be in high school.”

      My memory flashed back to the moment I’d seen Dana nodding at him. “I think I saw him,” I said. “So you guys knew him from high school?”

      Dana nodded. “Yes. He came over right away when I called, and he brought x-rays of Paul’s teeth with him. He identified the molar immediately as belonging to Paul. We didn’t waste any time calling the cops. They took the tooth, and then they combed through the whole place.” Dana shuddered at the upsetting memory, and her voice grew quieter. “They found more remains. Because of the tooth, they were convinced that everything they found was Paul, and that Paul was dead.”

      I thought she was going to burst into a fresh flood of tears, but somehow, she managed to keep control of her emotions.

      I gave her a few seconds and then I asked tentatively, “What exactly did the police find?”

      I would of course, verify what she said with my police contacts later, but as painful as it was, I wanted to hear from her exactly what she knew.

      “They found some tiny shards of bone. The bone was mixed in with the mulch in the side gardens, and they found a strange wire loop that had its ends twisted together, also in the mulch.”

      We took it all in, and for a few seconds, the three of us stood looking around at the beautiful driveway and the garden. Who would’ve thought that such a gorgeous place could have been the scene of something so sinister?

      What exactly had happened to Paul? Why had his remains been found in the driveway and the side gardens of his girlfriend’s father?

      There was something very, very odd about this case, and I just couldn’t put my finger on it. I hoped it would all come to me in time, but meanwhile, I needed to get down to the brass tacks of the investigation.

      “You’ve been so helpful, Dana,” I said, “but I think we’d better head back inside now. I want to talk to the guests while they’re all still here. Sometimes people say things at funerals that they wouldn’t normally say otherwise.”

      Dana nodded in understanding and wished us good luck in a sniffling whisper.

      Determined to make some progress, Rosie and I walked back inside, on a mission to uncover some suspects and find out just what happened to Paul Alwes.
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      By the time we found ourselves inside the reception hall, everyone had scattered into their small cliques.

      Once again, the members of the various high school cliques seemed to be hanging out together. The suit-wearing men were in one group together, and the man wearing khaki pants was standing off to one side by himself. We noticed Sue Giant talking to a few people who must’ve been Paul’s former life coaching clients—she was nodding, making appropriately sad expressions, and again handing out her business cards.

      But what really caught our attention was Wara.

      She was standing in a secluded corner with the goth that Dana had told us was Dr. River Turnhouse. The two seemed to be engaged in hushed, animated conversation. Wara’s eyes were flashing with what could only be described as anger mixed with malice, while Dr. Turnhouse was shaking his head and looking apologetic.

      Before I could take in the situation better and figure out what exactly was going on, Wara suddenly spun around, grabbed a small vase containing a few beautiful white flowers, and threw the entire vase at Dr. Turnhouse.

      The man seemed shocked, but his reflexes were quick. He dodged to one side, and the vase flew past him and hit the wall instead.

      A few people nearby looked around at the sound, but nobody seemed to have seen the actual vase throwing happen, so they all went back to their own conversations.

      Jaz, however, had noticed—he was on the other side of the room, and I watched as he took a few quick steps forward. When our eyes met, I shook my head at him rapidly. Don’t go there, I wanted to say. He looked at me hesitantly, and I jerked my head to one side, indicating that he should stay out of it. His gaze travelled to Wara and then back to me, and then thankfully, he decided to stay where he was and then instead headed over to where Sue Giant was standing and chatting with her future clients.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t want anyone breaking up this fight—heated arguments were always useful when investigating a case. People say all kinds of things when they are angry, and all kinds of normally hidden truths come out into the open.

      Dana, Rosie, and I found ourselves standing next to Wara and River, wondering what was happening.

      “I’m so sorry,” River was saying. “If I had known how badly things would turn out, I would have taken absolutely no part in it. You’ve got to believe me, I really do regret my part in the situation.”

      “You’re a liar!” Wara said to him, waving balled-up fists.

      “What’s happening?” Dana asked.

      Wara turned to her. “River says that he made a bet with Paul when they were in high school. He bet Paul that he couldn’t break up our friendship, and Paul took him up on the bet. That’s why he started to date me and then went over to you and started dating you. The two of them were trying to break up our friendship! River says Paul was never interested in either of us, really.”

      It was Dana’s turn to glare at River. She grabbed his shoulders with both hands and tried to shake him. “How could you say that? My Paul would never do such a thing!”

      Rosie and I each grabbed one of her hands and forced her to let go of River.

      “That’s exactly what I told him!” Wara said. “Paul was such a wonderful person; he would never do such a thing!”

      “And he loved me!” Dana said. “We were planning a life together! He loved me. I know he loved me.”

      “And he really was interested in me,” Wara said. She turned to River. “How could you spread such horrible lies? And after Paul died too.”

      River shook his head apologetically. “I’m sorry, truly I am. But it’s the truth. Seriously, look back at the past and you’ll know what I’m saying is the truth. It all went down exactly as I’m saying.”

      “You’re a big fat liar!” Wara said.

      She glanced around, saw another small vase, and wrapped her hand around it. This time, before she could throw it, I grabbed her wrist and gently detached her fingers from the ornament.

      “I think we’d better have a word with you,” Rosie said to River. “Let’s go somewhere private.” I nodded in agreement. “Yes, I think the girls need some time to process.”

      “There’s nothing to process,” Dana shouted. “River is one big fat liar. He’s spreading lies about Paul!”

      River looked at us with sad eyes and shook his head. “I’m not spreading lies.”

      Dana made as though to grab River again, but instead, Rosie and I each grabbed one of River’s arms and walked away with him rapidly.

      There was a door leading to a small hallway outside, and that’s where we found ourselves, away from the mass of people at the funeral reception.

      It was quiet, and with no one around to eavesdrop, I turned to River and said, “That was a timely escape.”

      River rubbed his forehead. “Yes, I never thought they would turn on me like that.”

      Rosie laughed shortly. “You just accused the man they both once loved of being a liar and a terrible fake. What made you think they would believe you?”

      “But it’s the truth,” River said desperately. “Why would I lie about such a thing?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Why would you? Why would you even say such a thing now?”

      “Because it’s the truth,” River said. “I’ve been carrying this around inside me for so long. I thought Paul would come out with it and admit it himself, especially after he got back together with Dana after she finished college, but he never said a thing. He let them continue believing the lie. But now he’s gone.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “Now he’s gone, so why not just let the lie perpetuate?”

      “Because he completely ruined the relationship between Dana and Wara. The two used to be absolute best friends—ever since they started school, they were attached at the hip. They were like sisters. They loved each other. There was absolutely nothing that could come between them—until Paul.”

      I felt a prickly sensation inside me, the same feeling I got whenever I stumbled across an inconvenient truth. “Until Paul?”

      River nodded. “Paul was a troublemaker, and one day we were laughing about these two girls and how devoted they were to each other, how innocent and pure their friendship seemed to be. Paul said that no such thing that was innocent and pure like that could survive forever, but I thought their friendship was the real deal. So, I bet Paul that he couldn’t break them up—and he accepted that bet. And he won. He broke up their friendship for good.”

      I glanced back towards the reception hall we’d just exited, and I thought back to our first meeting with the two girls. They seemed so much like sisters. There really did seem to be a strong bond between them, regardless of all their bickering or whatever cruel things they had to say about each other.

      “So, Paul really did break up the friendship?”

      River nodded. “He had no interest in either of them. He just wanted to win the bet.”

      I shuddered. “What a horrible thing to do.”

      River shrugged. “It was nothing new to Paul. He was always doing stuff like that.”

      “Stuff like what?”

      River glanced at his watch. “He was always messing with people. He would do things to hurt people, to get them in trouble. First in high school and then as an adult.”

      “How do you know all this? Did he feel guilty and tell you about it?”

      River laughed shortly. “Guilt wasn’t Paul’s thing. He had fun doing what he was doing. He was proud of it. I guess he needed someone as a confidant, and he knew I wasn’t going to tell anyone what he was doing. For some reason, he didn’t care about me. Maybe he thought of me as like a little ant, someone who would never bother him but who also wasn’t important enough to bother about. So, he told me everything he did. All kinds of horrible things.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a serious glance. “Like what? To whom?”

      “It’s a long list,” Rivers said. “I haven’t got the time to tell you everything right now—I have to rush off to a root canal emergency. But I’ll give you my card, and you can come by. Make an appointment, and I’ll tell you everything I know about Paul.”

      He handed us his card and headed out before we could stop him.

      Rosie and I walked back into the reception hall.

      Dana and Wara were standing in one corner, arms crossed, talking to each other in hushed tones. Jaz had reached them by then, and he had one hand on Wara’s shoulder.

      The suits were still standing together talking amongst themselves quietly. Paul’s former life coaching clients were hovering around Sue, and the various high school cliques were still hanging out together.

      It was the same room, but everything seemed different now.

      It was no longer a room full of people Paul had been good to and who Paul had treated well. It was a room full of people Paul had hurt or messed with in one form or another. It was a room full of people, many of whom hated Paul secretly and would have wanted to get back at him.

      Everyone in the room looked different now. Any one of these people could have been hurt so badly by Paul that they had stopped at nothing to get back at him—even going as far as murder. There was a killer in their midst. We just had to figure out who.
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      Early the next morning—okay, so it wasn’t really that early, but it was pretty early for somebody who had just worked until late the previous night—I was over at my parents’ house for breakfast. Okay, so maybe I should say it was brunch, considering that the hour for breakfast had maybe passed already. Nanna was there, as well as her husband Wes, and Rosie had arrived a few minutes before me.

      The table was loaded with French toast, maple syrup, whipped cream, fresh chopped berries, and a fruit salad. I’d grabbed myself a mug of coffee from the kitchen, and it was the perfect way to start the day.

      Mom and Dad were on one side of the table, talking to Wes about some gardening thing or the other, so I sat with Rosie and Nanna, and pulled out eight yearbooks from my large tote bag. I handed them out to Nanna and Rosie and told them that I’d already spent a few minutes looking through them this morning.

      “Where’d you got those?” Rosie asked. I could see her brain working overtime, trying to figure out how I’d beaten her to the punch on this one.

      “Wara and Dana came by the casino last night.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yep. Nearly ruined my evening. They handed all those yearbooks over—four each—right in front of the pit supervisor. Got me chewed out for taking things from guests. The casino wanted to destroy them at first, if you can believe it.”

      “Oh, I can. The people who run casinos are awful.”

      Rosie had had some tough run-ins with Las Vegas casinos in the past.

      “I had a brief look. There’s nothing super interesting in there,” I told them. “At least, nothing that really jumps out at me. It’s basically just the usual high school yearbook stuff. In the senior year book, and you can sort of see how Dana and Wara’s friendship disintegrated—there’s a real difference. The girls were clearly no longer friends by then, but other than that, there is nothing that really stands out in there that I can see.”

      “Nothing about Paul?” asked Rosie. “Nothing suspicious?”

      I shook my head. “He seems to have been in all kinds of clubs, and he hung out with a lot of different kinds of people. He’s in a lot of the group activity photos. People really did seem to like him. I wish Wara or Dana could have gotten hold of his copies of the yearbooks—it would be interesting to see what kinds of comments his friends had written inside.”

      We began to dig into our loaded up plates. I had to be careful to make sure things didn’t spill off the edge as I began to attack the feast.

      “I have an announcement to make,” Nanna said.

      I looked at her curiously. Nanna’s announcements seemed to center around new hobbies and occasionally new obsessions.

      “I’ve decided I’m going to try to do some investigating of my own,” she announced proudly. She grabbed her husband’s arm. “Wes and I are going to run an investigation parallel to yours. We’ll see what we can dig up.”

      I stifled a groan. “You too? Have Wara and Dana been talking to you?”

      Nanna looked surprised. “No, why?”

      I turned to Rosie and rolled my eyes. “When they stopped by the casino last night, it wasn’t just to give me yearbooks” I said. “Apparently, they’re friends again now, and get this: they told me they’re going to run an investigation parallel to ours, too! They think ‘more cooks in the kitchen make a better broth.’ Can you believe it?”

      “Tell them to stay out of it,” Nanna said. “Wes and I are going to be the only extra cooks this time.”

      “I tried to talk them out of it, but they wouldn’t listen to reason. They’re going to investigate, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them. I just hope they don’t mess things up for me too badly.”

      “Well, you don’t need to worry about that with my and Wes’s investigation.”

      “Yes,” I said forcibly, “because there is going to be no parallel investigation done by you and Wes.”

      “Aha,” said Nanna, her eyes already alight with cunning triumph. “You see, I already suspected that you might be thinking along those lines, so I’ve decided that I’m not going to share any of the videos I took at the funeral unless you’re okay with me and Wes running the parallel investigation.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance.

      “It would be good if we could get our hands on the video,” said Rosie.

      “I thought you might like that,” said Nanna.

      I took a bite of my French toast and ate thoughtfully. Finally, I said, “How about you and Wes help us with our investigation instead of running one parallel? Then you can still get some investigating in, and we can all look at the video together.”

      Nanna looked at Wes, who was busy talking to Mom and Dad about whatever gardening project they were so interested in. Clearly, Wes didn’t seem to share her enthusiasm for investigating.

      All of us suspected that Wes would much rather be tending to Nanna’s veggie patch than watching hours of funeral footage.

      “All right,” said Nanna. She sounded as though she was making a huge sacrifice, but I think she understood what a good deal she was getting.

      We enjoyed the rest of the brunch and spent time catching up on our lives. Wes had recently developed an interest in growing hydrangeas, but they weren’t particularly tolerant of the Las Vegas heat. Gardening was a challenging endeavor for him, but one that he and Nanna were really enjoying.

      After we were done with our food and drink and had helped Mom clear the table, Nanna, Rosie, and I went and sat down to look through some of the video footage.

      We started with the video that Mom had taken. A few minutes in, we realized we’d have to discard almost all of her footage.

      She had gotten completely distracted by the gorgeous flowers and had spent most of her time focusing the phone on the floral arrangements instead of on the people. Sure, there were a few glimpses of the high school cliques, the life coaching clients, and Sue Giant, but nothing that looked useful jumped out.

      We moved on to the videos that Wes had taken—these were much more focused, but once again, nothing jumped out at us. It was just quiet footage of people standing around and talking in hushed, respectful tones.

      “This is going to take hours and hours,” Nanna complained. “It seems pretty pointless too. It’s not like we’re going to see some guy steepling his fingers and laughing evilly. Even if the killer did show up to the funeral—which he might not have—he’s not going to go around announcing it, like ‘ha-ha, I killed Paul!’”

      “Watching video footage can be really boring,” Rosie agreed.

      “I don’t think we’ll find anything useful here,” Nanna said. “I think my investigative skills would be better used elsewhere, not watching hours of boring funeral video.”

      “That’s okay, Nanna,” I said. “You don’t have to watch the videos with us. Rosie and I can get through it.”

      Rosie nodded. “Why don’t we go over to Ian’s—I mean my place—and watch the video there? We could spend a movie day together.”

      “That’s an idea,” I said. “But I’ve got another one. Maybe, instead of watching these hours of video footage right now, first we should go and talk to somebody in person—somebody like Dr. River Turnhouse.”
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      On the drive over to River Turnhouse’s place, Rosie told me that she’d already looked him up on social media.

      “Paul was reported missing about five weeks ago, and his remains were found about a week ago. Everyone thinks that Paul was killed around the time he went missing, right?”

      I nodded. “That’s the logical conclusion.”

      “River’s social media shows that he went off on a Caribbean vacation with his family about two weeks before Paul was reported missing, and he came back a full week after the report.

      “Photos can be faked,” I said halfheartedly.

      “They could, but we can always verify with the airline.”

      “If he really was away on vacation, there’s no way River could have killed Paul. It would be nice to be able to cross one person off the suspect list. If what River told us at the funeral is true, there are heaps of people out there who would have wanted to kill Paul.”

      “We can ask River for details once we see him.”

      I agreed. “So far, he really looks like our best place to start.”

      When we got to River’s house, in an affluent Vegas suburb, the door was opened by a young girl who looked to be between twelve and fifteen years old. She was slim, wearing stylish athleisure, with long, straight hair. She looked at us disinterestedly and said, “We’re not buying anything.”

      “We’re here to see Dr. River Turnhouse,” I said brightly. “He’s probably expecting us—Tiffany and Rosie?”

      The girl rolled her eyes and indicated for us to follow her down the hallway. She opened a door on the side and indicated for us to step into the garage that it led to.

      “People here to see you,” she yelled out, sounding equal parts bored, haughty, and totally annoyed. She stomped off after making her announcement, and Rosie and I looked around the brightly lit room.

      After the girl’s announcement, River stood up from behind a car where he’d been crouching down, clearly going through some boxes of old things.

      “I’m so glad you guys made it,” he said, sounding genuine. He was wearing regular clothes, not the goth outfit that he’d worn to the funeral.

      “What are those boxes?” Rosie asked, indicating the ones he’d been going through.

      “Stuff from high school,” River said. “After our chat at the funeral, I decided to go through all my old things and try to find anything that could be useful to you guys. I found all of my yearbooks, in case you want them.”

      I’d already gotten eight yearbooks so far, but another four couldn’t hurt. He handed them over to Rosie, and I said admiringly, “Your garage is so neat and organized.”

      River beamed proudly. It was true. He had a modest-looking sedan parked in the middle, but the sides held rows of shelves with boxes and cartons stacked neatly on them. Some fishing gear hung on another wall, and there was a pegboard holding a range of carpentry tools on the third wall.

      “Sometimes I move the car out and do a little bit of woodworking in here,” he said.

      “You’d get along with my great Uncle Joe,” I said. “He runs woodworking workshops for men sometimes.”

      “I should look it up,” River said happily. “It’s nice to have a distraction from the day to day.”

      “Like going on vacation sometimes with your family?” Rosie asked.

      River laughed. “So, you’ve already found that out—that I was away on vacation in the Caribbean around the time Paul was reported missing?”

      “It’s our job,” Rosie said, shrugging modestly. “Seems like you’ve got the perfect alibi for around the time Paul went missing.”

      “I thought I might have to tell you guys about that,” River said. “I have my flight tickets here and my passport. You guys can check them if you like.”

      He handed them over, and once again I was impressed by how organized he was. But then again, he was a successful dentist, and he’d probably learned to manage his life like a professional.

      Rosie glanced through them and handed them back. “I’ll verify everything once we get back home,” she said to me. “But everything seems in order.”

      I nodded. “I guess you wouldn’t have been able to kill Paul,” I said loudly.

      River nodded. “Not that I would have wanted to. Paul was a good friend of mine.”

      “That’s what most people seem to say about Paul. But you say he was busy causing trouble?”

      “Paul was a narcissist,” River said. “He hung out with everybody. He hated to be alone. He was involved with most of the clubs in high school, and he seemed to be friends with everyone, but the reality was, he would hang out with somebody, get bored, and see what he could do to cause trouble or mischief in their life.”

      “But not you?” I asked.

      River shrugged. “I saw right away who he was. That helped me to stay careful. You can be friends with a crocodile, as long as you remember that it’s a crocodile.”

      “What makes you think Paul was a narcissist?” asked Rosie.

      “It’s something I realized as an adult later on. I didn’t know it in high school, but I could always tell that something was off about him.”

      “And you’re not a narcissist?” Rosie asked bluntly. “After all, it was you who bet Paul that he could break up the friendship between Wara and Dana.”

      River looked down at the floor sadly and shook his head. “It makes me almost sick to think about my behavior back then,” he said softly. “But I was just a dumb young kid. I thought it would be a fun thing to see happen. I didn’t even know that Paul would go through with it or that he’d succeed. I’m really sorry I made that happen. I guess I didn’t realize quite what he was like back then or what the full implications of our bet might be. It just felt like fooling around at the time. But ruining a friendship is a serious thing, y’know?”

      “So, Dana and Wara were always the best of friends, until Paul got involved?”

      River nodded. “They were like sisters. They were completely bonded and loved each other so much. I feel terrible thinking that I caused their friendship to break apart. You’ve met my daughter, Samantha. Well, actually, she’s my stepdaughter, but I love her so much. I live for her. I can’t imagine anybody hurting her the way Paul hurt Wara and Dana by breaking up their friendship for no good reason. I would kill anybody who hurt her so badly. Having kids puts everything in perspective, you know?”

      Neither Rosie nor I had personal experience with that, so I just pressed on.

      “And that’s why you told Wara and Dana about what happened? You felt guilty?”

      River looked at me seriously. “For as long as Paul was alive, I urged him to tell Dana the truth, especially since he was dating her again. He told me he would, and for some reason, I believed him. I suppose I had forgotten that he was actually a crocodile. He never told her.”

      “And then he turned up dead.”

      River nodded. “It was only after he died that I realized that Dana and Wara would never know the truth, and they’d continue to hate each other—unless somebody told them what had actually happened. So, I had to do it. I had to bite the bullet and face my shame and guilt and let them know the truth. I hope something good comes of it.”

      I felt sorry for him, so I said, “I think it’s worked out. Wara and Dana say they’re back to being best friends now.”

      River looked relieved. “That’s great. I hope they really can move past everything that’s happened.”

      I tilted my head. “They really are like sisters. I think they love each other, and they’ll always have little things to bicker over. But the depth of their friendship—that’s back, I think.”

      “You say you understand how somebody might have wanted to kill Paul if they knew what exactly he’d done. But Paul was good at keeping secrets, wasn’t he?”

      River nodded. “He did a lot of little nasty things, but maybe they weren’t nasty enough for somebody to kill him?”

      “What was the worst thing he did?” I asked. “Who would be the one or two people who, if they found out what Paul had done to them, would hate Paul badly enough to want to kill him?”

      River looked off to one side and thought for a few seconds. “There’s only one person I can really think of. Trey Posner. Paul ruined that kid—his life has gone completely off the rails thanks to Paul. Nobody else really suffered in the long run because of him, but Trey has. I don’t know what he’s up to these days. I don’t know where he is or what he’s doing, or if Trey is even alive. He used to have so much potential, but he completely lost it.”

      “And you say this is because of Paul?”

      River nodded emphatically. “It was all because of Paul. I don’t know what Paul had against Trey, but he ruined his life.”

      “And did Trey know that his life was ruined because of Paul? What exactly did Paul do?”

      “I don’t know all the details,” River said. “But Paul told me that he hated the kid and that he was going to ruin him. The next thing I knew, his life had been ruined. I can only believe Paul really did what he set out to do. I don’t know how he did it, or if Trey even knows that it was Paul that did this to him.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance. “Do you have any details about this Trey guy?”

      River shook his head. “But you’re investigators. I’m sure you’ll be able to find out.”

      I was thinking of what else I might be able to ask River that could help us in our investigation when the door was shoved open forcefully. Samantha was in the doorway holding a cell phone.

      “Another one of your calls,” she said to River, rolling her eyes as though the phone call had caused her a great inconvenience. She handed the phone over to her stepdad, stomped off, and left us alone again.

      “I really have to take this,” River said apologetically. “But let me know if there’s ever anything else I can help you guys out with. I hope you can find out what happened.”

      “Us too,” I said. “I guess we better try to find out where Trey Posner is and what Paul did to him.
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      Rosie and I stopped by Mom’s place on the way home. We picked up Nanna, who was wearing her neon yellow wig—which for some reason she thought looked good—and then we stopped by our favorite pizza place to get enough pizzas for all three of us. That number being three. Finally, at my apartment, we dug into the pizza and began to watch the hours of footage that had been captured at the funeral.

      While Nanna had found watching the videos boring before, the promise of pizza and some girl time was enough to pique her interest.

      Even though the playback was at triple speed, it took us a long time to work through the footage. After three slices of pizza, I was getting restless and losing hope that we’d find anything of interest in the videos.

      “We’re going to get all the information we need today,” Nanna assured us confidently. “This is my lucky wig, remember? We’re not going to miss anything.”

      Despite her assurances, nothing really jumped out from the videos. We flipped through the yearbooks, trying to identify everyone Paul had hung out with and match them up with the people in the videos. We kept an eye on the way different people behaved and interacted and tried to make sure we’d notice if anyone was acting strangely. Unfortunately, nothing really jumped out at us.

      “These men all dressed in spiffy black suits are the strangest people here by far,” Nanna declared. “And my lucky wig agrees.”

      I did not ask how the wig did that. I hoped it wasn’t communicating with Nanna.

      “Any idea who they are?” I asked Rosie.

      She shook her head. “They seem quite out of place. They’re clearly not from Paul’s high school, and they’re not his life coaching clients either. I asked Wara when we were at the funeral if she knew who they were, but she didn’t.”

      “We’ll have to see what we can find out about them,” I said. “Maybe Jaz would know.”

      We had gone through as much of the footage as we could stomach in one sitting, so we shut everything down and took a break from it.

      “This has been a bit of a waste,” I grumbled.

      “We did the absolute best we could,” Nanna declared. “And we’ve maximized our luck. There’s no way we could have found out anything more. This wig has done all it can.”

      “I guess we’re not going to find out anything from the funeral footage,” I mused. “At least we tried.”

      “Who is the young guy who was videoing you and Rosie?” Nanna asked.

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance. “What guy?”

      “You know, the one with the camera following you guys around.”

      We switched on my laptop again and opened up some of the footage that we’d downloaded from Nanna’s phone. Sure enough, there was a young man following me and Rosie around, videoing us stealthily. We took a few screenshots.

      “I’ve got no idea who he is,” I said. “But we’re going to find out.”
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      Rosie and I did our best to follow footage of the young man as he tailed us around, but we didn’t learn anything new with which we could identify him. Finally, we uploaded screenshots of him to a search engine, hoping to do a reverse image search—but nothing came up.

      But the reverse image search gave us the idea to do the same thing on the group of men in suits. At first, nothing came up. However, we finally got a hit on one of the men. Turns out, he was the head butler at the Waverley Hotel, a very high-end Vegas hotel that I’d never be able to afford to stay at. Charles Scaverson was his name, according to the internet.

      “What would he and his clones be doing at Paul’s funeral?” Rose mused.

      It was a question none of us had the answer to, but we would do our best to find out.

      I drove Nanna home, while Rosie said she would verify River’s alibi.

      By the time I came home after having dropped off Nanna, Rosie confirmed that River’s claims all matched up. There was no way River could have killed Paul. At least that was one person we could strike off the list of suspects.

      I went to bed feeling uneasy about the situation, and my restless rest became even worse when I was woken up in the middle of the night by Rosie calling.

      “I’ve talked to a friend of a friend of a friend,” she said, talking breathlessly. “She’s gotten us into the Waverley Hotel as maids.”

      “Huh? Maids? I’ve already got two jobs…”

      My sleepy brain wasn’t yet in gear.

      “Right, boss. I mean, we’ll be able to talk to the butlers. We’ll be in with them, in the staff areas, on their side. We’ll infiltrate them!”

      Right. Of course Rosie wasn’t finding me an extra part-time job. And as my brain began to whirr up, I realized it was quite a clever little plan. Yes, we’d be able to chat with the butlers and find out what they had been doing at the funeral.

      “Are you still there, boss?”

      “Yes, Rosie. Good thinking. So we’ll start that tomorrow?”

      “It’s today now, boss. We need to be there by six a.m. We should probably leave in about twenty minutes?”

      I checked the time. It was five. So okay, it wasn’t quite the middle of the night, but it sure felt like it.

      “Ugh. Great. See you soon.” And after a pause, “Good work, Rosie.”

      An hour later, Rosie and I found ourselves in the bowels of the luxurious hotel. Rosie explained to me what else she had found out.

      “See, Paul wasn’t always a life coach.”

      “No, I imagine he wasn’t. So?”

      “Before he became a coach, he was a trainee butler!”

      “Huh?”

      “Here! At the Waverley. He was in their training program. He dropped out when his life coaching business took off.”

      “Ohh. So the butlers at the funeral were old friends of his?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I don’t know, boss. I guess so. We’ll ask them in the staff canteen or somewhere. We’ll be working right with them!”

      I patted Rosie on the shoulder. “Excellent work.”

      “Look, there’s my friend! She’s got our uniforms.”

      Rosie and I hurried off to get ready. A few minutes later, we were both dressed nicely in our black and white housekeeping uniforms and reported to a grumpy-looking woman named Tanya.

      “We’re new,” Rosie told her. “But we’ve got heaps of experience under our belts.”

      She went on to explain to Tanya about her friend who had referred us and told her all about our fake housekeeping experience. We really were excellently fake-experienced.

      Rosie’s words seemed to satisfy the grumpy older woman, and she allowed us to join the briefing for the day. Tanya had just started to explain how many guests were staying, and how many rooms we would need to clean, when to my surprise, Dana and Wara rushed into the room, both wearing housekeeping uniforms. I stared at them, slack-jawed. How on Earth…?

      “Sorry we’re late,” Wara said clumsily. “We got lost on our way here. We’re Wara and Dana. We already called you last night to say we’d be here.”

      Tanya gave them a dirty look but nodded her head. “At least you’re here now,” she said snippily. “Now, getting back to it…”

      Rosie and I looked warily at Wara and Dana, and they stared back at us. I did not at all like the fact that they were here with us, but what could we do? The supervisor was just explaining who would be cleaning the more expensive suites and the special requests that those guests had made when Wara interrupted.

      “This is all really important,” Wara said, “But Dana and I would really like to get into the butler training program. How do we get into it?”

      Tanya narrowed her eyes at them and said, “By not being late to your first day at work.”

      Having dismissed their question, Tanya went back to explaining what the special guests had requested.

      This time, Dana interrupted her.

      “Do the butlers have a briefing every day too?” she asked.

      Tanya rolled her eyes at them. “Why are you both asking questions about butlers? This is not something I’m going to talk about with you.”

      “We’re just curious,” Wara said.

      “Are you reporters? I’ve had quite a few questions about the butlers in the last few days. Are you doing an undercover piece or something?”

      Wara and Dana shuffled nervously.

      “No, no,” said Dana. “Of course, we’re not reporters!”

      “We swear we’re not reporters!” said Wara.

      “Are you sure?” Tanya asked them frostily.

      Dana turned red, and Wara took a full step backward. She opened her mouth, closed it, and then opened it again. She pointed at us. “They’re reporters!”

      Dana looked at Wara and nodded her head enthusiastically. “We’re not reporters, but those two are. We overheard them in the parking lot talking about how they’re doing an investigation, and they’re looking to do an undercover piece on this hotel.”

      “Yes,” chimed in Wara. “We were in the parking lot with them. That was before we got lost. We’re late because we got lost. They gave us the wrong directions.”

      “We’re not reporters at all,” said Dana once again.

      Tanya looked at Rosie and me with narrowed eyes. “Are you guys reporters?”

      Rosie and I both shook our heads.

      “No, of course not,” I said.

      “We’re definitely not reporters,” Rosie said, calmly and confidently.

      Tanya looked back at Dana and Wara, who were both shaking their heads.

      “We overheard them!” said Dana. “They are reporters!”

      I fired off the harshest glare I could at Dana. What did she think she was playing at?

      Tanya let out a disgusted sigh and looked back at me and Rosie. “I don’t care whether you two are reporters or not. I want you to get out of this room now. You can’t work here. In my previous job, I worked at a spa, and this undercover reporter came in and did a hit piece on the place. Business dropped and never picked back up.”

      “But we’re not reporters,” I protested.

      “I don’t care,” said Tanya. “I don’t care if you’re reporters or not. You’re new to this job, and I simply cannot risk it.”

      “But we’re not—” Rosie began to protest.

      “I don’t want to hear it,” Tanya said. “Both of you—out!”

      “What about them?” asked a blonde woman in a housekeeping outfit, pointing to Wara and Dana.

      Tanya snorted. “Those two latecomers are too dumb to be reporters. No reporter would ever show up late the way they did. They’re not reporters, so they can stay.” And then she turned back to me and Rosie. “But you two, I want you to get out, now! This meeting has already gone on too long. We need to get back to work.”

      Rosie and I shuffled out dejectedly. There was no point protesting any more—we simply would not be allowed to stay in the hotel.

      “That was a complete bust,” Rosie said. “Who woulda thunk that Wara and Dana would show up like that?”

      “If only I could have stopped them from trying to do this parallel investigation thing,” I grumbled. “Nothing good’s going to come of it.”

      “And now we can’t go back into that hotel,” Rosie said. “But we really do need to talk to the butlers.”

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go over to Mom’s again. We’re not going to figure out anything by standing here in the parking lot, but maybe Nanna and her lucky wig will have a good idea or two for us.”

      “I’m not sure your Mom will want us coming over this early.”

      Ugh. Rosie was right. We decided to head home first.
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      Dejected, Rosie and I headed back home where we changed out of our housekeeping uniforms and settled down in front of our laptops. I wasn’t sure what to do next, but I had a nagging feeling that we were wasting time. It had been five weeks since Paul had gone missing and a week since his remains had been found. That meant that whoever killed Paul had enjoyed more than a month of cleaning up his or her mess and crafting strategies to push any investigators off track.

      After a few minutes of looking through the screenshots of Paul’s funeral, I got up and began to pace around my apartment.

      “We’ve got to talk to somebody,” I said. “It feels like, at this stage, almost anybody we talk to would be a help. I really want to talk to that head butler, but Wara and Dana messed that up for us. But we can try another day, another way. Apart from him, who do you think we should talk to next?”

      Was I testing Rosie’s investigative skills or hunting for ideas myself? Perhaps a little of both.

      Rosie was sitting on the sofa, flicking through videos and photos of the funeral.

      “This young guy who’s been videoing us is the one who bothers me the most,” she said. “Why was he filming us? He’s not anybody we know, right? What possible reason could he have?”

      I looked at Rosie carefully. When we’d first met, she had been trying to escape a criminal. What did I know about Rosie exactly? Her past was still somewhat of a mystery to me. So far, she hadn’t wanted to share too much about her history, and I hadn’t wanted to prod unnecessarily. She was an excellent assistant, intelligent, hardworking, and—as far as I knew—ethical. She didn’t seem worried that the man who was videoing us was doing so because of her. It seemed more like he was videoing us because of my investigations.

      “What do you think?”

      “Umm, maybe he’s a fan of yours?”

      “I’m a private investigator, I don’t have fans, Rosie.”

      “Yes, you do. I’m one, for a start.”

      I tried not to let myself puff up too much.

      “That’s nice of you to say, but I’m sure that’s not it. Apart from the idea of me having fans being ridiculous, if he were, he would have talked to me instead of just following us around.”

      “I didn’t think of that,” Rosie admitted. “He’s talking to Sue in one of the videos,” Rosie said. “I bet Sue Giant would know who he is. She might even know why he was videoing us.”

      I winced. Sue Giant was definitely not my favorite person. On the other hand, she wasn’t involved in Paul’s death, but she did benefit from it. And she was very likely to know who this strange videotaping man was.

      “She’s not the easiest person to get information from,” I reminded Rosie.

      “Let’s tell Stone to come along,” she said. “Sue seems to like Stone a lot. Remember the speech she got him to do?”

      I made a face. Somehow, Stone had left a lasting impression on Sue, and she had roped him into doing an inspirational speech for a recruitment company. It had been really amazing to listen to, especially given that Stone was somebody who hardly ever talked. Sue did seem to have a strange interest in Stone, and Rosie was right—perhaps she would be more willing to talk if we took Stone along with us.

      “I think you’re right about Stone,” I told Rosie. I wasted no time texting him, asking if he would have a moment to join us in our investigation. Within seconds, he had replied—he was free right now, and he was happy to tag along. I let him know that we wanted to talk to Sue, and a few minutes later, he texted back to say he’d arranged an appointment for the three of us to see Sue at her home ASAP. That was one of Stone’s things: efficiency. He didn’t waste words when he talked—or didn’t talk—and he didn’t waste time when taking action. I merely mentioned wanting to talk to Sue, and boom, appointment arranged.

      “I knew Stone would come through,” Rosie said. “And Sue always seems really eager to talk to him, too.”

      “You don’t think Sue has a crush on Stone, do you?” I asked Rosie as we headed off to my car.

      “No, I think that would be a bit far-fetched. She must be, what, twenty or thirty years older than him? It’s hard to tell how old she is.”

      Rosie wasn’t wrong. Sue had so much surgery and Botox, it was hard to tell if she was forty or seventy or, most likely, somewhere in between.”

      “ Maybe Sue sees Stone as some kind of protégé?” Rosie mused. “You don’t think she wants Stone to take over her life coaching business or something, do you?”

      I laughed and shook my head. I just couldn’t see Stone as a life coach.

      “You and Stone have been friends for a long time,” Rosie said lightly as we drove toward Sue’s house. “How come there’s never been anything romantic between you guys?”

      I laughed awkwardly, but I didn’t have a good answer for her. “There just hasn’t been,” I said finally. “It’s never been the right time or place for us. I guess the stars just don’t want us to be together.”

      “That’s silly,” Rosie said. “Sometimes, the stars need a bit of a nudge.”

      I laughed again, trying not to let it sound awkward and failing. I really didn’t feel like talking about a potential relationship between me and Stone. For some reason, I just couldn’t imagine it happening. The future seemed pretty uncertain, and I didn’t want to risk the friendship that Stone and I had right now.

      When we pulled up to Sue’s house, we found that Stone was already there, his black Porsche parked a few doors down. We got out, and the three of us headed up the steps to Sue’s mansion together. The door was opened by a rather handsome butler in a black tuxedo.

      We explained we were there to see Sue. The butler gave us an appraising look, seemingly recognized Stone and gave him a nod of approval, and then led us into a small sitting room. We were offered some sweet iced tea while we waited to find out if Sue could spare a moment of her time. After pouring our drinks, the butler seemed to disappear, fading away from our presence as unobtrusively as a dissipating mist in the dark. The three of us sat quietly sipping our tea while we waited.

      After a minute or so, a harried-looking redheaded woman with hair tied back in a tight ponytail hurried into the room. She was in her late twenties and looked exhausted. I guessed Sue had that effect on people who worked for her.

      “Hi. Nicole Bransog. Sue’s assistant.” The woman ran her dark-circled eyes over us and then nodded to herself. She recognized both Stone and me from previous meetings with Sue. “What’s it about?”

      We explained in cursory terms why we wanted to talk to Sue, and Nicole nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      She hurried away walking at double speed with loud clicks of her high heels on the marble floor and left us alone with our iced tea.

      Except we weren’t still alone, I realized. The butler was still in the room, standing by the door, but with such an understated presence he was no more noticeable than the paint on the walls.

      A few seconds later, we heard Sue’s voice resonating loudly from wherever in the house she was. Sue was clearly on the phone with someone and not at all happy about the conversation.

      We couldn’t completely hear what she was saying, but phrases drifted over to us. “I’ve had enough of this… No, that’s not how we do things… No way!” And then, after some time, “I’ve had enough! We can’t do this.”

      Once again, there was silence for a few seconds. Presumably, the person on the other end of the line was saying their piece. And then we heard Sue say very loudly, “I don’t care what Paul Alwes had done for you. That’s not the service I provide! I don’t care if Paul called what he was doing being a life coach—he was not providing life coaching! And I am definitely not going to do what he did!”

      After that loud outburst, silence fell over the house. A minute passed, and then another.

      I was just beginning to wonder if the assistant had forgotten all about us when we heard loud, hurried footsteps, and then we saw Nicole run past our room, her face streaked with tears. She continued past, not stopping—and we heard the front door open and then shut with a bang.

      The three of us looked at each other.

      “I’d say Sue said something to the assistant that she didn’t like,” Rosie opined.

      “Yeah, or fired her,” I said, with a disapproving shake of my head. Nicole had seemed competent but overworked in the brief moments I’d met her.

      “She hasn’t been fired,” the butler said suddenly, drawing our attention back to him. “It’s a minor disagreement.”

      How did he know?

      “But she does have a bad habit of firing her assistants, doesn’t she?”

      “Of course not,” the butler said with disapproval. “Nicole has worked with Sue for some time now, and her predecessor wasn’t fired, she is resting. Sue is a wonderful employer.”

      Yeah, and the butler was clearly biased as heck. Probably worried that Sue was listening in.

      “She seems like a difficult person to work with,” said Rosie.

      “She’s not that bad, actually,” said Stone quietly.

      Rosie and I stared at him incredulously. Stone rarely voiced his opinion on his own. He returned our looks and shrugged. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was comparing working with Sue to being trapped in a desert without any water, under hostile fire for days on end, or perhaps a skydiving accident.

      But we didn’t want to talk about Sue in her own house, especially with her butler right there, so we lapsed into silence until the lady herself showed up. Even though we’d just heard her ranting angrily on the phone and she’d caused her assistant to run out of the house, Sue appeared looking calm and collected. Not a hair was out of place, and her makeup was perfect. The only indication that she had been dealing with something stressful was the fact that her jaw was clenched tightly.

      Sue looked at Stone, smiled and nodded, and then she looked at Rosie and me and narrowed her eyes.

      “What do you two want?”

      I decided to ignore the question. I was curious what the phone call was about, so I said, “You’ve had a busy morning.”

      Sue looked at me warily. “How do you mean?”

      “What was that phone call about?”

      Sue bristled in annoyance. “That’s none of your business.”

      “We’re investigating a case, and your phone call seems to have something to do with it.”

      “If that phone call is what you’re here about, the door is right over there.” Sue tilted her head in the direction of where I presumed the front door was.

      I raised one eyebrow at her. She had clearly been talking to a potential client, someone who used to be a client of Paul. I knew exactly how to push her buttons.

      “We’ve been in contact with some of Paul’s former clients. Would you like me to give them your details?”

      “No!” snapped Sue angrily.

      “Why not? Was there something wrong with how Paul was handling his life coaching business?”

      Sue crossed her arms and leaned forward.

      “Paul wasn’t a life coach. He was a wish maker.” She said the words with distaste, clearly unhappy with that term.

      “A wish maker?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Sue said, even as she settled down onto an armchair opposite us. She tilted her chin upward. “That’s not how I run my business, and that’s not something I can talk about.”

      “I don’t even know what a wish maker is,” Rosie said. “What do you mean Paul was a wish maker?”

      Sue pressed her lips together. Finally, she said, “Paul would get his clients what they wanted. His client would want something, and then Paul would go around and make the dominos fall. The way the dominos fell into place, the client would get whatever they wanted from their life.”

      I thought I understood what Sue meant. “But that’s not how you do business?” I asked.

      “That’s not life coaching,” Sue Giant said. “What I do is true life coaching. I help my clients. I don’t make things just happen for them. I improve their minds, their outlook. I motivate and inspire them. And then they change their own lives, thanks to my work. What he was doing was… not that.”

      “You’re right,” I agreed, trying to keep Sue on our side for the moment. “What Paul was doing doesn’t really sound like life coaching.”

      Sue nodded. “Is that what you came for? If so, it’s time for you guys to leave.”

      I pulled out my cell phone and brought up a photo of the young man who had been videotaping us at the funeral. I passed the phone over to Sue. “Who is this man? I saw you talking to him.”

      Sue looked at the photo and paused contemplatively. I could tell that she knew exactly who the man was and what he had been doing, and she was just taking a moment to decide whether to tell us or not. Finally, she decided that she was going to answer.

      “The young man is Graham Rendorn, son of Mariam and Dennis Rendorn.”

      “Those names mean nothing to me,” I said.

      “Mariam and Dennis are two very wealthy people going through a very messy divorce. I’m sure that those two could benefit from an actual life coach. Unfortunately, Graham doesn’t want anything to do with a life coach, and I have no way of contacting his parents without seeming creepy.”

      “Why was he videotaping us?”

      Sue shook her head. “I don’t know about that. You’d want to talk to him for that.”

      “Where can we find him?”

      “He’s a student at UNLV. Now, I’ve wasted enough of my time talking to you guys. Stone, you’re welcome anytime, but not these two. These two are just time wasters.”

      I raised one eyebrow in amusement and glanced at Stone to see what he thought about her comment.

      He seemed just as amused as me, as evidenced by his lips twitching somewhat upward. But instead of laughing, he said lightly, “I wouldn’t call them time wasters.”

      Because he was Stone, even though his tone was light, his words were a serious statement, one that Sue quickly picked up. I could never imagine Sue wanting to impress anyone, but she quickly beamed at Stone. “Well. Not when they’re with you.”

      I supposed that was as close to an apology I’d get for being called a time waster.

      “You’ve been a huge help,” I told Sue. “Thanks for all the fish.”

      She stared at me blankly, and I didn’t bother to explain the joke.

      We left Sue before she could get even more annoyed at us. I had the feeling that she might be useful for us in the future, so Rosie and I quickly headed over to my car.

      “It was nice to see you,” Stone said to me just before Rosie and I got into my car. “We should do this more often.”

      “Try to interrogate someone who doesn’t want to talk to us but who wants to see you more often?” I asked with a grin. “Next time, we’ll have to send you to Sue alone.”

      The corner of Stone’s lip twitched upward. “I told you, she’s not so bad.” Rosie and I laughed. It was easy for me to see why anyone would like Stone.

      “We appreciate your help. Next time, maybe we could actually go out for a meal or something—somewhere there’s no grumpy woman asking us to get out of her house.”

      “You’ve got high standards for a fun time out,” Stone said dryly.

      “Do you know anything about Graham?” I asked.

      “I can find out,” Stone said. “I’ll have one of my guys look up his parents and then we can probably find his details. I’ll send them over to you.”

      We thanked him, and then Rosie and I headed back home. As we were leaving Sue’s driveway, I spotted her assistant again. She was sitting alone on an ornamental bench, staring at her hands. The poor thing looked exhausted. I stopped the car.

      “Are you okay?” I called out the window.

      Nicole blinked a couple of times and slowly looked my way.

      “Yeah,” she said. She stood up and started back toward the house.

      “Are you sure?” I called after her.

      She didn’t answer, but Rosie and I watched until she disappeared back to work inside.

      Both of us feeling glad that we didn’t work for Sue, we headed home. I’d only just parked my car when a text came from Stone—that had been quick. Of course it had. It was Stone. He’d found the phone number for Graham’s parents’ home, and Rosie wasted no time dialing the number. Rosie put her phone on speaker, and a few rings in, an elderly-sounding woman with a strong Russian accent answered the phone. It wasn’t his mother or grandmother but their housekeeper.

      Rosie wasted no time in pretending to be one of Graham’s fellow classmates. She launched into a story about how this was the only number she had for Graham, and did the woman have his cell phone number or any other number where she could contact him?

      The housekeeper asked in broken English, “You friend of Graham? Then I get his number.” She rattled off a string of numbers that she said was his cell phone number, and she gave us an address that she said was the apartment where Graham lived. “You talk to him,” the housekeeper said. “You tell him, he must come to family dinner. His mother always complaining. I do not want to hear any more of this complaints.”

      Rosie promised she would do her best, and then she hung up.
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      Rosie and I sat in Graham’s parking lot for hours and hours and hours. We were well provisioned with important brain fuel, aka snacks, which we used to keep ourselves packed with energy in case we needed to act swiftly. While we worked through our supplies, we chatted about our favorite reality TV shows and police procedurals before slowly drifting off into a comfortable but contemplative silence while we let our minds work away on the case.

      As the afternoon progressed toward sunset, we began to consider that Graham might not be coming back. Perhaps he would stay out for the entire night—this was Las Vegas, after all. Maybe he wouldn’t return home until the next day. What were we going to do?

      Rosie and I were just considering which one of us would take a bathroom break while the other waited, and how soon it would be before we needed to restock our snacks. We might need to wait for another couple of hours. Or worse, perhaps the entire stakeout was a bust.

      Just then, a car pulled into the parking lot, and a man who was obviously Graham got out of the car along with another young man who, judging by body language, we assumed to be his friend.

      They were just crossing the parking lot when Rosie and I jumped out of the car and dashed toward them. The two turned towards us, and a flash of recognition crossed Graham’s face. He grabbed his friend’s arm and said, “Quick!” The two of them made a mad dash toward Graham’s apartment. They managed to unlock it and get inside before Rosie and I screeched to a halt outside.

      Rosie was a couple of seconds quicker than me and managed to put her foot in the doorway just as Graham was trying to push it closed.

      “Go away!” said Graham. “I’ve got nothing to say to you two.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” said Rosie. “We really need to talk to you.”

      I got to the doorway in time to see Graham’s friend pulling out his cell phone and begin taping the whole thing.

      “Why are you videoing us?” I asked the friend.

      “It’s important to document everything,” said the friend.

      Graham nodded in agreement. “Yep, that’s exactly it.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a doubtful glance. What were they talking about?

      “That’s not true at all,” Rosie said. “Most of the world goes through life without videoing everything.”

      Graham shrugged. “Sure, whatever.”

      “Why have you been videoing us?” Rosie demanded.

      “I haven’t,” Graham said.

      “Sure you have,” Rosie said. “We’ve seen you videoing us. We know you’re doing it.”

      “That’s completely untrue,” said Graham.

      “It is true,” Rosie insisted.

      “Not true,” Graham shot back like he was bickering with a sibling.

      It could have gone on for a while. I said, “We’ve got you on video following us around and filming us.”

      Graham looked at me aghast. “You were videoing me?”

      I shrugged.

      “That’s a complete breach of privacy,” Graham said.

      “Knock it off,” Rosie said. “We’ve got proof that you’re videoing us. Just tell us what’s going on. Are you some kind of sicko who goes around videoing women? We could turn you in to the police for that.”

      “Not at all,” said Graham.

      “Then what is it?” I said. “What’s going on?”

      Graham looked at us sullenly and shook his head. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”

      “Then maybe you’d like to talk to the police,” Rosie said.

      “I don’t have to talk to them,” Graham said. “I don’t have to talk to anyone.

      Rosie shook her head in disapproval. “I know a cop who keeps a pair of brass knuckles on him just in case. I don’t think you want to talk to him. You’re better off talking to us.”

      “Let us in,” I said gently. “Why don’t we talk about what’s happening? We don’t need to get the cops involved. It won’t take long. Please?”

      Reluctantly, Graham opened the door, and Rosie and I trooped into his small studio apartment. Rosie and I tentatively stood on one side of the room, Graham opposite us. His friend hovered around, switching the video from us to Graham and then back to us.

      “So. What’s going on?” I said again. “Why were you videoing us?” Graham refused to say anything, so I looked at his friend. “You’re involved in this. The cops might want to talk to you too.”

      “Shut up,” Graham warned his friend. “Don’t tell them anything.”

      “You can talk to the police instead,” said Rosie. “It’s up to you.”

      Graham’s friend seemed unhappy with the idea of having to talk to the police.

      “We were making a documentary about Paul,” he said to me. “We’re going to expose him. He’s a psychopath. The world needs to know exactly what he is.”

      “Shut up!” said Graham. “They don’t need to know any of this.”

      Rosie looked at Graham. “So, you killed him.”

      Graham shook his head. “Of course I didn’t. We were doing a documentary on him. Why would I kill my subject?”

      “Tell us more.”

      Graham and his friend looked at each other.

      “I’m done talking,” Graham said. “And Thomas here isn’t going to tell you anything either.”

      Thomas looked torn, so I said to him, “You don’t have to talk to us, but Rosie’s right. The police will want to talk to you. And they’re going to be a lot less friendly, aren’t they, Rosie?”

      My partner nodded. “Oh, yeah. And you better hope you don’t get Detective Elwood, he’ll make you wish your mother had never been born.” Rosie gave a theatrical shudder—something she was skilled in since becoming an amateur actor herself.

      “We don’t have to say anything to the police,” Graham said, his voice more hopeful than determined. “You’ve got nothing on us.”

      Rosie turned to his friend. “Tell us anything—anything at all about Paul. We’re investigating his death, and we need to keep moving. If you tell us the name of somebody who might have wanted to hurt Paul, we’ll leave you two alone.”

      Thomas pointedly avoided looking at his friend and focused only on us. “The best we’ve got is about his work. Paul used to deliver packages from the hotel to some jewelry shop, the Porte Bijoux store. It doesn’t make any sense to us. Why would he do that? There was something suspicious there.”

      “The Porte Bijoux store?” Rosie repeated.

      Thomas nodded. “He was a successful life coach. Well, not really a life coach—a psychopath. But why would he be delivering packages to a jewelry store? That’s the weirdest thing we found out about him when we were investigating him.”

      The two stared at us morosely. I figured we’d pushed our luck enough for the day, and it was time to move on.

      “Thanks for your help, guys,” I said. “Rosie, let’s go find out more about this jewelry store.”
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      Rosie looked up the address of the Porte Bijoux store and we drove there even though it was now early evening.

      “You never know when luck is going to go your way,” I told Rosie. “You have to be prepared for the best-case scenario, just like you need to be prepared for the worst case. Who knows? It’s Vegas—even if it’s late, the store might still be open. We might be able to talk with the owner.”

      I parked, and though I hadn’t quite believed my own words, we found that the store was brightly lit, and when I turned the handle, the door opened. Rosie and I stepped inside. The store was perfumed with a subtle, floral, expensive scent. The walls were lined with cases of ornate and luxurious jewelry, and behind the counter a middle-aged man stood hunched over. To my surprise, he was openly weeping. The jeweler was balding, dressed in an ill-fitting blazer, and had watery red eyes. We knew him! He had been the crying man in khaki pants at the funeral. I looked at Rosie and shot her a warning glance. We would need to proceed carefully and treat this man with kid gloves.

      “I’m so sorry,” the man said apologetically, as Rosie and I approached. “I didn’t expect customers at this hour.”

      “That’s all right,” I said gently. “Rosie and I aren’t really customers. “We were just heading this way.”

      “Are you okay?” Rosie asked. “What happened? It must have been something awful.”

      The man nodded and sniffed. He turned around his cell phone and showed us the photo he’d been looking at. It was a selfie he had taken of himself with Paul, both men grinning happily at the camera.

      “That man,” he said, sniffing loudly. “He was one of my closest friends. Almost my best friend, even.”

      “And what happened?” I asked gently.

      The man sniffed again, rubbed his eyes, and shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t believe it happened.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance. Sooner or later, the store owner would find out who we were, and I didn’t want him to be defensive.

      “I’m Tiffany Black,” I said. “And this is my assistant, Rosie. We actually came here because of Paul.”

      The man looked at us in surprise. “You did?”

      I nodded. “We’re private investigators. Paul’s family hired us to find out what happened to him.”

      A flood of relief washed over the man’s face. “That’s excellent! I hope you do find out. Whoever did this mustn’t be allowed to get away with it. I’m Tim, by the way.” He extended one hand, and we shook hands all around.

      “So,” I said, “we recognized you from Paul’s funeral. You and Paul were clearly very close.”

      “That’s true,” Tim said. “Paul and I were like this.” He crossed two fingers together to indicate that he considered Paul to be an important part of his life.

      “What did you know about Paul?” I asked, wondering if Tim knew the truth about Paul’s hypocrisy and the fact that he was a so-called wish maker and not really a life coach. “Did Paul talk to you much about his work or his hobbies?”

      “No, not really. But we were guy friends, you know? He was just the best friend I had. We didn’t talk much about work or anything else, he was just a great friend, a solid one. Someone you could depend on.”

      I nodded sagely, and then, as if it were of nothing more than casual curiosity. “And what about the packages he was delivering to you?”

      Tim’s face clouded over, and he rubbed his eyes again. “Those packages,” he snarled. His brows knit together, and he glared angrily at his phone. “Those packages,” he repeated once again.

      I felt his mood shift from sadness to anger, but my experience with investigations had told me that his anger wasn’t directed at either me or Rosie. There was something wrong with those packages, something that was bothering him, something that was making him angry.

      “Whose fault were the packages?” I asked, trying to find out who he was angry at.

      Tim looked at us. “Those packages were jewelry that the Waverly Hotel was sending over to me to clean. The butlers got Paul to carry the packages for them. Those terrible butlers,” he growled.

      I tried not to look too confused. “Why was the hotel sending jewelry over to be cleaned? And why were the butlers doing it? And why was Paul working as their delivery boy?”

      “Paul was a trainee butler before he became a life coach. Luckily, his business took off enough so he didn’t have to work with those awful butlers anymore. He made something of himself, and he was helping others do the same. It’s such a tragedy what happened to him.” Tim smacked his counter in apparent anger. “Such a tragedy!”

      “Yes, it’s terribly sad. Could you run that by me one more time, though? Why were they sending things to you from the Waverley in the first place?”

      “It was jewelry from the guests who needed their stuff cleaned,” Tim mumbled.

      His explanation didn’t make sense to me. Why would hotel guests be sending their jewelry over to be cleaned? Was that really something hotel guests did often? Wouldn’t they clean it at home before traveling? Then again, rich people did do weird things.

      “And what did the butlers have to do with this?”

      “Everything,” said Tim, letting out a sigh. “The butlers were the absolute worst.”

      I was still confused. “Why were the butlers the worst? Was there something going on between the butlers and Paul?”

      Tim nodded but couldn’t seem to find the words.

      “Could the butlers have had anything to do with Paul’s death?” I asked.

      Tim looked at us in astonishment. “Of course! The head butler, Charles, had him killed.”

      Rosie and I stared at him, and I was just about to ask him to explain a bit more when my phone rang. I looked at it, and the screen lit up with the caller’s name—Detective Elwood. I let the call go to voicemail, but Tim had already seen the screen.

      “Detective Elwood?” he said.

      “Ah…” I said. Tim was clearly unhappy that I was in contact with a cop. “That’s just someone I know at the station,” I said.

      Tim shook his head. “I can’t talk to you if you’ve got cop friends. I thought you were a private investigator working for the family. If you’re working with the cops, I can’t help you.”

      “I’m not working with the cops,” I protested. “You can tell us anything. It won’t get to the cops.”

      Tim shook his head again. “No. I can’t risk it. I’m not talking to anybody who’s got cop friends.”

      “Trust me, Elwood is not my friend. He doesn’t have friends. All he does is work and complain. He’s like… the personification of grumpiness.”

      Tim shook his head. “See, you call him Elwood, not Detective Elwood. You’re close to him. I’m not saying another word.”

      Rosie and I tried to explain to him that we weren’t really friends with the cops; they just had my number. They were basically nobody to us. But Tim still refused to talk, and a look of wariness had settled on his features.

      Finally, Tim said, “It’s time for me to close up the shop. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you guys to leave now.”

      I looked at Rosie and nodded. We were getting nowhere with Tim. He’d told us as much as he was going to. It was time to head out, but before that, I needed to call Detective Elwood back and see what was going on at the station.
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      It was early evening by the time we stepped out of the jewelry store. I called back Detective Elwood, and his gruff, grumpy voice picked up after three rings. I could just imagine him scowling into the distance, his usual unhappy self. And his grumpiness was his best feature.

      “I’ve got a couple of idiots here for you,” he growled. “They say they’re investigating. Wara and Dana… Ring a bell?”

      I groaned. “What have they gotten into?”

      “They say they’re working for you.”

      “They’re not working for me. In fact, it’s more like they’re hindering us. But what’s going on?”

      “If they’re not working for you, I’m not interested,” said Detective Elwood. “Get here and get them out of my sight. I’ve got no more time to waste on these idiots. I’ve got a rehearsal to get to.”

      He hung up before I could ask any further questions. I looked at Rosie. “Those two destroyed our chances of getting in with the butlers. Think we should help them out? Or leave them with Elwood to teach them a lesson?”

      It was a hypothetical question more than anything, and the two of us headed over to the station, where a couple of morose-looking girls were waiting for us. Dana and Wara looked miserable. Their makeup was faded, and their hair was a mess.

      “What took you so long?” Wara complained. “We said we were working for you because we thought you had friends here.”

      “What happened to you?” Rosie repeated. “Why are you guys at the station?”

      “They brought us in,” Dana complained. “The stupid butlers at the Waverley… They handed us over to the cops.”

      “I suppose that’s better than being stuck in the room with them,” Wara said.

      I took a moment and went to see Detective Elwood.

      “Take them away,” he said.

      “But what—”

      Elwood interrupted me with a grumpy wave of a grumpy hand, accompanied by a grumpy expression and some grumpy words. “I want nothing to do with them. Don’t wanna hear it. I’ve got a rehearsal to get to and dealing with them has made me late. Get ‘em out of here.”

      I shrugged and headed back out, grabbed Dana and Wara and guided them through Reception, where I was told that I only needed to sign them out—they were visitors, they hadn’t been arrested. Still completely confused, we took Wara and Dana to my car, where the two buckled themselves in and enjoyed the air conditioning.

      “Start from the beginning,” I told them. “What exactly happened? What have you two been up to all day?”

      “We were in the training program, as you know,” Dana said. “But we were really there to investigate the butlers. Paul had something to do with them, but we’re not sure what. We needed to find out what the connection was.”

      “So, you really don’t know what Paul had to do with the butlers at the Waverley?”

      Wara and Dana both shook their heads.

      “We were hoping to join the butler trainee program or snoop around and figure it out.” Wara tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and sniffed. “And we were doing so well too.”

      Clearly not, if I’d had to pick them up from the police station, I thought to myself. But I kept that observation to myself.

      “Okay,” I said. “So we left you guys at the housekeeping station. What happened after that?”

      Dana and Wara snickered. “We escaped from our housekeeping jobs really easily,” Wara said. “We headed off, we joined forces, and then we tried to find out where the butlers were. We wanted to figure out how to join the butler training program. Or at least figure out what secrets they were hiding.”

      “We found the office of the head butler, Charles,” Dana said proudly. “We even managed to break in.”

      This did not sound good to me. “You broke into the head butler’s office?”

      Wara nodded. “Okay, so it wasn’t actually locked. But we found it! And we managed to get inside, and then we were looking through his desk and trying to find files or photos or anything else that could help us at all. Any kind of information. That’s what you do when you’re investigating, isn’t it? We saw him at the funeral, and he seemed like a real shady kind of character, don’t you think?”

      Perhaps he was. I didn’t want to share anything with Wara and Dana anymore though. They’d only ruin any progress we made.

      “Did you find anything in his office?” asked Rosie.

      Dana shook her head. “We were just looking through everything when some other butler walked in. Not Charles, another guy, as grumpy as that horrible detective. He asked us what we were doing there.”

      “What did you say?” Rosie asked.

      Wara and Dana looked at each other proudly.

      “We acted a like a couple of idiots,” said with smug satisfaction.

      Rosie and I exchanged a look, and I rolled my eyes at her.

      “That mustn’t have been too difficult of an act,” Rosie said dryly.

      “Yeah,” said Dana. The comment went right over her head. “We’re really good actors.”

      “Go on,” I said. I didn’t feel like clarifying what Rosie meant. I just hoped these two wouldn’t get us into any more trouble. “What happened then? After the man found you?”

      “He asked us all kinds of questions,” Wara said. “It was so tiresome. He went on and on, and on and on, asking us what we were doing, how we got in, what we were looking for, what we knew about them, and all these other completely pointless questions.”

      “We couldn’t answer anything, could we Wara? We just acted dumb, like duh, we’re lost housekeepers, we’re new and we don’t know anything.” Dana said. “And then they took us into this other room. And then a bunch of other butlers came in. We really thought they were about to kill us. They looked so angry.”

      “But they clearly didn’t kill you,” I said.

      Wara nodded. “Worse! They kept asking us all these questions. Who were we, what did we know? On and on. We couldn’t answer anything. We really didn’t know anything.”

      “That’s right, we couldn’t answer any of their questions,” Dana said. “So, then they moved us into another room. It was down in the basement or something. It was all windowless and badly lit, and a bunch of security guys came in. We thought for sure they were going to kill us that time, but they just kept asking us the same tiresome questions. They kept us there for hours and hours and hours and hours. Finally, they called the police, and they handed us over to an officer who drove us to the station. We said we were friends of yours, that we were investigating for you. And then I guess they called you.”

      I groaned. What a mess. “Okay, you guys are not to try to investigate again. Do you understand?”

      “It was an innocent mistake!” said Wara. “We did nothing wrong.”

      “This could have happened to anyone,” Dana agreed.

      I shook my head. “If this kind of thing happens again, I’m not going to be here to help you out. Make sure you stop investigating, or you’re just going to keep getting in trouble. And next time you might upset the wrong person. Things might not end so nicely, you know?”

      Dana and Wara were clearly unhappy at my decision, but they didn’t say anything more about it. In silence, we drove them both over to Jaz’s house. When we got to the front door, he answered it himself.

      “Where have you girls been?” he asked, sounding worried. He gave each of their faces a careful look. The two filled him in on what had happened, and then he looked at me. “Have you found out anything?” he asked. “Anything about what might have happened to Paul?”

      I never liked it when I was being asked about an investigation, especially by somebody who was not the actual client—even if he was intimately connected to both of the two people who hired us. Looking back, Jaz really had nothing to do with it—it was all the girls—but Paul’s remains had been found in his driveway. Could Jaz actually be connected with Paul’s death somehow? That was something to keep in the back of our minds.

      I avoided answering the question directly and said vaguely, “We’re investigating some leads. We think we’re getting somewhere.”

      Wara and Dana turned to us, their faces lit up. “What are your leads?” Wara asked.

      “Who are you talking to?” Dana asked.

      Rosie and I both shook our heads. “You two need to stop investigating. You might get into real, serious trouble next time.”

      “Maybe everybody should,” Jaz mused. “Just leave it to the police. I’m sure they know best.”

      I shook my head at him. “It doesn’t work like that. We’ve been hired, and we have a contract. We’re going to keep working.”

      “Right, yes, I see.” Jaz sighed. “I just mean, it looks like it might all be a waste of your time, doesn’t it?”

      “Not really,” I said.

      “But you haven’t got anywhere, have you? Not really?”

      “Oh, we’ve got lots of places,” Rosie told him. “Tiffany Black’s the best in the business. We’ve got plenty of leads, don’t you worry about that.”

      Jaz nodded, but he didn’t stop looking at least a little worried.

      Jaz opened his mouth as though to say something else, but instead, he closed it again silently. He clearly understood that there was nothing he could do to persuade us—nothing he could say, at least.

      

      “We’ll head off now,” I said to the trio. “Rosie and I still need to go and talk to one of the most important suspects.”

      “Who?” Wara asked. “Isn’t it too late? Are you allowed to talk to people this late?”

      Dana nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe it’s the best time to investigate! Nighttime is more exciting, isn’t it? Come on, you can tell us. We can go with you.”

      “Afraid not. We’ve got to go. Please, could you lay off the investigating?”

      Wara and Dana looked at each other and shrugged.

      “Sure,” Wara said. “We’ll stop, won’t we, Dana?”

      “Oh, absolutely.” Dana gave Wara a wink that was not at all surreptitious.

      I just shook my head silently and headed back to my car. Once we had driven off, Rosie asked, “Who are we going to see?”

      “The head butler, Charles. It’s high time we gave him a chance to explain what he’s doing.”
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      I took a guess that Charles Scaverson, the head butler at the hotel, was not actually at the hotel right now. Because neither Wara nor Dana had mentioned seeing him there, I assumed that he had taken the day off, and that meant he must be at home. I asked Rosie to do some internet sleuthing and find out where he lived, and before we knew it, we were at his house.

      Charles Scaverson lived in a middle-class Vegas suburb, in a small house that looked very modest from the outside. It was late evening, and I guessed that Charles would not be happy to see us, but there was nothing to be done about that. Well, I guess we could have waited until the next day, but we were keen to try and make some progress.

      Rosie and I knocked on his door and then knocked some more. Finally, the door was answered by the head butler himself. He was a tall man with straight, dark hair wearing pajamas and a fleecy robe over them.

      “Who are you?” he grumbled. “What do you want?”

      Rosie and I explained who we were and that we were investigating Paul’s death.

      “I have nothing to say to you,” Charles said, making as though he was going to close the door.

      “And we know what your team butlers did to Wara and Dana,” I said quickly. “Keeping them locked up in the hotel for so long, intimidating them—that’s pretty much illegal.” It wasn’t illegal at all, but I noticed that Charles’ expression shifted quickly. “I’ll have a chat with one of my police buddies. I’m sure they would be happy to look further into you and your activities.”

      The words did the trick. Immediately, Charles broke out into a smile. “There’s no need to do that,” he said. “I’m always happy to have a chat with two beautiful young ladies.”

      I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. Charles was clearly trying to be charming, but his charm came across as sleaze instead. This was clearly a man who was not used to having to be friendly or persuasive.

      “What was going on between you and Paul? What were you involved in?” I asked, cutting straight to the chase. I had an inkling this man would not answer subtle questions, and we may as well ask him directly how he was involved.

      “Absolutely nothing,” Charles said. “There was nothing between us and Paul.”

      “But he worked for you?” I said.

      Charles shrugged. “He worked for us a long time ago.”

      “What did he work as?”

      Charles tilted his head to one side and hooded his eyes. “He was in our trainee butler program. He showed great potential but decided to move on to other things.”

      “And what work did he do exactly? What does a trainee butler actually do?”

      Charles looked at me as though trying to assess just how much I knew. “He ran errands for guests. He helped make their stays as comfortable as possible. He learned about etiquette and trained in silver service. He did whatever was required of him.”

      “Did he ever have to leave the hotel for his work?”

      I knew the answer to that. Charles knew the answer to that. But did Charles know that I knew?

      Charles scanned my face and then Rosie’s before he finally answered.

      “Yes. Some of our guests had errands for him to run. Purchasing a specific fast food, finding a last minute gift, taking jewelry to be cleaned. That kind of thing.”

      “Taking jewelry to be cleaned? Is that something hotel guests do often?” Rosie asked.

      Charles simply shrugged.

      “It seems weird to me. Why? Do they bring dirty jewelry with them and then realize it needs cleaning? And they can’t run it under the faucet in the bathroom and wipe it off with a towel?”

      Charles chuckled—not in amusement, but more condescension.

      “You two don’t have jewelry collections, do you?”

      “I do!” It wasn’t much of one, and I only owned about two things that had a triple figure valuation according to the receipt, but I did have some.

      “Mm, but I mean your collection is probably more of what we might call a six-figure collection rather than seven figures, am I right?”

      Six figures?! On jewelry?! Mine was a three figure collection thank you very much.

      “That is closer to the mark, yes.”

      “When you have a seven-figure jewelry collection, come back and talk to me about cleaning and maintenance. We might actually be able to have a conversation on the topic that isn’t completely ridiculous then.”

      I kind of wanted to slap him, but he may also have had a point. I nodded for Rosie to take the lead for a couple of questions.

      “Paul was a successful life coach,” Rosie said. “You know that, right?”

      Charles nodded. “Of course. But he worked for us before he achieved success in that arena. It’s why he left. For some reason, he felt that work suited him better than being a butler. I can’t understand it myself.”

      “How long ago was this? When did he leave the hotel?”

      Charles looked off into the distance, as though trying to think. “Eighteen months ago. He stopped working for us eighteen months ago.”

      “So, it’s been a year and a half since he worked for you?”

      Charles nodded in agreement. “Yes. That’s how long it’s been. Time flies, doesn’t it? It seems like only yesterday he was eager-eyed and bushy tailed, learning how to carry a silver platter. And now…” Charles shook his head sadly.

      Something wasn’t adding up. “So, he worked for you a year and a half ago, and you and all the butlers showed up to his funeral? For a trainee who quit ages ago? Why?”

      Charles shrugged. “We loved Paul. We felt deeply for him. Forgive us, but we felt we had to go to his funeral. He was someone who touched us all. We cared about him. Learning of his death was a tragedy.”

      Charles’ words made a sort of sense. Except when we saw them at the funeral, the butlers hadn’t seemed particularly moved at all. There were no tears streaming down their cheeks.

      “That doesn’t really make sense to me,” I said.

      Charles shook his head. “I can’t help if it doesn’t make sense to you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have the flu, and I need to go lie down.”

      Before Rosie or I could say anything, he suddenly slammed the door shut.

      “Should we try to knock again?” Rosie asked.

      I shook my head and we walked back to the car.

      “I think our luck’s run out with Charles,” I explained to Rosie. “The threat of telling the police worked thus far, but any more and I think he’ll call our bluff. There’s something about Paul that he’s hiding, something that he’s not telling us. All the butlers are in on this. We just need to find out what exactly Paul had to do with the butlers, and why does Tim think that Charles had Paul killed?”

      “I know who might be able to help that,” Rosie said. “It’s getting late, but we’d better give this a try.”

      I smiled contentedly as we got back into the car. Rosie really was turning into an excellent assistant. Of course, she was no Ian—but perhaps that was a good thing?

      I put the car into drive, and Rosie directed us to our next stop. The case was picking up steam nicely.
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      It was getting late, but Rosie and I stopped to pick up a six-pack of beer. I had a feeling that would help us get in through the door and stay there. The next stop was River’s house. When we knocked, River answered the door in his pajamas, clearly about to head off to bed. He looked at us disapprovingly, as though we were teenagers just like his stepdaughter, and we were out too late on a school night. I held up the six-pack of beer quickly.

      “Fancy a drink?”

      That made River smile. “I haven’t shared a six-pack with friends in a long time. Come in.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance behind his back, happy that he thought of us as friends.

      We all headed over to the garage, where we cracked open beers and stood around River’s woodworking section, admiring some of his handicraft.

      “I really should put you in touch with Uncle Joe,” I said. “He would love to see all these things you’ve made. He helps his students sell stuff at fairs and things like that sometimes. You’d have fun.”

      “He sounds like my kind of guy.”

      “Like Paul?”

      River laughed. “Let me tell you about Paul. He really was something else.”

      “That’s what we hear. How was he in high school? Why were you guys friends?”

      “Paul was friends with everyone,” said River. “But I guess he needed someone he could bare all his secrets to. Sort of like a therapist but free, I suppose. And he trusted me. I wasn’t a threat to him. I was a goth. I wasn’t interested in the girls he liked, and I wasn’t interested in being Mr. Popular like him.”

      “And what did he get up to?” I asked. “It really helps us build a picture, and that’ll help us figure out what happened to him.”

      “Tell us everything you can remember,” Rosie prompted. “Every single story. If there’s a lot of people he hurt, we should know exactly what happened.”

      River took a big swig of his beer and got started. We listened along, laughing and nodding sympathetically in the right places. Normally, I would have taken notes, but I didn’t want to make River feel uncomfortable by pulling out a recorder—and I knew I could trust Rosie’s perfect memory. She never forgot a conversation, and I was pretty sure I was never going to forget the things River told us about Paul. The list of people he’d hurt was seemingly endless, and the stories were incredible—all the ways someone could manipulate and trick other people into being hurt.

      “Not only did Paul break up friendships and instigate fights and rivalries, but he also blackmailed the teachers into giving him better grades. He spent his entire time in high school never studying, but he got near-perfect grades. He figured out the teachers’ secrets and persuaded them it was in their best interest to give him excellent grades… if they didn’t? Their secrets would get out.”

      “Did he ever blackmail the teachers for money?” asked Rosie.

      River shook his head. “No, not that I ever knew of. It’s like he knew exactly how far he could push a person. I don’t think any of our teachers could have afforded to pay any serious blackmail or would even have secrets worth protecting that badly. Paul knew just how far to push someone and when to back off.”

      “So, he was Mr. Popular, and he got perfect grades without ever studying.”

      “Not only that,” said River. “If he didn’t like someone, he got the teachers to give them bad grades. It was another easy way for him to make a person suffer.”

      “And what about Trey Posner?” I asked. “Last time we were here, you said that Paul ruined that kid. We haven’t had a chance to talk to Trey yet. What happened between those two?”

      “I’m not sure what Trey did to Paul, but Paul hated the kid. Trey was all set to be valedictorian; maybe Paul was jealous? Anyway, Paul blackmailed the teachers into giving Trey bad grades, but Trey was smart, so he pushed back against the grades and got the ones he deserved. That really made Paul mad. He wasn’t used to “losing” any battle that he picked. I don’t know if it was that or some other reason, but he went on the warpath to destroy Trey. I’m not sure how he did it, and I can’t prove he did, but he got a good, clean-cut kid like Trey hooked on drugs and mixed in with the wrong crowd. Trey was all set to be valedictorian, but instead, his life was completely ruined. I’m not sure what he’s doing these days—or if Trey’s even alive—but you’d better get in touch with the guy and find out what happened. Of all the people Paul hurt, he’s the one whose life really went downhill and stayed downhill.”

      I nodded thoughtfully. “Sounds like everything else Paul did was petty high school stuff and he stopped hurting someone after they left school. But if Trey’s life was ruined forever…”

      Rosie nodded sleepily. It was pretty late, and it was time to get going. We let River entertain us with a few more stories, and then we thanked him and headed back home. I fell asleep as soon as my eyes hit the pillow, but I had a shift just a few hours later. When the alarm went off, I forced myself up and managed to rush over for my shift slinging cards at The Treasury.

      I barely stayed awake the entirety of the shift. I kept yawning and surreptitiously rubbing my eyes. I could see my supervisor glancing at me disapprovingly, but there was nothing I could do. Normally, the brightness and loudness of the casino would wake me up, but I was feeling extremely groggy through the entire four hours at my table. Perhaps my age was catching up with me. Maybe it was time to stop working two jobs at the same time.

      But before I knew it, my shift was over. Time always flies in the casino. There’s something about the energy of the guests and the vibrancy of a casino that makes the minutes and hours fly past. When I got home, I managed a few more hours of sleep.

      Late the next morning, I woke up ready to get on with my “real” job, that of being an investigator. Or was it still my side job? I didn’t know. Either way, I sent Rosie a message, just to make sure she was up and ready for action. Of course she was.

      After talking to River, I had realized something about Paul and one of our suspects, and I wanted to act on it as soon as possible.

      “It’s time to pay someone a visit,” I texted Rosie. “I have a feeling this could be important.”
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      It was early afternoon by the time we were fully back in action. First, Rosie and I did some brainstorming, trying to figure out how to get back into the hotel and talk to Charles Scaverson, the head butler. As we concocted various plans, I texted Wara to ask for the location inside the building of Charles’ office, and she texted me back with a series of convoluted directions. I hoped I would be able to figure it out—there were no floor plans of the hotel online, so we’d need to sort of wing it.

      Rosie looked at the instructions and drew a rough sketch of where we were meant to be walking. It was up to us to figure out a way to get to the staff bathrooms, and then inspiration struck me.

      “Come on,” I told Rosie. “Let’s get dressed in black, and then we’ve got some shopping to do.”

      Less than an hour later, Rosie and I showed up at the staff entrance of the hotel carrying a crate full of almond milk, oat milk, hazelnut milk, and rice milk. The security guy eyed us warily as we approached the entrance, but I flashed him my most jaded-looking smile.

      “What do you know? Yet another penthouse guest has lactose allergies, apparently. I reckon it’s this latest diet. We’ve been told to supply all the different non-milk milks, you know? When is this ever going to end?”

      “Yeah. And don’t get me started on the gluten stuff,” Rosie chimed in.

      The security guy continued to eye us warily and shook his head. “I don’t even want to know,” he said. He waved us through, and we went straight to the kitchen where we laid the carton on one of the countertops. The chefs barely looked at us. Everyone assumed that someone else knew what was going on, and Rosie and I strode out confidently through to the other side of the hotel.

      Just before we exited the kitchen, I asked a kitchen hand where the staff bathrooms were, and he obligingly gave us directions. A few minutes later, Rosie and found ourselves at the staff restrooms, a useful landmark in Wara’s convoluted directions, and from there we were able to make it over to Charles’ office with only one or two wrong turns. As we hoped, Charles was there, and his door was open. He jumped up from his desk as soon as he saw us—and he wasn’t leaping up to give us a friendly hug of greeting.

      “You two again?” Charles snapped. “What do you want? No, don’t tell me—I’m calling Security right now!”

      I smiled at him sweetly. “We just want to talk to you.”

      “No can do. I’m getting Security to escort you out right now.”

      I raised my voice and octave. “What was Paul blackmailing you about?”

      Charles started at me, unblinking.

      I raised my voice a few decibels louder this time. “I know Paul was blackmailing you. What’s your secret?”

      I saw on his face that I was right. After talking to River, it made perfect sense. Paul hadn’t changed his ways when he grew up, he had carried on with his old tricks—blackmailing people, using people, corrupting people. Charles was just another one of his victims.

      “Shut up!” Charles hissed. He glanced around, making sure that nobody had heard us, and then ushered us fully inside his office, onto chairs, and closed the door firmly. I bit back a smug smile. I had no proof at all that Paul really had been blackmailing him, but I’d taken a swing in the dark, and—home run!—I’d hit a sore nerve.

      We sat around his desk, and Rosie and I did our best to get Charles to tell us just how he had been blackmailed.

      “What exactly was it?” I asked, but Charles clammed up and refused to let anything slip. I tried various tactics, insinuating this and then insinuating that, and then outright asking him what was happening, but Charles avoided giving me answers—once he realized that Rosie and I didn’t know what his secret actually was, he had no intention of handing that information over. I decided to try a different tactic. “We’re going to interview everyone on your staff,” I told him. “They’ll find out that Paul was blackmailing you, and some of them are going to figure out your secret.”

      I was shocked when Charles laughed and said, “Do your best.”

      I wasn’t ready for that. I’d been expecting an argument or a fight. That we’d have to painstakingly track down each butler outside of work and interview them. But nope, Charles seemed open to the idea. Perhaps he thought it’d get rid of us quicker—and if he did, he was right. We’re easy to please. Give us the information we need, and we’ll leave you alone.

      “I’ll send in each and every one of my staff to talk to you—and after that, you’d better leave me alone. Deal?”

      “Okay,” I said, hesitantly, not quite believing what he’d just agreed to.

      Charles got up and left the room.

      Rosie and I stared at each other in surprise, both bracing for a trap of some kind. Would Charles come back with a small army of security? But nope, a few minutes later a young man with slicked back dark hair, dressed in a butler’s uniform, showed up.

      “Charles told us we should each talk to you one by one,” the man told us. “My name’s Gavin, and I’m happy to answer any questions you’ve got. As are the rest of the butler staff.”

      Rosie and I were slightly taken aback, but I tried not to let my surprise show. I asked Gavin about Charles, and I tried to probe for any secret that Charles might have had, but all my questions were met with vague, uninformative answers. Paul had worked there for some time, Gavin told me. He’d been a lovely guy. His death was so sad. No, he couldn’t think of anyone who would have wanted to hurt Paul. He certainly liked Paul himself. Charles liked Paul. Everyone at the hotel like Paul. Paul was a great guy.

      Simple answers to simple questions. But Gavin seemingly couldn’t be drawn in any interesting directions. He gave us bland answers that revealed nothing other than the apparent loveliness of Paul and how sad they all were over his death.

      “And what about Charles?”

      “Charles is a great guy too,” Gavin told us. Charles had no secrets. He didn’t know anything about Paul blackmailing Charles. He certainly didn’t know anything about Charles having a secret, and he considered Charles to be an upstanding citizen whom he deeply admired and respected.

      Rosie and I were slightly incredulous by the time the interview was over. As soon as he left, another young man dressed in exactly the same butler’s uniform, this time with blond hair and blue eyes, greeted us. His name was Aaron, and he was also a butler. He repeated to us exactly the same things that Gavin had told us—Paul was a great guy. Charles was a great guy. Nobody had any secrets. Nobody would have wanted to hurt Paul. They could have been twins, except for, you know, they didn’t look at all alike.

      One by one, we talked to each of the rest of the butlers there. And every single butler told us exactly the same thing. After an exhausting couple of hours, Rosie and I were done. We’d talked to every single person and learned absolutely nothing. None of them had slipped. None of them had revealed anything new. They all professed ignorance of any nefarious acts such as blackmail on Paul’s part. But it was an act. It had to be. When we first told Charles we knew he was being blackmailed, he’d panicked, if only for a couple of seconds. There was something there, we just had to get to it.

      “Charles sure runs a tight crew,” Rosie said, after we’d finished talking to the last butler.

      As soon as she said that a spark of realization lit inside me. “That’s it!” I said. “He runs a tight crew. These butlers are his crew.”

      Rosie looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “Sure?”

      I shook my head and tried to clarify my thoughts before putting them into words. “They are literally Charles’ crew. He’s running some kind of crime ring here, and these butlers are all in on it with him. They’re his crime crew.”

      Rosie looked at me like I was a genius this time. “That must be it!” she said. “It all falls into place. Why Paul was blackmailing Charles. Why everybody else says that Paul and Charles were so amazing.”

      “They’re definitely doing something illegal,” I said.

      Rosie nodded in agreement. “But the question is, would Charles or someone in his crew kill Paul if Paul knew their secrets?”

      “Tim the jeweler certainly thought that Charles had Paul killed.”

      “They might have wanted to kill Paul to stop their secret from getting out. Whatever it was they were doing, it probably deserves jail time.”

      “Would they kill Paul to avoid jail time?” I mused out loud. It was a rhetorical question. “Of course, if they were doing something illegal, it would be just one extra step to go ahead and kill the man who knew their secrets and was blackmailing them.”
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      It was evening by the time we were done talking to all the butlers. After we finished, Charles Scaverson came back and checked with us that we were done and then sent over a trio of tough-looking security guards to escort us out of the building.

      “In case you guys try to make any more trouble,” Charles told us warily.

      I rolled my eyes. As if we were troublemakers. Ironic that the man running a crime crew was the one sitting behind a comfy desk, and the ones investigating crimes were being escorted out by security. But that’s life sometimes.

      After we got back to my car, Rosie and I had a quick chat about what to do next. I was pretty sure that Charles was running some kind of crime ring—a crime ring that Paul had maybe been a part of? A crime ring that Charles was definitely willing to protect. But at what cost?

      Tim the jeweler had said that Charles was the one who had Paul killed. We spent some time trying to hammer and glue all the pieces together, but Rosie and I couldn’t quite make them fit into something that made complete sense. It was close, but not quite there.

      “But what we’ve got is this,” I said to her. “Charles and Paul were both involved in some kind of criminal activity. We know that Paul was a blackmailer, so he was probably blackmailing Charles—and now Paul is gone. Charles is happy. We’ve heard one accusation that Charles was the killer. We just need to find out more. Maybe prove if that’s really the case.”

      We chatted a bit more, trying to see if we were missing any critical parts of the puzzle, but nothing really jumped out at us.

      “Let’s go see Tim again,” I said to Rosie. “Maybe he’ll be able to shed some more light on everything. At the least, he can tell us why he said Charles had Paul killed. We’ll get it out of him this time.”

      “The store might be closed by now,” Rosie said.

      It had been open late last time, but it seemed we’d just gotten lucky. The store was closed when we arrived. I didn’t feel like digging up his address and hounding him at home. Rosie had an acting rehearsal that evening, and I needed some time to decompress.

      “We’ll come by again tomorrow morning, first thing,” I said to Rosie. “We’ll talk to Tim and then follow whatever leads he can give us.”

      “I’ll make sure he gives up some good leads,” Rosie said ominously, an excited grin on her lips.

      She cracked her knuckles.

      I laughed. In many ways, Rosie was the polar opposite of my former assistant, Ian, but in others she was similar. I was pretty sure that Rosie could never hurt a fly, but she certainly didn’t hesitate to pretend that she could. But then again, I hadn’t known Rosie very long. I liked working with her, and so far, she’d shown a lot of integrity, but who knew what secrets a person could have in their past?

      We headed back home and called it a night. Our work was going to start bright and early the next morning.
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      The next morning, Rosie and I met in my apartment for a quick breakfast of strong black coffee and muffins that Rosie had purchased from a convenience store before I’d woken up. I’d always known she was going to be a great assistant!

      Ready to tackle the day, we drove straight to Tim’s jewelry shop. The hours on the door said that the store should be open, but that wasn’t the case. It was locked, and it looked as though nobody had been there since the day before. I knocked and peered through the windows even though the lights were off inside. Who knew, maybe Tim was in there, sitting in the dark and crying to himself. No such luck. The place had a completely empty vibe about it, and my gut told me that nobody had been in there for a long time.

      “I’ve got a really bad feeling about this,” I told Rosie once we were back in my car. She wasted no time in pulling out her phone, flipping through a few websites—including the Better Business Bureau—and finding Tim’s home address and phone number. I called his number, but nobody answered.

      Pressing the accelerator hard, I headed over to the address Rosie had found. Tim’s place was in a modest block of apartments, and although I knocked three times and waited for what felt like an hour, nobody answered. We glanced around, and then I pulled a set of picks from my pocket.

      “You’ve got to teach me how to do that,” Rosie said as I worked on the lock.

      In the blink of an eye, I opened Tim’s door to a whistle of impressed approval from my assistant.

      “I’ll teach you soon. You’ll be a natural, I’m sure.”

      We snuck inside and shut the door closed silently behind us.

      “Tim?” I called out softly into the dim apartment. No response. “Anyone home?” I called out a bit louder.

      The place was dark, the blinds drawn. Thanks to the soft light that filtered past the blinds, Rosie and I were able to make out the shapes of furniture and doors. Tim’s place was a modest one-bedroom apartment, furnished with what looked like flat-pack sofas and a small dining table. There was a door to one side, which I presumed led off to a bedroom and a bathroom, and the living and dining area had a small kitchenette attached.

      Then, the silence was broken.

      We weren’t alone.

      A soft flurry of movement sounded as something moved quickly in the gloom.

      My head swung around wildly, looking for the source, but finding nothing. Before Rosie and I could jump back in shocked horror, we heard a soft, plaintive mew. A large tabby cat appeared from behind a sofa, padded toward us, and rubbed against my legs.

      “Well, it’s nice to see you,” I told the cat. “But is there anyone else at home? Where’s Tim?”

      The kitty mewed again plaintively, and Rosie and I spent some time fussing over her.

      “She’s hungry,” Rosie said. “Snowflake always gives me that look if I’ve been a bit late in feeding her. She’s pretending to be nice to us so we’ll feed her.”

      Rosie and I had a higher priority though, and we walked through Tim’s apartment quickly—we needed to make sure that the reason Tim hadn’t answered us wasn’t because he was injured, or worse. Thankfully, there was nobody at home and no dead bodies either. Just one hungry cat.

      Tim’s place was sparsely furnished, and we conducted a cursory rifle through his drawers and closets, but nothing jumped out at us. The tabby cat followed us as we went through Tim’s stuff, giving us increasingly impatient looks and meows every now and then. Finally, we headed back to the small kitchenette, where Rosie found some cat food and filled up the cat’s bowls with plenty of fresh food and water.

      “This wasn’t what I’d been hoping for,” I said. Rosie and I watched the cat eat contentedly.

      “Tim clearly hasn’t been home,” Rosie said. “But at least he’s not dead.”

      “Not that we know of,” I said warily. “But we’d better find him before it’s too late.”

      Rosie and I left, closing Tim’s door shut behind us. We fussed over the lock for a few seconds, making sure it was safe and secure. When we turned around, we each took a step back in surprise. A wiry-haired old lady was staring at us intently. Her eyes were sharp and didn’t seem to miss anything.

      “What are you doing?” she asked in a raspy voice.

      Rosie stuttered, and I quickly said, “We stopped by Tim’s place to feed his cat. He wasn’t home.”

      “Right,” said the old woman, looking at us suspiciously.

      “Do you know what time Tim came home last night?” I asked her. The woman continued to look at me incredulously.

      “If you don’t know what time Tim came back last night, how did you know he hadn’t fed his cat?” she said smugly.

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance. “When was the last time you saw Tim?” Rosie asked.

      The woman looked at us shrewdly. “That’s not any of your business.”

      “I’m concerned about him,” I said, trying to sound sincere. Ironic, because I genuinely was concerned about Tim. “We haven’t seen him in a while, and he said to check on his cat if we hadn’t heard from him for a bit. We thought he might be at home, but he wasn’t. When did you last see him?” I asked again.

      The woman narrowed her eyes at me as if to try to judge how much of my story she believed. Finally, she said, “It’s not like I’m always hovering by his door, so maybe he was home last night. Who knows? Maybe he stopped by, and he forgot to feed his cat, and he forget to get in touch with… you two.” She said the words ‘you two’ as though she meant to say something much more unflattering. Thankfully, she went on. “It’s been a day or two since I’ve seen him though. Good luck getting in touch with him. Do you need me to feed his cat if he doesn’t come back soon

      “Sure!” I said brightly. “Have you got a set of keys?”

      “No,” said the woman, “but you can give me the set that Tim gave you.”

      I gulped, and Rosie said, “Ah, Tim didn’t—Tim doesn’t want us to give out his keys.”

      The woman gave us a knowing look, nodded, and walked off.

      “That was close,” I said under my voice once I was sure she was out of hearing distance. “Let’s get out of here. At least we know that Tim hasn’t been around for a while, most likely. And we don’t have proof yet that he’s dead.”

      After I headed back to my car and turned the air conditioning on full blast, we made a few phone calls. First was a brief check-in with Detective Elwood—did he know anything about Tim the jeweler? Had Tim showed up dead, or had one of the cops arrested him for some reason?”

      “He’s not dead that I know of,” Elwood told me in his usual surly tone. Despite our somewhat better relationship these days, he still didn’t like the fact that he and I often crossed paths during investigations. “And he hasn’t been arrested. Why would he be?”

      “No reason to be arrested that I know of,” I told Elwood. “We’re just trying to get in touch with him. I’ll call you back if I don’t find him.”

      Next, we called the morgue, but no one of Tim’s description had shown up.

      Finally, Rosie joined me in working the phones and called the hospitals—and a few tries in, we hit the jackpot! A man matching Tim’s exact description had been checked into the hospital last night. The hospital was in a northern Vegas suburb, and Rosie wasted no time getting the exact address and passing it on to me. We broke a few traffic rules in our haste to get there, but before we knew it, we were rushing down a hallway toward the room a nurse told us Tim was in. When we stepped inside, relief flooded through my body, and I let out a breath I had no idea I’d been holding.

      “Tim!” I said, wishing I could give him a hug. “You’re alive!”

      “Only just,” Rosie muttered from beside me.

      Tim’s head was bandaged, and his face looked black and purple. One of his arms was in a cast, and he seemed to have gotten stitches along one leg. I grimaced.

      “What happened to you?”

      Tim turned his head slowly to look at us and blinked. He seemed fully awake and conscious, but I couldn’t tell whether he’d been given any sedatives or not. Given how he looked, I guessed that the answer was that he had. However, his eyes still had a glimmer of alertness, and he had clearly recognized Rosie and me.

      “Charles did this to me,” he croaked out.

      My eyebrows shot up, but in a way, I wasn’t entirely surprised. At least Tim was still alive to tell the tale.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because,” Tim said, “he killed Paul. And I knew. And I was going to tell everybody else. He didn’t want me to, so he tried to kill me.” He sounded sullen, angered at what happened to him. And, thankfully for us, he sounded more willing to talk than he had last time.

      “How do you know Charles killed Paul?” Rosie asked.

      “Because he’s been telling everybody. He’s going around saying that he killed Paul. So, of course he killed Paul. Besides, he hated the man.”

      “And why did he hate Paul?”

      Before Tim could answer, in walked the man himself.

      “Don’t tell them anything,” Charles said. “They don’t need to know.”

      Rosie and I stared at Charles in shock. He seemed almost as badly beaten up as Tim, his face sporting multiple colorful bruises, one arm in a cast just like Tim’s, and his head bandaged.

      “What happened to you?” I asked before I could stop myself. Charles looked at me dismissively and turned back to Tim.

      “Stop telling people I killed Paul,” he said, his tone that of impetuous command. He was used to people doing what he ordered them to.

      “But you did kill Paul!” Tim said.

      “No, I didn’t. Of course, I didn’t kill Paul,” Charles said. “I’m a butler not a killer.”

      Tim squinted at Charles. “Then why have you been telling everybody you killed Paul?!”

      Charles let out an exasperated noise. “Because it was helpful for me. I wanted to stop people from getting any ideas. Why would I let a perfectly good murder go to waste?”

      “So, you’re just trying to keep everyone in line?” Tim blinked at Charles slowly.

      “Of course!” said Charles. “I wouldn’t actually kill anyone, but the man’s already dead, so I may as well put it to some use. It’s what he would have wanted.”

      “What are you trying to keep everyone in line about?” Rosie asked.

      Tim opened his mouth to answer, but quickly Charles said, “Don’t tell them anything. Nothing good can come of it. We’ll both just get into trouble.”

      “I guess it’s got something to do with all that jewelry that’s being shuttled back and forth from the hotel,” I said. “Are you doing forgeries, perhaps? Maybe you’re swapping out the jewels for fake ones and then selling the real ones. If nothing’s reported as being missing, you can make a clean sale.”

      “Actually—” Tim started, but before he could go on, Charles stopped him.

      “Stop saying things! Like I said, you’re just going to get everyone in trouble. Paul’s already dead. How would your blabbing help anybody? It wouldn’t. That’s how. So zip it.”

      Tim closed his mouth and pressed his lips together. Then, “You’re right,” he said softly. “Paul’s already dead.”

      There was a moment of silence, and Charles and Tim both looked sorrowful. I needed to get some answers out of Charles, so I kept pressing.

      “I’m guessing that Paul was blackmailing you, Charles, and that’s why you killed him.”

      Charles laughed dryly. “Nothing of the sort.”

      “And what happened last night?” I asked. “You did this to Tim. You tried to kill Tim.”

      Charles looked at Tim derisively. “Why don’t you tell them what really happened?” Tim looked away.

      Charles rolled his eyes. He’d have to tell us himself. “Tim came over to my place and tried to kill me.”

      “Is that true?” I asked Tim. He nodded, not meeting my gaze.

      “I thought he’d killed Paul, so I decided to return the favor.”

      “Except Tim’s no good at killing anybody,” Charles said with a low chuckle. “Instead of killing me, we got into a scuffle. Tim lost.”

      “That must have been some scuffle,” Rosie said dryly.

      Charles ignored her and went on talking. “And then after Tim got badly hurt, and I wasn’t feeling so good myself, I drove him here to the hospital and checked us both in. So, not only did I not try to kill Tim, it was the other way around. Tim tried to kill me, and I actually saved his life.”

      Tim was looking intently at the wall opposite us, as though it was the most interesting thing in the world. I assumed from his reluctance to say anything to the contrary that everything that Charles was saying was true.

      “So, you didn’t try to kill Tim? And you saved Tim’s life. And you didn’t kill Paul either?”

      Charles looked at me like I was a child. “Of course, I didn’t kill Paul. I don’t kill people. I save their lives. I’m not an animal.”

      “But you had every reason to kill Paul,” I pointed out. “He was blackmailing you. If he was gone, your life would be easier.”

      Charles shook his head. “It wasn’t like that. I admit, in the past, it was for a little while. Paul extracted some payment from me while he tried to get his life coaching business off the ground. But once his own business became a success, he figured it wouldn’t look good if it were ever to come out. The risk became greater than the reward. For a while, he was drawing a salary from the hotel without actually working for us because of his, uh, knowledge of certain things. I kept him on the books to keep him sweet. But when his own business took off, our relationship came to a natural conclusion, both in terms of being on the payroll and any, uh, additional payments he may or may not have received from me. We no longer had anything to do with Paul when he died. We weren’t paying him anymore, and we hadn’t seen him for a year and a half.”

      I stared at Charles. Crazy as his story sounded, it actually made sense to me. I would make sure to tell Rosie to look through the hotel’s payroll details—I was sure we could extract some information from taxes or other business records. Charles wouldn’t lie about something like that, and I had a feeling that Charles really had stopped paying Paul his blackmail money. And from what I gathered, Charles’ operation—whatever it entailed—had continued to run smoothly. The butlers were still his crew, and Tim was still doing whatever they were asking him to do.

      So, that left us with the following information: Paul had stopped blackmailing Charles eighteen months ago, so Charles had no pressing reason to want Paul dead. Charles’ crime ring, which involved Tim in some way, was running smoothly. Perhaps Charles was lying about the whole thing? Maybe he thought Paul was a loose end and would be better off dead. Or perhaps Charles wanted revenge for the blackmail in the past? They were possibilities, but despite what illegal activity he was doing, Charles operated like a savvy businessperson—he had an excellent team around him, and he didn’t take risks when he didn’t need to. And killing Paul would have been a huge risk.

      “What were you doing with Charles and all the jewelry being shuffled back and forth from the hotel?” I asked Tim. He didn’t even meet my gaze. He just continued to stare at the wall. Charles didn’t even need to repeat his advice to Tim not to talk to us; he’d already taken that message to heart. I wasn’t going to get any more information out of Tim. At least not with Charles there.

      I looked at the butler again and gave him another test. “You’re still better off with Paul being dead.”

      “Maybe,” Charles admitted, “but now everybody’s investigating him. People like you—asking questions, talking to all my butlers and Tim. I don’t like people digging around. Sure, it’s good that Paul’s out of the picture, but killing him wouldn’t have been worth the risk. And like I said…” He glanced off to the side. “I operate a moneymaking activity, but I’m a good person. I don’t kill people. Like I said, I save their lives.”

      I didn’t like that I believed what Charles was saying. I’ve talked to plenty of criminals in the course of my investigations, and I found that most people who do illegal activities thoughtfully don’t like to step beyond certain boundaries. For instance, a thief might think that stealing is perfectly fine, but they wouldn’t go ahead and kill somebody.

      Cold-blooded, remorseless killers are rare. Sure, there are some out there, but most of the time, people commit murders because of love or money or some kind of passionate outburst. Perhaps Charles and Paul had gotten into a fight, and then Charles killed him in the heat of the moment? Nothing was impossible, but I could say the same thing about anybody in Paul’s life. Even Dana or Wara could have had a fight with Paul and killed him in a desperate crime of passion.

      I shook my head. At the end of the day, Charles had been our best suspect, and he was no longer at the top of the list. Most likely, Charles had had nothing to do with Paul’s death, but even if I were to keep him on our list of suspects, he’d fallen down toward the bottom. He had no good motive to kill Paul—a couple of years ago, perhaps, but not now—and he didn’t have the temperament of a killer either.

      “I wish I could help you guys more,” Charles said, sounding sincere. “I’d love to find out who did this to Paul. It creeps me out a little. It creeps us all out. Who would have done it? Was it someone we knew? Paul had such a powerful presence, he seemed invincible. It’s hard to comprehend him being dead, that somebody could do that to him.”

      “He really was a great guy,” Tim chimed in. “He was my closest friend.”

      Suddenly, Tim began to weep. Charles went over to his bed and gave Tim a manly but one-armed hug.

      “We all miss him,” Charles said. “Don’t worry. These young ladies seem on top of their game and quite determined. I’m sure they’ll find out what happened to him.”

      Tim began to stutter something else about how much he cared about Paul, and how sad he was. Charles mumbled some generic platitudes about life and friendship and happiness and sorrow. Rosie and I took that as our cue to leave. We left the hospital feeling uneasy. Tim hadn’t been killed, and Charles was apparently not a killer.

      And where did that leave us? Back to square one—well, almost. I had a sinking feeling that we had been going in the completely wrong direction looking for Paul’s killer so far. But on the plus side, we had learned a lot about his character and how he liked to manipulate people. With what we knew, it would be much easier to uncover motivations for wanting him dead.

      And we did still have some leads, didn’t we?

      The Charles-as-killer theory had been nice and neat, near perfect in fact. Perfect except for the fact it was wrong. But we could get back on the right track, I knew it. We just needed to get back to some serious thinking and sleuthing.
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      Rosie and I headed back home, both of us feeling dejected. We saw golden arches looming up ahead and decided to stop there instead of going back to our apartment building. Perhaps some French fries and burgers could help us drown our sorrows. We chewed delicious, perfectly cooked French fries in thoughtful silence as we sat on plastic tables under harsh lighting.

      “Charles was our best lead so far,” Rosie said softly. She was echoing my thoughts, and I nodded silently.

      “We have to start from scratch now,” I told her. It was not a great situation to be in, but I forced myself to try to be cheerful. “But on the other hand, imagine if we’d found out about this a week or even a month later. Now, we’re pretty sure that Charles isn’t a major suspect. And we can start looking elsewhere.”

      Rosie nodded. “Paul hurt a great number of people. I’m sure there are a lot of suspects out there we haven’t talked to yet.”

      Just then, my phone buzzed with an incoming text. It was from Wara, and she said that she and Dana would like to meet with us. Could we come over to Decadent For You to have a chat with them? I considered telling them to come over to McDonald’s instead, but Rosie and I had just about finished eating, and we might as well go to wherever the clients wanted us. Besides, it was always a pleasure to go to Decadent and have one of their delicious pastries. Sure, the fries and burger had been nice and filling, but it would be good to finish off with something sweet. A meal without a dessert was like… well, it was exactly like a meal without a dessert is what it was like. Unfinished. Just like our case.

      Rosie and I headed to the bakery. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to giving Wara and Dana an update after the afternoon we’d had, but in our line of work, you end up doing all kinds of things you don’t want to do. I just hoped to goodness they’d given up their own plans to investigate. Perhaps that’s what they wanted to talk to us about. Maybe they wanted some investigative tips. If so, my tip was going to be quit!

      Wara and Dana were full of nervous smiles when we joined them. They each already had a cup of coffee in front of them, so Rosie and I ordered the same, deciding to skip the pastries for now. They’d taste better after we’d finished with Wara and Dana anyway.

      “We’ve decided we don’t need your services anymore,” Wara said to us out of the blue. “We’ve decided to end the investigation.”

      I frowned. “Because you guys want to investigate too? You didn’t exactly have a lot of success so far.”

      Dana shook her head. “No. It’s not that. We’ve decided we don’t want to investigate this at all anymore.”

      It hit me like a truck. Not wanting to show them how much they’d knocked me off kilter, I turned to pure professionalism.

      “Like we told you guys before,” I reminded them, “even if you do want to cancel the investigation, we have a contract. You have to pay Rosie and me for our services in full. We’ve already put a lot of work and resources into this, and we can’t just end it without full compensation. You’ll need to pay everything in full.”

      “We’re perfectly willing to do that,” Wara said, and Dana nodded in agreement. “I’ve brought along a check to pay everything we owe you plus a nice tip for all your effort and the inconvenience of ending the investigation halfway through.”

      Rosie and I stared in disbelief as Wara slid the check over. It didn’t make any sense for them to want to do this.

      “Why are you ending the investigation if you’re willing to pay?” I asked. “Don’t you want to know what happened to Paul?”

      Dana and Wara exchanged a glance, but I couldn’t read what was communicated between them.

      “We’ve decided it would best not to look into it anymore,” Wara said. “It’s been a difficult process for us. He was very dear to us, and this is all too much. I hope you understand.”

      I didn’t understand, but there was nothing more to be said. Rosie and I made a few polite attempts at trying to get them to continue the investigation—they were paying in full, so why not find out what had really happened? But the girls were absolutely adamant. They wanted nothing more to do with Paul’s death. They were going to pay us, and they didn’t want to know anything more about the case.

      Once it was clear that nothing was going to change the girls’ minds, Rosie and I told them that we understood and that we appreciated them paying us in full.

      “It’s been a pleasure working with you guys,” I lied blithely, and then Rosie and I left, still slightly shaken with disbelief.

      Almost on autopilot, I found myself driving over to Mom’s house. Rosie and I were both in shock. You could tell it was serious. I’d completely forgotten about getting some pastries for dessert. Still, we were going to Mom’s, and there was always something good to eat there.

      “This has never happened before,” I told Rosie. “I’ve never just had an investigation canceled on me. It doesn’t make a lick of sense, does it?”

      “Not to me, boss. Then again, people often don’t.” Rosie shrugged. “We got paid though, so in a way, we’re ahead, aren’t we?”

      “I guess.” It didn’t feel like we were. It felt like someone was trying to pull the wool over our eyes.

      Nanna and Wes were already at my parents’ house, and Mom had made a simple lunch of delicious-looking lasagna, some veggies sides, garlic bread, and scalloped potatoes. Mom insisted on texting Stone to come over as well, and within a few minutes, he had shown up too. Rosie and I regaled everyone with the tale of how our investigation had just been canceled midway through. We told them about Charles probably not being a killer, and everyone agreed. Normally, I didn’t fill my family in on all of the gory details of a case, but now that our investigation had been canceled, there didn’t seem to be any harm in it.

      As we dug into the food, I realized it was a good thing we hadn’t had those pastries. And it turned out lasagne, potatoes, salad, and garlic bread made an excellent dessert to follow on from our burger stop, even if it wasn’t sweet.

      After rehashing a few of the events, the topic meandered over to life in Vegas in general, and how difficult it was to keep up with rising prices. I noticed that Stone was silent. I knew that after getting out of hospital he’d been rethinking things, including his work. It weighed on his mind, but he didn’t like to talk about it. I mean, he didn’t like to talk about anything, really, but he liked talking about business decisions even less. He liked to make up his own mind and then tell people instead of talking it through first.

      We talked about Wes and Nanna’s garden, and Mom and Dad said they had a few suggestions about desert-hardy plants that would also flower in the spring. I tuned out of the conversation for a bit. The way Dana and Wara had canceled our investigation like they did was really bothering me and it had me eating my lasagne like it was still alive and I was trying to kill it with my angry chomps. By the time the meal ended and we all said our goodbyes, I still wasn’t feeling much better.

      Why had Dana and Wara canceled the investigation? I didn’t buy that they found it overwhelming. They’d been coping fine before.

      I had to go to the casino early the next morning—or was it late that night—to work a shift, so I tried to catch up on some sleep. I drifted off uneasily, my dreams full of vague unpleasantness, and I woke up feeling slightly groggy. I dressed and headed over to the casino where I dealt cards distractedly. I was having trouble focusing on the people around me and the cards, but at some point, my shift was over, and I walked back home in the light of dawn, still bothered by the fact that the case had been terminated.

      Instead of going back to sleep, I knocked on Rosie’s door. It was early, but she was up, and we sat in front of steaming hot mugs of coffee, nibbling on muffins, wondering just what had happened. Why had Dana and Wara paid in full and then told us they didn’t want to know the truth about Paul? There was something very wrong about the situation, and I just didn’t know what to think.
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      I aired my thoughts aloud to Rosie as I sipped on my hot coffee.

      “I’ve never been just taken off a case like this before. I feel like I’ve done something wrong—like I’m in trouble. But then, I wouldn’t have been paid in full.”

      “Remember when that client tried to not pay us?”

      “That was different. I didn’t get the feeling that something was wrong. He was just being stingy.”

      Rosie nodded. “Did you have people try to not pay you before? When you were working with Ian?”

      I laughed. “Funny enough, I was hired by a corporation with big pockets who tried not to pay me once. There are just some people out there who try to get away with things, you know?”

      “But you’ve never had an investigation before that you didn’t finish?”

      “Not even when my client died on me. Of course, she had already paid in advance. And thankfully, I don’t get too many clients dying before the case is resolved.”

      “So, this would be the first time you’ve gotten a case that you didn’t finish investigating?”

      I nodded. “Yes. And it’s two clients—two. And at first, they were so keen to find out what happened they said they would investigate too, didn’t they? So, now we’ve gone from three pairs of investigators to zero.”

      “And you know what else was funny?” Rosie asked. “Every other time that we’ve met them, every single other time, the two of them have been at loggerheads with each other. Either they were fighting outright, accusing the other of stealing her boyfriend or her dad or whatever, or they were just bickering and being unpleasant and wanting different things constantly.”

      I tilted my head thoughtfully. “But this time, they were both 100% on the same page.”

      “There was no bickering. There was no disagreeing. They both wanted the same thing.”

      “Now, they’re suddenly in agreement?”

      “Yeah, they both want exactly the same thing, which is to no longer investigate Paul’s death.”

      “Dana thought she loved him, but then she found out recently that Paul had been living a great big lie with her. Maybe she no longer loves him?”

      “And Wara clearly still had feelings for him, which is why she wanted to investigate. So, maybe her feelings died off too.”

      It was kind of making sense.

      “So, both the girls stopped caring about Paul, and they decided that they didn’t want to investigate anymore?”

      Rosie and I both chewed our muffins thoughtfully. Something felt off.

      “If the girls both decided they no longer cared about Paul,” I said, “they would ask me to stop investigating. But I’m not sure they would have paid in full, would they? They’d probably have told me they’re not interested in finding out what happened to Paul anymore, and that they weren’t willing to pay for any further work. They’d have paid me for as much of the work as I’ve done so far and told me to stop. Wouldn’t they?”

      Rosie nodded. “They might have tried to do that, but maybe they didn’t want to seem cheap?”

      “But they specifically told me that they want me to stop the investigation. They’ve paid me, so like I said to them, I could just finish up the investigation and find out what happened—they’re paying for it anyway.”

      Rosie was nodding thoughtfully. “They specifically do not want to find out what happened to Paul. They specifically want no more inquiries.”

      “Maybe the investigation is causing them some kind of trauma they want to avoid.”

      “Maybe,” Rosie said dubiously.

      “But that doesn’t seem right,” I said. “The way they want me to stop investigating… It’s like they’re trying to protect somebody. The two haven’t gotten along for years. Who would they want to protect? There’s only one person they have in common who they both care about deeply.”

      “Jaz,” said Rosie.

      “Exactly,” I said. “Are they canceling the investigation because they’re intent on protecting him? Did they find out that Jaz was the killer?”
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      Was Jaz the killer?

      Rosie and I sat with the possibility for a few minutes.

      “Remember how weird he was acting when we dropped off Dana and Wara after we got them from the station that day?” Rosie pointed out. “He was hinting we should drop the case even then.”

      “You’re right. And even if he’s not the killer, maybe he had some influence on getting them to stop the investigation. He could have persuaded Dana and Wara.”

      “But Wara and Dana wouldn’t just tell us to stop the investigation completely just because Jaz said so. There’s more to it, don’t you think, boss?”

      I was convinced that Wara and Dana were trying to protect Jaz. Viewing it from this angle, it all seemed to add up—Jaz’s behavior and Wara and Dana’s sudden change of heart. He may not have had to persuade them if they were acting out of a desire to protect him.

      “But even if Jaz is the killer,” Rosie said, “are we going to investigate him? We’ve been paid to stop investigating now, haven’t we?”

      I shook my head vehemently. “That’s not how I see it. I was paid to do a job. I was paid to investigate.”

      “And now you’ve been paid to not investigate,” Rosie pointed out helpfully.

      I pressed my lips together and sat in silence for a few seconds. A few seconds was all it took.

      “I’m an investigator. I find out the truth. Even if I wasn’t being paid, I can’t just let a case lie there unresolved. Paul might have been a terrible person, but somebody took his life. Nobody should be taking away anybody else’s life. I need to find out what happened to Paul. That’s just who I am. That’s why I investigate. I don’t investigate for the money or because a client tells me to. I mean, okay, that’s when I have the ability to take on a case. I can’t just be going around investigating every single thing that happens in the world for free. But it was God or the universe or something out there that put Dana and Wara in my path, and Paul, by extension. I was hired to do a job. I have to investigate. I have to find out what happened to Paul.”

      Rosie looked at me, considering. “So even though the clients are paying you not to investigate, we’re going to keep going?” She didn’t sound upset at the prospect.

      I tilted my head. “They’re not technically paying me not to investigate. They paid me once to investigate. That’s what my contract says. They know who I am. They hired me because I don’t stop until I’ve found out the truth. If worse comes to worst, I suppose I could give them back their money, if that’s what they want.”

      “And they might want their money back if you find out Jaz is the killer.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough. I hope it doesn’t come to that. Even if they both love Jaz, they shouldn’t have to live with uncertainty. Either Jaz is the killer or he isn’t. Wara and Dana deserve to know if the man they both love is capable of killing. Wara is married to the guy, and Dana is his daughter—killers often lash out at someone who hurts those they love. For all we know, if Dana and Wara go through the rest of their lives not knowing the truth about Jaz, their own lives might be at stake. But if we find out the truth about Jaz, if we can prove that he’s the killer, then at least they’ve been warned. They’ll know what kind of person Jaz really is. They’ll be aware of what he’s capable of. If their own lives are ever in danger, they can take action to protect themselves.”

      Rosie nodded in agreement. “I would hate to be married to a man and not know that he’s capable of killing someone. Or even to be in the same room with a person and not know if he’s capable of killing a person. Why should these girls be putting themselves in danger?”

      “I hope they understand that perspective,” I said with a sigh. “Either way, I need to find out the truth about what happened to Paul. Even if it means that I’ve got to return the money I took from Wara and Dana.”

      I took a long sip of my coffee. I hoped that things wouldn’t come to that, but once I’d made the decision, there was no going back. Even if I had to finish the investigation for free, I would do it. That’s who I was. I was the person who uncovered the truth.

      Whether Wara and Dana liked it or not, Rosie and I were going to find out what happened to Paul. We had to.
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      “We’ll have to be subtle, though,” I told Rosie. “If Dana and Wara figure out that we’re still continuing our investigation, they might try to make things difficult for us.”

      “Agreed,” said Rosie. “So, it’s definitely Jaz that we’re looking at next?”

      I nodded. “We still haven’t looked into Trey Posner, and I suppose Charles and Tim could still be considered suspects, but all signs right now are pointing to Jaz being the main suspect. After all, Dana and Wara are trying to get the investigation stopped because they think he’s the killer, most likely,” I added.

      “What do we think about his motives, boss? Could it really just be revenge for the way he acted in high school?”

      “No, there must be something else, something more recent. Paul was a blackmailer. Could he have been blackmailing Jaz about something?”

      “Hmm,” Rosie nodded thoughtfully. “Could be, and then Jaz didn’t want to keep paying the blackmail money, so he killed Paul?”

      “Either way, we need to look into just how suspicious Jaz really is.”

      “Okay, I’ve got an idea,” Rosie said. “Let me text Dana and find out when Jaz’s next event is. It’ll give us a good opportunity to observe him.”

      I waited as she and Dana texted each other. Rosie told Dana that she was looking at hosting an event soon. Would Dana be interested in doing the catering? Within a few minutes, Dana replied that she was booked solid for the next few weeks with events for Jaz, but after that, she would be happy to fit Rosie in, if that still worked for her. She was busy just then, but she’d be happy to call Rosie later to have a longer chat when they were both free to talk.

      “Text her back something vague,” I told Rosie. “If Dana is booked solid with events for Jaz, and she’s busy right now, that means right now she must be busy setting up an event for her dad. So, Jaz most likely has an event beginning in a few hours.”

      “Exactly!” Rosie happily tapped back a reply to Dana.

      We got ourselves ready, and then Rosie and I headed over to Jaz’s place to do a stakeout—see what we could see and get a fresh perspective on Jaz. Whenever we’d met him before, it had been directly, and he had been giving us the exact impression he’d wanted to give. He seemed pleasant, but that could have been a front. Watching him run his event from afar would give us new insight into what he was really like.

      When we pulled up, sure enough, people were coming and going, clearly setting up an event. There were plenty of vehicles coming and going and parked in the lot for guests, so I left my car behind a truck to shield it from direct view, though it would soon blend in as more and more cars arrived.

      A few minutes after we had parked, serving staff started arriving, all spiffily dressed in their uniforms. Dana arrived in a van and carried out raw groceries to cook in Jaz’s kitchen. None of the serving staff were interacting with Jaz, and we didn’t see Dana have more than a brief conversation either—they all headed straight inside to get things set up.

      Soon afterward, a florist arrived. She parked her car in the lot near us but closer to the events building, and Rosie and I watched as she brought out stunning floral creations. The flowers were mesmerizing, and we could tell that this was the same florist who had done the flowers for Paul’s funeral—all of the creations had the same ephemeral, moving effect.

      “She’s good, isn’t she?” I said to Rosie as we watched the florist unload.

      “Incredible. I studied floral arranging for a bit, but I could never create anything like that. Not in a million years.”

      “I’m sure you could with a bit more practice. Don’t talk yourself down, Rosie. You’re brilliant.”

      “Okay, boss.” Rosie grinned at me. “Maybe I could make some arrangements like that in a thousand years.”

      “That’s the spirit!”

      After several trips back and forth, when the florist came back to her van to get another load of flowers, Jaz came out to head over to his car, and on his way, he stopped to chat with her.

      “Is it the same lady we met at the funeral?” I asked Rosie idly.

      “I’m not sure…?” Rosie said, hesitantly. “From here, she looks too young.”

      We couldn’t make out the florist’s face clearly from where we were parked, but she seemed to be in her late twenties or early thirties. She was wearing denim cut-off shorts and a tight-fitting white tank top. She looked very athletic, and her hair was cut in a short bob. The florist and Jaz chatted for a few minutes. While they chatted, the florist fiddled with her hair, first tucking it back, then twirling with a strand, even though it didn’t really have the length. Jaz laughed at something she said, his head tilted to one side. But when the florist took a small step forward, Jaz seemed to shift backward slightly.

      The two seemed to be having a good, friendly conversation. From where we sat, it looked almost as though they were flirting slightly with each other, but not with any serious intent—more the casual flirting of friends than any serious indication of romantic intention, at least on Jaz’s part.

      The florist gripped Jaz’s lower arm, and he smiled at her, becoming a little more awkward. He nodded in the direction of his car and bade the florist farewell. She watched him leave, and he gave her a final wave as he climbed into his car. We assumed Jaz was going to get some last-minute items for whatever the day’s event was. Rosie and I stayed and continued to watch as more staff arrived and the florist unloaded the last of her creations.

      We took note of the florist’s business, Petals and Blooms, which was printed on the side of her van.

      “She seems to know Jaz pretty well,” Rosie said. “Do you think we should talk to her?”

      “It would be good to get a perspective on him from someone who isn’t his wife or daughter,” I mused, then I made up my mind. “We can come back here later. Come on, we’ll go to her shop.”

      I started the car and headed out the driveway while Rosie looked up the address.

      Yeah, it would be good to get a fresh perspective on Jaz. And the florist had seemed friendly. I tried to temper my growing excitement as we headed after the florist. There was no particular reason to think she’d be the key to the case. I had a good feeling about her though, and in our business, feelings were sometimes the best indicators we had.
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      We found the flower shop easily, and after we parked, I waited in the car with Rosie for a good twenty minutes. It couldn’t have been long since the florist returned to her store, and we wanted to make sure she had settled in comfortably before we tried to talk to her. And we definitely didn’t want her to think we’d followed her.

      When we were finally done waiting, Rosie and I walked up to the store, spent a few seconds admiring the displays in the window, and then stepped inside. The blast of cold air-conditioned air hit us in welcome relief from the heat outside, and Rosie and I both gazed at our surroundings in wonder. Stepping inside the store was like stepping into a whole different world. Floral arrangements adorned the shelves, as did photos of creations that had been made previously. The décor was gorgeous, the floral displays were stunning, and the scent of the various flowers mingled together in a subtle but heady mix.

      “This place is amazing,” Rosie said softly.

      “Thank you,” said a woman we hadn’t noticed before. “I’m Rhonda. I’m glad you like my store.”

      Up close, I realized that Rhonda was indeed the same person we’d met at the funeral. She wasn’t the young twenty- or thirty-something-year-old woman she had looked like from a distance. Now that we were closer, I could make out the wrinkles on her face and the crow’s feet around her eyes. She must have been in at least her late fifties or early sixties, but her youthful haircut and figure made her look like someone much younger from a distance. The outfit she wore also seemed like something a much younger woman would wear, but she definitely had the fit, toned body to carry it off. She was much fitter than I was, that’s for sure. Did being a florist make you look so athletic? Or maybe she didn’t eat the copious amount of cupcakes that I tended to—although I didn’t like to admit that the cupcakes were contributing to the chub on my tummy.

      “These arrangements are incredible,” Rosie said.

      “Were you looking for anything in particular?” Rhonda asked. As far as I could tell, she didn’t seem to remember us from the funeral, though we’d only met very briefly then and there were a lot of other people at the event.

      “We have an event coming up,” I said quickly, hoping that the promise of a big order would give us more time to get to know Rhonda.

      “Oh,” she asked. “What kind of event? I do all kinds of things.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a quick, panicked look. What kind of event did you need floral displays for? A birthday? No. That seemed like too much for a birthday. A funeral? No, I didn’t want to go around pretending like someone I loved had died, and anyway, how did you even arrange for flowers for a funeral? It’d have to be a wedding?—

      “A wedding,” Rosie said, as though she’d read my mind. “We need flowers for a wedding.”

      “Who’s getting married,” Rhonda asked, looking from me to Rosie and then back at me.

      “We are!” Rosie blurted out. “Tiffany and I are finally going to tie the knot!”

      Rhonda clapped her hands in delight. “How wonderful! You two make such a cute couple. You’ll have the most amazing wedding, I’m sure of it.”

      I felt my cheeks getting hot. I didn’t think I’d ever been referred to as part of a ‘cute couple’ before! That was definitely something nice and worth being a part of, even though it wasn’t entirely true. Plus, she’d said I would have an amazing wedding! That was nice too. I glanced sideways at Rosie, wondering how she was handling it. She had turned red too, and she glanced at me awkwardly.

      “Thanks,” Rosie muttered shyly. Thankfully, Rhonda didn’t seem to pick up on our awkwardness or strange reactions. Maybe she got this kind of response all the time?

      “You guys really are a beautiful couple,” she said. “I’m sure your wedding will be just as beautiful. I’m so happy you’re considering me to be part of the big day.”

      She seemed genuinely happy, so I smiled and let out a breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding.

      “You did well,” I said playfully to Rosie. “I can just tell Rhonda here is the perfect florist.”

      Rosie laughed and relaxed a little. To Rhonda, it appeared to be playful banter between a newly engaged couple, but Rosie knew exactly what I meant—our pretending to be getting married had done the trick to make Rhonda want to spend more time with us.

      Rhonda went out to a room in the back and returned quickly with a binder full of wedding ideas. We stood around for some time talking about venues, themes, and floral arrangements. After we’d spent a good amount of time chatting about weddings, I sensed that Rhonda was now comfortable enough with us to talk a bit about Jaz.

      “We saw those amazing arrangements you did for Paul Alwes’ funeral,” I said to her. “They really were something else. Everyone at the funeral was talking about them. Such a shame about Paul, though.”

      Rhonda looked at me, seemingly stunned. Her previous easygoing attitude had fallen away, and she blinked a few times in rapid succession.

      “Yes, such a shame. What a sad event. A tragedy.” She leaned forward and peered at us again. “I met you there, didn’t I? That’s why you seem so familiar.”

      “That’s right,” Rosie said. “I’m surprised you remember little old us! We’re very forgettable. But we were just so impressed with your flowers, I couldn’t help but get your details from one of Jaz’s people. Paul’s funeral was so sad, but your flowers really helped to lift our spirits.”

      Rhonda gave a curt nod. She seemed so unlike her previous self that I was taken aback. How had the mere mention of Paul’s name changed her into such a different, much more nervous person?

      “It really was such a shame about Paul,” I repeated, curious to see how uncomfortable Rhonda was going to get. “And poor Jaz, with the remains found at his place. He must feel absolutely awful about that, don’t you think?”

      Rhonda blinked and nodded nervously. “Yes, poor Jaz,” she said hesitantly. She was apparently bewildered by the fact that we seemingly knew both Paul and Jaz.

      “Though, it must be said, Paul didn’t seem to be a particularly nice person,” I said. “Not to speak ill of the dead, but that’s what we heard, isn’t it, Rosie?”

      “Yes b—, yes, uh, baby.”

      I almost broke and giggled. Rosie had been about to call me boss, but had made an excellent, though cheek-reddening recovery. Having my new assistant call me baby wasn’t something I’d been expecting to happen today, that was for sure. I’m sure Rosie was just as surprised.

      Rhonda shifted nervously. “Yes, perhaps he wasn’t perfect. Still, what a tragedy.”

      “Yes, it was a tragedy,” I agreed. “And what about Jaz? I wonder how he’s feeling about the whole thing. I wonder how he’s handling it.”

      Rhonda gulped and took an almost imperceptible step backward. Mentioning Jaz, then Paul, then Jaz again was having a pretty serious effect on her.

      “Yes, poor Jaz,” she repeated.

      I looked at Rosie and gave her a small nod to indicate that she should continue what I was doing. Clearly, mentioning Paul and Jaz was making Rhonda nervous—I wondered if her nervousness would make her tell us something we didn’t know.

      “Did you know much about Paul?” Rosie asked.

      Rhonda shook her head ‘no’ rapidly. “Not at all. I’d never met the man. I’d never met him at all.”

      “But you were good friends with Jaz?” Rosie said.

      Rhonda gulped again. “Yes, I’m good friends with Jaz.”

      “And Jaz is such a lovely person, isn’t he?” Rosie asked.

      Rhonda shifted uncomfortably. “Yes, Jaz really is a wonderful person.”

      “What can you tell us about Jaz?” I asked bluntly. Rhonda shook her head at me, slightly bewildered by my question, but for some reason she didn’t want to question my curiosity.

      “He’s a wonderful person. Jaz is really wonderful.”

      “But Paul was apparently not at all a nice person,” I suggested.

      Rhonda twisted her fingers together nervously. “That’s what some people say.”

      “I suppose Jaz didn’t like him much,” I suggested.

      Rhonda glanced from me to Rosie uncomfortably. Her previous happiness at getting to arrange the flowers for ‘our wedding’ had disappeared completely.

      “I really don’t like talking about tragic events,” she said nervously. “It really brings me down to think about such things. But poor Paul. Poor Jaz.”

      “Especially Jaz,” I said, relentlessly ignoring her attempt to end this line of conversation. “What with Paul’s remains being found in his driveway and all that. I can’t even imagine finding something like that on my property.”

      Rhonda frowned. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I like talking about this at all. I’m coming down with a migraine. I’m afraid I’d better close the shop for a bit and have a short nap. It was lovely talking to you two, but I can’t work on your wedding right now. My head…” Rhonda put a hand to her temple and started ushering us out of the store.

      As soon as we were outside, Rhonda closed the door behind us without even another word of farewell and flipped the sign around to say “closed.” Standing outside the store, Rosie and I looked at each other.

      “She’s definitely hiding something,” Rosie said.

      I nodded. “Just hearing about Paul and Jaz made her kick us out of the store.”

      “Where to next?” Rosie asked.

      I smiled. “I’ve got just the idea.”
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      Even though it was almost evening, I had a hunch that he would be at home. He might not want to talk to us, but that was a separate issue. Sure enough, when Rosie and I showed up and knocked on his door, he opened within a few seconds and stared out at us in annoyance.

      “What do you want? Go away,” he said, but his tone was more one of resigned tiredness than actual annoyance.

      “We want to talk to you,” I said brightly. “We’re hoping you can help us.”

      Graham rolled his eyes at us. “I’m not talking to you guys. You’ll just make it seem like I killed Paul, and I had nothing to do with that.”

      “We believe you,” I said.

      Graham’s eyes shot up. “You do?”

      Rosie and I both nodded. “We can’t see any reason for you to have killed him. On the other hand, there’s a bunch of other people out there who have strong reasons to have wanted to see Paul dead. We really do believe that you didn’t kill Paul.”

      Graham looked at us skeptically. “Are you sure? I could have killed him.”

      “Sure,” I agreed. “But you didn’t.”

      He tilted his head to one side. “But maybe I did,” he insisted.

      I let out a sigh. Rosie said, “Do you want us to believe that you killed him?”

      Graham shrugged. “I’ve spent so long videoing the guy and interviewing people who knew him well, I kind of miss him. And at the same time, Thomas says I’ve really got something with my footage. We might be able to edit it and sell it as a documentary, you know, a real one, on all the streaming sites. Thomas thinks we’ve got some really good stuff. And if that’s the case, Paul would become kind of a star, wouldn’t he? And then, imagine if the person who made the documentary also killed him! That story would go viral in an instant! I’d be a star, and I can tell you, I wouldn’t mind being a star.”

      Rosie and I both laughed at his crazed enthusiasm.

      “You’d be a star who’s locked away in prison,” I reminded him.

      “Prison’s no fun,” Rosie said, as though she had in depth knowledge of the matter. Maybe she did.

      Graham hung his head and then looked up at us thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re right.” He sighed. “Moot point anyway since I didn’t kill him. So why are you here? What do you want from me?”

      “Can we come inside?” Rosie asked sweetly. “We’ll explain.”

      He led us into his tiny place, and before he knew it, Rosie and I had made ourselves comfortable on his sofa.

      “You’ve got a bunch of recorded material,” I told him. “How much have you got on video?”

      Graham looked at us skeptically. “Somewhere between forty and sixty hours, depending on how you count it. Why do you ask?”

      “We’re hoping we can look through it,” Rosie said brightly.

      Graham laughed. “My videos? I knew they would make me famous.” He looked off wistfully into the distance, as though he was imagining a bright future for himself as a reality TV star. “And now I’ve got people knocking on my door just to see my footage. Incredible.

      Who woulda thunk that Paul would get himself killed?” he went on, musing half to himself. “Now he’s dead. My videos could actually be worth something. Worth quite a lot.” He looked at us doubtfully. “Why should I tell you about them for free?”

      “We’re not asking you to tell us about them,” Rosie reminded him. “We’re asking you to let us look through them.”

      Graham’s eyebrows shot up. “Forty to sixty hours’ worth?” And then he added, “Of course, we could speed through it and watch it on maybe three times speed? Until you get to the parts you want to see.”

      “Let’s do that,” I said quickly, before he changed his mind or started to think that he could ask us to pay for his time or his videos. “There might be something useful in there.”

      Graham nodded thoughtfully. “And then, if you identified that really useful parts, I could edit out those bits and sell them to some TV shows or something!” Graham became excited at the prospect.

      Ah, so the idea of getting rich and famous from his videos hadn’t quite slipped his mind. On the other hand, why shouldn’t he make money off his “work?”

      “That sounds like a plan,” Rosie told him. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      Graham settled down on the couch between the two of us and fired up his TV, which had a PC hooked up to it.

      “I’ve transferred all the files over to the cloud, but it’s a secure location so nobody can get to them,” he explained to us. “And now, the computer is hooked up to the TV so we can watch everything on the big screen, with good sound and everything. If I edit everything, I’ll need to learn how to add sound effects and stuff—”

      “We don’t need sound effects,” I interrupted him quickly. Clearly, he’d been giving this movie director/editor/producer idea quite a bit of thought. “We want to see the bits with Jaz in them,” I said.

      “Jaz?” Graham looked at me in surprise. “But the man barely knew Paul. When I went to interview him, he could barely tell me two words, other than the fact that he didn’t like Paul, and he didn’t like that his daughter was seeing Paul.”

      I shrugged. “That’s where our investigation has led us so far,” I informed him. “Sometimes, investigations take you in strange directions.” I didn’t think it worth telling Graham that Jaz was currently our top suspect, nor was it worth explaining how Rosie and I had gotten taken off the case by our clients.

      Graham shrugged. “If you think that will be useful.”

      The three of us began to watch through the videos he’d taken that featured Jaz. He set the video to play back at triple speed so we didn’t waste any more time than we had to. Thankfully, despite there being dozens of hours of raw footage, there weren’t too many segments with Jaz in them, but there were a few times when Jaz, Wara, and Dana all met with Paul—for instance Graham surreptitiously videoing them eating dinner or having coffee or going for a walk together. In most of those sequences, he was so far away from them that we couldn’t really hear anything that was being said, and they looked like a stereotypical group of people out for a reasonably fun family time together. Of course, Wara and Dana gave off the vibe that they were annoyed at each other and were constantly bickering, but given what we now knew about their history, it all made sense.

      Paul looked like a regular young man, charming, polite, and nice to everyone—he gave off no sign of guilt or acknowledgment of the fact that he had broken up Wara and Dana’s friendship all those years ago and had let the hatred fester between the two of them.

      As I watched the video, I felt chills run down my arms. Paul looked so normal, so nice. What a complete hypocrite he must have been. How could someone seemingly so pleasant have hurt all those people while he was alive? He must have been completely sociopathic to act so completely free of any form of guilt despite all the pain he had caused. After some time, Graham found an interview that he had conducted with Jaz, but unfortunately it was boring, full of platitudes and vagueness.

      Jaz did say in the video that he didn’t like that Paul was dating his daughter, but beyond that, when asked about Paul, he simply shrugged and said that the young man seemed to be setting up a successful life coaching business.

      Graham also had a few videos in which Jaz could be seen hosting events at his place, but in those, Jaz was only in the background, hovering around, trying to make sure that everything at the event went off smoothly.

      We watched a few more videos of Paul wandering around, running errands, or talking to clients. Most of the videos were blurry or filmed from a distance, and other than the interviews he’d taken of Paul’s life coaching clients—who all spoke highly of Paul—and a few other people, the sound was muffled. A few hours in, hunger pangs hit, so I decided to order in Thai food for everyone. When the delivery arrived, we all continued to watch the videos, but at least we had some tasty, subtly flavored pad Thai and massaman curry to keep us from starving—a danger I was ever vigilant of avoiding.

      Watching the videos was beginning to go from regular boring to full-on, mind-numbing boring. Thankfully, Rosie broke in to ask Graham an important question, something that had slipped my mind in the tedium of watching hours of poorly shot video at high speed.

      “What about Trey Posner?” she asked. “Apparently, he’s someone who would have a big grudge against Paul.”

      Graham shrugged. “I spoke to him. I can take you to that section of video if you want. It wasn’t a particularly interesting interview. I’d heard about Trey too, but nothing interesting came up in the interview.” He put down his Thai food for a moment and tapped at his keyboard, flicking through different video folders until he brought up the interview with Trey Posner. Trey was an addiction recovery specialist, and Graham had managed to interview him on a break at his work.

      “I have a wonderful life now,” Trey said happily to the camera. “I do a job I love. Every day is a joy to me. I make a decent amount of money, more than enough to fund my lifestyle. I have the most wonderful wife in the world, and I have two gorgeous children. My family is my world. I love them so much.”

      He went on a little longer, talking about how amazing his wife was, how beautiful she was, how wonderful she was, and how amazing her job as a nurse was. It was enough to make you retch. And then, as if hearing about how perfect his other half was wasn’t enough, he told us about his two children, aged seven and nine, and how incredibly good, lovely, and well-behaved they were.

      “And what about Paul?” Graham asked in the video.

      Trey’s eyebrows went up a little bit at the mention of Paul.

      “Paul Alwes?” he said. He squinted at the camera a bit. “Why do you ask?”

      “We’re trying to find out a bit about how people’s friendships can affect their future,” said Graham from behind the camera.

      Trey was silent for a few seconds and then he shrugged. “Paul was a strange person,” he said slowly. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about him or my relationship with him. We knew each other in high school. Paul never liked me.”

      He was silent for a few more seconds, so Graham asked, “Did he do anything to you? When you say he didn’t like you, what did he do?”

      Trey shrugged. “He was always playing petty tricks on people. He tried to pull a few pranks on me.”

      “And what else?”

      Trey looked off into the distance. “Paul said he was annoyed at me because I got good grades, and he implied that my grades would go down soon. Shortly after he said that, I started getting given the wrong grades, and whenever I went to the teachers, they would have to fix them for me—I never made any mistakes in my exams or quizzes, so my grades stayed fine. But then I started to become friends with some of the kids in high school who did drugs. I ended up going a bit off course. I ended up getting addicted. My first few hits were free, and later, my new friends told me that Paul had paid for those hits.”

      He looked back at the camera and shrugged. “Of course, I can’t prove that. I can’t say for sure that Paul really did have anything to do with my drug habit, but I can’t shake the feeling that he did.”

      “Sometimes our instincts are correct,” Graham said from behind the camera, but Trey simply shrugged and looked off into the distance.

      “I’ve thought about my past a lot, how I got started down the line of being a drug addict. How could I, a straight-A student, suddenly become a drug addict? But it happened. Maybe Paul was involved, maybe he wasn’t, but when I look back on my past, what I’ve learned is that we can’t blame other’s people’s involvement.” He looked squarely at the camera again. “I work with a lot of recovering drug addicts. Sometimes we try to blame our past, we try to blame other people, but at the end of the day, we are the only ones who have control over our own destiny. Over our own choices and actions. My choice was to take drugs. That was my choice and mine alone. I can’t blame Paul for that.”

      From behind the camera, Graham asked again, “But maybe Paul had something to do with the direction your life went?”

      Trey shook his head firmly. “It was only me who was responsible for the direction I went,” he said firmly. “Paul didn’t matter. And even if he did have a hand in me starting to take drugs, it just doesn’t matter anymore. That’s the past. I mean, how long ago was high school? My life has come so far since then. Paul has nothing to do with this. Paul just doesn’t matter.”

      Watching the interview with Trey made me feel a little dejected, and when I glanced at Rosie, I could see that she felt the same way I did—we were disappointed that a potentially strong suspect turned out to have nothing to do with Paul’s death after all. While Jaz was our primary suspect, it would have been nice to stumble across another good potential suspect. But Trey had clearly moved on from high school, and we hadn’t seen him at Paul’s funeral either. I highly doubted that Trey had anything to do with Paul’s death. From what we could see in the interview, Trey didn’t care about Paul at all anymore.

      “Let’s go back to videos of Jaz,” I said. “Maybe there’s something we missed.”

      “Do you know anything about Jaz and Paul?” Rosie asked. “I know in the video you did with Jaz, he didn’t say much, but did you pick up on anything at all when you were videoing them?”

      Graham looked at us thoughtfully. “Even in the video he said that he wasn’t happy that Paul was dating his daughter. I think there’s more than just disapproving of his daughter’s boyfriend. I think he didn’t care much for Paul, and he especially did not want his daughter to be dating him. I think he was trying to sabotage their relationship whenever he could. Whenever Dana was catering one of his events, or hanging out at them, all of his servers were male, and they were all very good-looking. I don’t think that was by chance. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen Jaz trying to introduce some of the servers to Dana, and even trying to set them up on dates.”

      I thought back to the videos we’d taken at the funeral. Graham was right. All the servers there had been male, and all of them had been very good-looking. Could there be something to Graham’s idea that Jaz had been trying to break up Dana and Paul’s relationship by surrounding her with tempting, handsome young men?

      “But why would Jaz kill Paul now?” Rosie mused aloud. “Dana and Paul had been together for several years. What could have changed?”

      Graham shrugged. “Maybe he was going to propose. Maybe Paul was thinking that he and Dana would get married and start a family.”

      I blinked in surprise. That was it! If Paul was going to propose, that would have changed everything.

      Rosie and I stared at each other, both of us thinking the exact same thing.

      We’d just found ourselves a killer motive.
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      We headed back home from Graham’s place, and I dropped Rosie off, changed quickly, and headed straight out to my shift at the casino. It was a fairly uneventful night that ended in the wee hours, and I spent my time while dealing cards thinking about the case so far, flicking out cards, and pulling in chips on autopilot. The more I thought about it, the more everything pointed to Jaz. If Paul really had been about to propose to Dana, that changed everything. What we needed to find out was whether or not Paul did intend to propose.

      So, the next morning, Rosie and I headed over to the hospital as soon as we could. We found Tim in the same room as before, and a nurse was with him, helping him to sit up a little bit straighter. He looked worse than the day before, and when he saw us, he squinted his eyes unhappily.

      “We’re here with a few more questions,” I said bluntly.

      Tim winced, and when he spoke, his words were a painful groan. “It’s not a good time. Still waiting for meds.”

      The nurse nodded a greeting at us and then left the room to carry on her rounds.

      “We’ve only got one question,” Rosie said. “And then we’ll go.”

      “Did Paul buy an engagement ring from you?” I asked.

      Tim started to shake his head, but then he winced and stopped moving. “He ordered one, but I hadn’t finished making it.”

      Rosie and I glanced at each other.

      “Had he asked her yet?” Rosie asked.

      Tim blinked thoughtfully. “I don’t think so. Last I heard from Paul, he’d asked Jaz’s permission, but I don’t think it had gone well.”

      Alarm bells went off inside me! Yes!

      “So, he hadn’t gotten the ring yet,” Rosie said thoughtfully. “But he was about to get it. And he was about to propose. And Jaz knew. And he didn’t like it.”

      “Not one bit,” I agreed.

      Tim watched us talk forlornly and seemed mildly disappointed when we didn’t stay to chat. Rosie and I said our goodbyes almost as soon as we’d arrived, told him we hoped he’d get his meds soon, and rushed out. When we got back to my car, Rosie and I spent a few minutes blasting the air conditioning and brainstorming possibilities.

      “So Jaz definitely had the motive,” Rosie said. “But what about means and opportunity?”

      “I’m sure he’d have figured out the opportunity if he was really determined,” I said. “In my experience, once murderers decide to kill their victim, they find their opportunity—or make one.”

      “And what about means?” Rosie asked. “Paul’s remains were found at Jaz’s place. But why were they ground up? And why were they mixed in with the mulch and driveway stones.”

      “It doesn’t make much sense,” I agreed, “but sometimes things about murders don’t really make all that much sense. Killers' minds don’t always work like ours. That’s why we have to try and think like them, get inside their heads.”

      Rosie nodded like she was making a mental note of my wisdom.

      “Okay, then I think we need to do more digging into Jaz,” Rosie said. “Right, boss? We don’t have enough to accuse him just yet, and we won’t be able to bluff our way into an admission of guilt without at least some evidence.”

      I agreed with her. “But we do know someone who knows Jaz and seems to like him a lot, and she sure seemed nervous when we brought up Jaz and Paul the other day.”

      “Nervous enough to kick us out of her shop,” Rosie agreed. “Rhonda definitely knows something—it’s just a matter of finding out what it is.”

      We pulled up to the florist shop a little while later.

      “We should do everything we can to look into Jaz,” I explained to Rosie, “but we may as well start with the people who already know him and are already willing to talk to us.”

      “And Dana and Wara aren’t going to talk to us,” Rosie said.

      “So, of all the people we know, that leaves Rhonda.”

      “But does she even know Jaz that well?”

      “Just because she might not know him that well—and we don’t even know how well she does know him—doesn’t mean she doesn’t know something that might help us. She was the only one we saw him talking to that day, and they seemed pretty friendly.”

      “But if they’re too friendly,” Rosie reminded me, “and she likes him too much, she might try to protect him and not tell us anything.”

      “Regardless, the way she reacted when we brought up Jaz and Paul, Rhonda definitely knows something. Now it’s just a matter of trying to find out if she’ll tell us what she knows.”

      When Rosie and I walked into the store, Rhonda glanced up at us expectantly. Her normal customer-pleasing smile faded a fraction when she saw who it was. Clearly, she wasn’t too thrilled to be talking to us again, even if it might mean a potential big order.

      “How wonderful to see you again,” she said, the words sounding only slightly forced. “Have you two lovelies made any progress with your wedding plans?”

      She was good, I had to give her that. No matter how much she knew about Paul and Jaz, she was still interested in doing business with us. It was a shame I was about to ruin her day in that regard.

      

      “We’re not actually getting married,” I told her gently. “Rosie and I are looking into Paul Alwes’ death. We’re private investigators.”

      The color drained from Rhonda’s face, and she looked down, rubbing her nose nervously.

      “I can’t help you there,” she said softly. “I heard about Paul’s death, of course, and poor Jaz, but I don’t know anything about it.”

      “We’ve already talked to Jaz,” I bluffed. “It wasn’t easy getting him to tell us what he knows, but we know exactly what happened. We just need to prove it. Jaz won’t tell us the truth. He won’t admit what happened, but he’s told us a lot of new information about how Paul disappeared.”

      Rhonda looked up at me, her eyes wide, and then she looked to Rosie. She looked more surprised than anything else, but I thought I saw within her eyes a glimmer of acknowledgment.

      “What did he say?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t tell you, but we know a lot. We just need to hear from you whatever you might know already. Of course, we’ll talk to more people, but since you know Jaz pretty well—or at least well enough—you can tell us what you know, and we’ll go from there.”

      Suddenly, Rhonda’s eyes welled up with tears and she pressed her lips together. She took a few seconds to blink them back, and then she shook her head.

      “No. No. I can’t do this. I know Jaz so well. He’s a lovely person. He’s a good man. I can’t believe… No, no… But he loves Dana; he loves Wara. He’s a man who believes in family, and he’s not going to do anything to betray his family.”

      “We know that,” Rosie said encouragingly. “He would always be loyal to his family.”

      Rhonda nodded. “Yes, he’s a good man.”

      “But what happened to Paul is a tragedy,” I said gently. “Nobody deserves to die like that, even if they are a horrible person. Nobody deserves to die the way Paul did.”

      “Poor Paul,” Rhonda murmured politely.

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance. Rhonda wasn’t being very forthcoming at all. She stopped speaking and simply pressed her lips together and looked down at the ground.

      “Maybe you can tell us what you know,” I said gently, but she simply continued to stare at the ground, her lips pressed together firmly. Finally, she shook her head.

      “Poor Paul,” she said. “Poor Jaz.”

      Now she was sounding like a broken record.

      “What do you know about Jaz?” I asked. “What do you know about what he did that day?”

      But Rhonda simply shook her head again. When she looked up at me and Rosie, her eyes were again brimming with tears.

      “Jaz is a good person,” she said. “I’m not going to tell you anything about Jaz. I’m not going to say anything that might hurt him.” Rhonda’s eyes gaze hardened as she stared at us. “Now, get out of my shop.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance. I didn’t want to push Rhonda—perhaps we could come back another day and try to get her to talk to us then. She was obviously struggling with the situation. Sadly, we said our goodbyes and left Rhonda alone. Back in the car, I let out a disappointed sigh.

      “Well,” I said. “That could have gone a lot better. But at least we know what we need to do now.”

      “What’s that, boss?”

      And so I told her.
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      There was no point delaying the inevitable—we needed to go and talk to Jaz directly. Rosie and I did stall for a bit, stopping for a cupcake break first, but finally, there was nothing to do but show up at his house unannounced. The place was quiet. We assumed there would be another event that evening, but for now, it was early enough that nobody else had shown up. Rosie and I marched straight up to the front door and rang the bell.

      Wara opened the door and stared out at us, shocked and unblinking.

      “Hello,” Rosie said brightly. “How are you?”

      Wara recovered quickly and gave her head a quick little shake. “I’m well. What can I do for you guys? Did you leave something behind the other day?”

      “Nope,” Rosie said.

      Wara narrowed her eyes. “We’ve paid your bill in full. There shouldn’t be anything else you want.”

      I smiled. “Actually,” I said brightly as if delivering some wonderful news. “We’ve decided to keep investigating!”

      Wara looked at me, surprised. “But we’re not paying you.”

      “But that doesn’t matter,” I explained. “I’m an investigator. It’s my job to find out what happened to Paul. Once I start, I just can’t stop.”

      “Me neither,” Rosie added.

      “But we told you to stop investigating,” Wara said slowly, as though talking to a young child. “Don’t you understand? We don’t want you to do any more.”

      I shrugged and Rosie said, “Well, we are still investigating, and here we are! Is Dana at home?”

      Wara muttered something under her breath and then said, “No, she’s still at her apartment. I’m going to text her and tell her that you guys won’t stop investigating. She’s going to be so mad. Now go away.”

      She made as though to close the door, but I quickly put my foot against the threshold.

      “Actually,” Rosie said, “we’re here to talk to Jaz.”

      “Jaz doesn’t want to talk to you,” Wara said quickly, but before she could go on to tell us to leave, I saw Jaz appear behind her.

      “Doesn’t want to talk to them about what?” Jaz asked curiously.

      Wara turned to face him. “These two won’t stop investigating Paul’s death. We told them to stop. We even paid their bill in full, but they won’t stop it.”

      Jaz came to the door and smiled at me and Rosie. “You’re quite persistent,” he said.

      I shrugged. I wasn’t sure if he meant it as a compliment, but I said, “Can we have a chat with you?”

      “No,” Wara said, stomping her foot.

      Jaz put a calming arm on Wara’s shoulder and smiled at us broadly. His good-looking features lit up, and he said, “It’s okay, Wara,” before turning his attention to me. “Of course! I’m happy to help you guys if you’re determined to keep investigating. Why not find out what happened to Paul? I might not have liked him when he was alive, but if you guys want to find out what happened to him, I’m here to help. Come on inside.”

      It was a suspicious change from the last time we spoke to him.

      He opened the door wide for us and began to lead us inside.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Wara murmured to him under her breath. Jaz turned to smile at her and gave her a quick peck on the cheek.

      “Don’t worry,” he said with a strong hand on each of Wara’s shoulders. “I know it’s difficult for you guys, but if they’re determined to investigate, why not help them? There’s no point in making things difficult for them and drawing it out even longer. Once we know what’s happened to Paul, we can all rest easy.”

      Behind his back, Rosie and I exchanged a glance. Either Jaz was an excellent actor and very convincing, or he really had nothing to do with Paul’s death.

      “I don’t like it,” Wara muttered under her breath. “I’m going to tell Dana to get here right away.”

      Wara stalked off to make her phone call, and Jaz led us to a living room where we sat down on couches opposite each other, a low coffee table between us. The room was decorated in a blue and white color scheme, and there was a potted plant in one corner. The place had a calm, serene vibe, quite at odds with what we wanted to discuss. I wondered if somebody like Jaz was really capable of murder. I decided to jump right in.

      “So, you didn’t like Paul when he was alive?” I asked gently.

      Jaz smiled self-deprecatingly and raised his arms up in a “what can I say?” gesture.

      “I never trusted him,” he said. “I had heard all about how he was initially interested in Wara and then started going out with Dana, and then the two former best friends stopped being best friends. I was a young man myself once, you know? That kind of story gets my Spidey senses tingling. I knew straight off the bat that there was something wrong with the man.”

      “But high school was a long time ago,” Rosie pointed out. “A lot could have changed since then.”

      “But it hasn’t, has it?” Jaz asked us. “Anyway, I could see through Paul. He called himself a life coach, but I knew he was a fake and a fraudster. I could see he was the kind of person who went through life coasting and taking things easy. Any time he was hit with any kind of problem, he would give up and force Dana to take care of him. He was a loser, fair and square. I didn’t want my Dana to end up with that kind of man.”

      “He wasn’t that bad,” I said. “He was a life coach. His clients loved him.”

      Jaz shook his head. “I don’t believe in life coaches. And anyway, when I tried to look into the guy’s background, I couldn’t find anything real. He’d drifted from one job to another. What business did he have telling people how to live a successful life? He was terrible. He was not at all the kind of person Dana should end up with. No way. No way should she have been with that guy to start with.”

      “So you tried to end it?” Rosie suggested.

      Jaz shrugged and looked off into the distance. “Sure, I tried to tell her what kind of person he really was, but she wouldn’t listen to reason. So, I tried to introduce her to other young men—men much better looking than that loser Paul. Much better all round.”

      “But she wasn’t interested?” Rosie asked.

      Jaz looked back at us and shook his head. “He’d worked his magic on her, and she couldn’t see straight. She couldn’t see him for the horrible person he really was.”

      “So what happened?” I asked. “How did you do it? I’m sure it was just a moment that got out of hand.”

      Jaz looked at us, puzzled. “Do it?” he repeated. “But I didn’t do it. I couldn’t get Dana to break up with Paul, no matter what I tried.”

      Rosie and I smiled politely. “That’s not what we’re talking about,” Rosie said. “You know, what happened to Paul in the end—what happened there?”

      “In the end?” Jaz’s eyes widened as realization hit. “You’re saying—you’re saying I had something to do with his death? That I killed him?”

      Rosie and I nodded silently.

      “That’s preposterous!” Jaz looked from me to Rosie and then back at me. “I’ve never heard anything so crazy in my life! Whatever would give you such an idea?”

      “Paul came to ask your permission to marry Dana,” I said. “That must have sent you right over the edge.”

      Jaz let out a breath and slumped back in his chair. “Yeah, that was terrible. How could he even think about marrying Dana? How could things have gotten so out of hand? So far along… Dana shouldn’t have gone out with him at all. How could it be that she’d end up married to him? The prospect was…” Jaz just shook his head.

      “And you couldn’t let that happen,” I suggested.

      Jaz shook his head. “Of course not! I would do anything I could to stop it.”

      And there it was. Jaz was a lovely, handsome, and charming man, but he would do anything to protect his daughter. Anything to stop her from marrying Paul.

      “You love your daughter very much,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. I was about to try a few more questions and see what I could say to get Jaz to admit the truth, but before I could say anything at all, there was a very loud, deafening pounding on the door.

      We looked at each other in stunned silence, and then a loud voice rang out.

      “Open up! This is the police!”

      Jaz stood up, shocked. He gave me a questioning look. I shrugged back at him. The cops were nothing to do with us.

      Jaz left the room and we followed him to the front door and watched as he opened to a team of LVMPD police officers waiting outside. A young, dark-haired detective presented Jaz with a search warrant and explained that they’d obtained a warrant to search his house and grounds, and that he was under arrest for the murder of Paul Alwes. He was turned around, handcuffed, and then marched to a waiting police car.

      Wara had run down the stairs and appeared beside us just as the search warrant was presented. She was in tears and near histrionics.

      “What’s happening?” she asked me just as Jaz was heading over to the police car. “Did you guys do this? How could you? What are you trying to do? Are you trying to trick us?”

      Her questions went on and on, but they were not quite questions, more like accusations.

      Rosie and I didn’t get a chance to answer her, we were so busy watching what was happening. As Jaz was put in the police car, Wara left our side and ran over to the car to try to talk to him through the window, hammering on it and pressing her face up against the glass.

      I looked around and with a start noticed a familiar figure—Emily! My friend the homicide detective was standing in the background, watching what was going on. She was so heavily pregnant that she must have been asked not to participate in the search. Finally, she saw me staring. Her eyebrows went up, she shook her head in disbelief, then she grinned at me.

      As far as I knew, she wasn’t actively on the case, so Rosie and I went over to her to see if we could find out what was happening.

      “What’s going on?” I asked her.

      “I know you were working this case too, and I would have told you sooner,” Emily said to me. “But I didn’t really get a chance, what with everything that’s been going on. We’ve had Jaz in our sights for a while, but we didn’t really have any evidence. Now we’ve gotten the warrant with just enough information to really do a search on him.”

      “So you don’t have actual evidence against him?”

      Emily shook her head. “It’s not my case, so I don’t know exactly. I’m just here as backup.” She looked down at her heavily pregnant form, amused at the idea of herself being any kind of backup. Of course, I was sure she wasn’t there for her muscle. She was there for her quick mind and investigator’s eyes. “All I know is that we’ve got the warrant and they’re taking him in for questioning.”

      “Huh. And right as we were trying to question him ourselves. We only just got here.”

      Emily patted me on the shoulder. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s the nature of the game, isn’t it? I was hoping to break this case ourselves though. You know, the clients actually pulled us off it.”

      “But you didn’t quit.” It wasn’t a question. Emily knew me too well.

      “Tiffany never quits,” Rosie declared proudly.

      Emily grinned back at her. “I bet that makes her terrible to work for.”

      Rosie looked shocked at the accusation. “No way! She’s the best boss ever.”

      Emily poked me in the arm. “Did you brainwash her?”

      I shook my head.

      “Rosie’s incredibly perceptive and an excellent judge of character.”

      Rosie beamed at me, while Emily laughed at the pair of us.

      “Look, I’ve got to get back to the station. The show’s over here. I’ll try and let you know if I hear anything, but y’know, rules…”

      “Understood. Have a good one.”

      Emily waddled back to a cop car where she clambered into the passenger seat, which she had tilted back. We waved her goodbye, then Rosie and I stood around for a while to watch what was going on. Shortly after Emily had left, so did the car holding Jaz. Not long after, Wara zoomed off to the station in her own vehicle, shouting something about bailing out Jaz and getting him released.

      When everything had quietened down, Rosie and I headed back to my car and sat there for a bit trying to figure out our next move.

      “Does something about this situation feel off to you?” I asked Rosie.

      Rosie nodded. “I know he’s our biggest suspect, but that conversation we just had with him—that whole thing feels off. I’m not sure he killed Paul. He was so open about how much he disliked him, but then seemed absolutely shocked when we said we thought he was the killer. It just doesn’t seem like something someone would do. Surely, they’d pretend not to hate the victim so much at least? I’m sorry, but I’m not convinced it was him anymore, boss.”

      “Neither am I,” I said to reassure her. Rosie’s instincts were impeccable. “Maybe he did do it, but my gut says something is off about the whole situation.”

      “And why would he scatter Paul’s remains at his own house even if he did kill him?” Rosie said.

      “That’s just one of the things that doesn’t make sense.”

      “We’ve still got people we can talk to,” Rosie reminded me.

      I nodded. “Do you think what Trey Posner said in Graham’s interview could have been an act? If Trey’s life actually was ruined by Paul, that makes him one of the big suspects. And if he killed him, or was planning to at the time, he would certainly have tried to downplay his hatred of him.”

      Rosie nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “Okay, then we should really talk to Trey ourselves instead of depending on that interview he did for the camera.”

      Rosie agreed. “People will often say things to the camera that aren’t necessarily true.”

      “Then that’s settled. Let’s find out what the truth about Trey really is.”

      Rosie punched a fist into her palm. “We’re almost there, I can taste it.”

      I shuddered. I didn’t like to think of the taste of a killer.

      But Rosie was right.

      Things were heating up.

      And when that happens, people make mistakes, lies get uncovered, and cases get closed.

      “Let’s do it.”
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      Rosie and I headed to the treatment center that Trey Posner worked at. It was an older, slightly shabby looking place with institutional gray walls and a strong smell of disinfectant everywhere. The people we passed were gaunt and harried, looking down and mumbling to themselves as they walked around.

      We were directed to a room that felt like an elementary school classroom, except with all the joy sucked out of it. Trey and a group of recovering addicts sat on chairs in a circle together while he led them in group talk therapy.

      We hung around by the door, listening to the end of the meeting.

      “…and Jane, what are you going to do tonight?” Trey asked.

      “I’m not going to wallow at home because that’s when the voice starts. I’m going to go to salsa class.”

      Everyone clapped for Jane, while Trey congratulated her warmly.

      “Okay everyone, that’s a wrap for today. I’ll see you all back here bright-eyed and bushy-tailed soon, yeah?”

      The group thanked Trey and said their farewells before shuffling out, some talking in pairs but most keeping to themselves.

      “Trey Posner?” I asked, as if we didn’t know exactly who he was already.

      “What can I do you for? You don’t look like you’re in recovery.”

      “Thanks,” Rosie said. “Though I’m sure everyone’s recovering from something, aren’t they?”

      Trey nodded thoughtfully. “You know, I think you could be right about that. Do you want to take a seat?”

      We took seats across from Trey in the small circle of chairs that filled the center of the room, leaning forward with our hands on our knees.

      “We’re here to talk to you about an old friend of yours from high school. Paul Alwes?”

      Trey’s jaw tensed just for a moment, then he smiled. “Yeah? How come?”

      “We’re investigators,” I explained. “And we’re looking into what happened to him. Did you hear?”

      Trey slowly shook his head. “Happened to him? Hear? I’m sorry, but he and I didn’t stay in touch. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Paul passed away recently,” Rosie said carefully while we both watched his face for a reaction. It came in the form of eyebrows slowly being raised and the briefest of nods.

      “Oh? That’s sad. Seeing people the same age as yourself pass away really makes you think, doesn’t it? Of course, I’ve seen quite a bit of that here, unfortunately. Some people just can’t seem to make it. You say you’re investigators? Was there something odd about the way he died? What are you investigating?”

      “He was found spread out in pieces on the property of another old classmate of yours.”

      Trey looked suitably shocked, mouth hanging open, but it reminded me of an act, of someone making the appropriate gestures because that’s what they thought they had to do.

      “You remember Dana Neumann? Or Wara Neumann, as she is now?”

      Trey nodded. “Of course.”

      “It was on their property.”

      Trey frowned. “Okay, but their property? Did they… marry each other? They were close, but I thought they liked men. They both had a thing for Paul Alwes in fact, if I remember rightly.”

      “Wara married Dana’s father, actually.”

      “Oh, wow. That must be fun. So they’re now best friends and stepmother and stepdaughter?”

      “Something like that.” I didn’t feel like getting into all the details about how their friendship had hit a rocky patch but now looked to be on the mend again. He didn’t need all the details. “So, you’re sad to hear about Paul?”

      “Sure. He was an interesting guy.”

      “He was also something of a troublemaker, wasn’t he?”

      Trey shrugged. “You mean back in school? A lot of teenagers are.”

      “We heard he caused quite a bit of trouble for you, in fact.”

      Trey shrugged again, doing his best to look nonchalant and as if he’d forgotten most of what went on back then. “I don’t really remember.”

      Rosie caught his gaze and looked into his eyes. “I think you do remember, don’t you?”

      “I don’t dwell on the past. Look, I haven’t seen him in years, so if you want to know about Paul, I suggest you speak to someone who’s actually seen him recently, you know?”

      “We’re talking to lots of people,” I told him. “Don’t worry about that.”

      “Umm, right. I’ve got to get going soon as well. Day’s over.”

      “Have you got plans this evening?” Rosie asked.

      “No,” Trey answered quickly then changed his mind. “I mean, not big ones. I’m meeting a friend to play some eight-ball. Nothing important, but I don’t want to let him down.”

      “Sure,” I said. “We won’t be long. We just wanted a couple more minutes of your time to hear more about what Paul was like in school. He played some mean tricks on you, didn’t he?”

      Trey forced a laugh. “I guess. It was a long time ago. I don’t really remember.”

      Rosie shook her head at him. “Of course you remember. You’ll look suspicious if you say you don’t.”

      “Suspicious?”

      “What kind of things did he do to you?” I asked, ignoring his question.

      “Umm, I think he kind of got my grades lowered. But it wasn’t a problem. They got fixed. Not a big deal at all. I’d almost forgotten about it.” Trey flashed a look at Rosie as if to say he really had forgotten about his high school days.

      “How come you work in an addiction rehabilitation center?” Rosie asked.

      “Because I like to help people. It makes me feel good to give something back. I was helped in a place like this, and now I do the same for other people. It’s very satisfying. The pay isn’t great, but money isn’t everything, you know?”

      “Paul got you addicted to drugs, didn’t he?” Rosie said bluntly.

      Trey looked down at his shoes, smiling nervously, head shaking. “No, no, that was me. I got myself addicted. That’s what you have to understand, we’re responsible for our own actions.”

      “Paul got you addicted,” Rosie repeated.

      “He did it deliberately,” I added. “Because he didn’t like you.”

      “It was my fault,” Trey repeated quietly, trying to convince himself.

      “Your life would be very different, wouldn’t it? If you’d never met Paul? If he hadn’t been a student at your high school?”

      Trey said nothing.

      “Just imagine,” Rosie said, “what your life would be like if he didn’t ruin it.”

      Trey said nothing again. His jaw was clenched, and his ears slowly turned red.

      “He didn’t ruin it,” Trey said finally, very quietly, without meeting our gaze. “I just ended up on a different path.”

      “No!” Rosie said loudly, making both Trey and I start. She flashed a reassuring look at me—she knew what she was doing. “You could have been a doctor, a lawyer, an investment banker, couldn’t you? Maybe a tech CEO? A multi-millionaire? The world was your oyster. But Paul Alwes ruined it, didn’t he? He snatched the future that should have been yours by tricking you into becoming addicted to drugs. He stole your life from you, Trey.”

      Trey gritted his teeth, his cheeks also reddening. When he finally looked up again, he was a different person completely. His eyes were wild but cold, his look fierce. “Yes, he ruined it. He ruined everything!” Trey stood up. “Does that make you happy?” he demanded. “Does that give you some cruel satisfaction to hear me say it? He ruined my life!” Trey lifted the chair next to him by its back a couple of inches off the ground and then slammed it back down with a loud bang that set the room rattling. Rosie and I sat very still and quiet, observing him.

      “You’ve been angry about it for years, haven’t you?” I said quietly.

      Trey glared at us like it was our fault. “You know River Turnhouse is a dentist now? He makes more money in a month than I make in a year. A year! That could have been me. I could have gone to med school. But what am I doing? I’m in this hole instead, working with losers! I’m wasting my life for what? For what?”

      “Didn’t you say it was satisfying?” Rosie asked.

      “Satisfying! Ha. Half the people I help go out and start using again an hour or two after I say goodbye. It’s a waste of time. And for what? These people are dregs anyway.”

      “It’s Paul’s fault you’re here,” I said.

      “Yes! Yes, it is.” Trey picked up the chair next to him again and then slammed it on the ground to punctuate each word. “He. Deserved. To. Die!”

      I gulped and pushed my chair back a couple of inches, letting my hand rest inside my bag. My fingers ran over my gun and then closed on a can of pepper spray. That should be enough if I needed it. At least I sure hoped so.

      “He did deserve to die, didn’t he?” Rosie repeated, pleasantly. “He stole your life from you—and not just you, other people, too—and because of that he deserved to be punished. To be killed.”

      “Exactly!” Trey smashed the chair on the ground again. “Exactly!” he repeated. “He deserved everything that happened to him! Everything! Being chopped up and scattered all over Jaz’s property couldn’t have happened soon enough.”

      “You did know about it, then?” I asked very quietly.

      “Of course, I knew! I celebrated! I cheered, I shouted, I ran around like a lunatic. It should have been done a long time ago. That’s my only regret.”

      “You regret not killing him in the past?” I asked quietly, trying to get him to keep going without truly realizing the importance of what he was actually saying.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I should have. Shoulda run him over in high school. Shoulda poisoned him. Shoulda shot him.”

      “But it didn’t happen until a few weeks ago,” Rosie said.

      Trey nodded. “For everything that guy did, he deserved a lot worse than what happened to him.”

      “Being dead is pretty bad.”

      Trey shrugged. “Not bad enough for him. People need to pay for their choices, and he paid far too late.”

      “Trey,” I said quietly, “did you kill Paul Alwes?”

      He smirked and shook his head. But it wasn’t quite a shake of denial. “If I did, why would I tell a couple of detectives? I used to get good grades, remember? I’m not an idiot. If it wasn’t for Paul Alwes, I’d be successful. You’d treat me with more respect.”

      “We’re being respectful,” Rosie said.

      “Yeah, by trying to trick me into saying I killed him? Yeah, right. I’m not an idiot. You’ve got nothing. He was all mulched up and spread all over Jaz’s property. There’s no evidence. Your case is going to be dead. There’s nothing to find.”

      “And how would you know that?”

      Trey smirked again. “Because if someone was going to kill Paul Alwes, they would have made sure of it. Wouldn’t they?”

      “Was that someone you, Trey?” Rosie asked.

      Trey gave us both a look of disgust and stood up, heading for the door. When he reached it, he turned around to address us a final time.

      “I’m not saying anything more to you two. Nothing. You’ve got nothing on me, and that’s the way it’s going to stay. There’s nothing to find. Find your own way out and don’t come here again.”

      Trey left us sitting alone in the remains of the group therapy circle.

      “Umm, boss?” Rosie said. “I think he’s kind of suspicious.”

      “Yeah, no kidding. Come on. Let’s go talk to Elwood and Emily.”
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      We met up with my friend, and… whatever Elwood was, in the lobby of the LVMPD headquarters. Both Elwood and Emily waddled across toward us, Elwood because he was big, old, and not in great shape, and Emily because she was seemingly moments away from giving birth. As far as I knew, she was now due any time.

      Elwood scowled at me. “So? What do you want?”

      Emily gave him a disapproving look. “Be nice.”

      “That is me being nice.”

      “It’s about the suspect that was arrested today. Jaz Neumann.”

      “Not our case. Not our business.”

      “But it’s your department. Anyway, we went and spoke to another suspect, and he just about exploded in anger. And he half confessed, didn’t he, Rosie?”

      My partner gave Elwood and Emily a confirmatory nod.

      “Half confessed?” Elwood repeated. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “He said he was happy the victim is dead, and if he’d done it we wouldn’t find any evidence,” Rosie told him. “And he was really mad at him. Like, seriously. He’s been pretending he didn’t care about the victim, but actually he’s had a burning hatred of him for years.”

      “Fine. Give me his name, and I’ll pass it on.”

      Rosie handed over a piece of paper she’d prepared with the name and some notes.

      I nodded at Emily. “When are you going to go on maternity leave?”

      Elwood scowled and spoke before she could. “Last week if I had anything to do with it. Look at her. She’s like a beach ball.”

      “Elwood!” I snapped. “Don’t say that.” I squeezed Emily’s arm. “You look radiant.”

      “A radiant beach ball,” Elwood muttered.

      “I want to keep going right until the last minute,” Emily said. “Once I have the baby, Jack’s going to imprison me.”

      Jack was her rich, protective husband, and while I was sure he would do everything he could for her, she was being a little dramatic with claims of imprisonment.

      “You mean he’s going to look after you?”

      Emily nodded unhappily. “Housekeepers, nannies, a masseuse, special food instructions for the chef, and that’s not the half of it.”

      “Sounds heavenly,” I told her.

      “It gets old,” Emily said with a shrug. She was probably the only homicide detective with a personal chef and a private helicopter and plane on call whenever she wanted. But she was still a simple girl at heart, even with the lavish lifestyle that was often forced on her by Las Vegas high society whenever she wasn’t at work. Jack was forever having to put in appearances at charity balls, grand galas, gallery and hospital openings, and all the other events the richest in our city’s high society attended.

      “Thanks for the information,” Elwood said. “Bring cupcakes next time.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      Elwood gave me one of his friendlier scowls. “That’s what I like to hear.” He turned to his partner. “Come on. If you’re not going on leave, I’m going to make you work.”

      “You barely let me out in the field.”

      Elwood positively smiled, though it looked more like a grimace. “Not in your condition. But there’s plenty of paperwork to do. I’ve got some from the nineties they’ve been hassling me about. You can work on that.”

      “The nineties?”

      Elwood shrugged. “Paperwork and me don’t get on. Lucky I’ve got you to help.” Elwood waved a hand at us, half in farewell and half in dismissal, and then headed back toward the elevators.

      “I’d say we should get together soon,” I said to Emily, “but I have a feeling it won’t be until after!”

      “Yeah. It’s going to be soon. I can tell. I don’t want to make plans more than about an hour ahead right now.”

      We hugged and said our goodbyes and headed for the main doors. We were almost out when Rosie grabbed my arm.

      “Look.”

      I looked. Crossing the floor of the lobby were two men in sharp suits with the shark-like air of lawyers about them. They were flanking their client, and that was Jaz Neumann. His hands were uncuffed, and he was striding across the floor of the police station like he owned the place.

      “Looks like he’s been released,” I said quietly.

      I wasn’t sure how to feel. As Jaz got closer to the exit, he finally saw us. As he passed, he cocked his head at me and smirked. He nodded his head toward his lawyers as if to say, look who I’ve got working for me! And then, still smirking, walked out of the police station without a single word to us.

      “Umm, boss?” Rosie said. “Did you see the way he just looked at us?”

      “I did.”

      “He kinda looked like…”

      “Like he just got away with murder?”

      “Yeah,” Rosie said unhappily.

      And I felt the same.
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      It’s a frustrating feeling, thinking you’ve solved a case but then having doubt liberally sprinkled all over your sleuth work like the worst frosting on a cupcake ever.

      Trey or Jaz? Jaz or Trey? They both had the motivation, and with the exact time of death difficult to pin down, it would be hard to prove or disprove whether either had the opportunity. Trey had lost so much more than Jaz, but it had happened further in the past. Jaz was being affected in the here and now, but would he really stoop to cold-blooded murder to get rid of Paul?

      I dropped Rosie at home, and then it was off to work at The Treasury. They’d been giving me plenty of shifts recently, which was some small consolation for my general frustration. With the way I felt about this case—a case the clients didn’t even want us working on anymore!—it was a comfortable reassurance to have the job of a blackjack dealer to fall back on. Every time a case isn’t going my way, I think, at least it’s not the only thing I have going for me: I can still sling cards and earn a paycheck that way.

      I was almost late for my shift, and I was still tying my hair back when I hurried onto the floor to get to my table. I wiped my brow just as I arrived. The dealer I was replacing gave me a slightly irritated look, clapped out as dealers always do when they leave, and I took over.

      The night started off bad with a belligerent drunk that needed escorting out, and then got worse when a woman proceeded to lose six hands in a row through sheer bad luck. After the second time she lost on a twenty, she started to sob.

      “I’m never lucky. Never lucky at anything,” she wailed to her friend.

      “There, there, it’s only a game. Everyone loses from time to time, isn’t that right?” The friend looked to me for confirmation.

      “That’s right. It’s as much luck as skill. You shouldn’t blame yourself, and make sure not to gamble more than you can afford to lose.”

      The sobbing gambler’s friend laughed. “I wouldn’t worry about that. She won forty-two million dollars on the lottery last year.”

      The sobbing woman sniffed and nodded. “At least I still have my millions to fall back on.”

      Yeah, I could see how that could be a comfort.

      “Sounds like you had a good dose of luck last year, then,” I told her with more cheeriness than I was feeling myself.

      She flashed me an irritated look. “That wasn’t luck. I studied the lottery. That was old-fashioned hard work. Not like this casino gambling, which really is all luck.”

      Not sure how to respond, I laughed. “I’d love some winning lottery numbers if you have any to spare!”

      The woman, who was no longer sobbing, gave me a glare. “What? You want me to just give away the winning numbers? You’re asking me to gift you millions? That’s outrageous.” She grabbed the arm of her friend and walked off, right toward the pit supervisor.

      A moment later, I had no customers, but one irritated-looking supervisor was coming over to talk to me.

      “Did you just ask a customer to give you millions of dollars?”

      “No, it was—”

      “We have a lot of wealthy clientele, and it’s completely inappropriate to ask them for handouts. Especially seven figure ones.”

      “I didn’t. It was just a joke, I—”

      “You’re a dealer, not a comedian. Keep the gags off the floor, okay?”

      I was tempted to stomp off and never return. Instead, I took a deep breath, nodded sweetly, and promised not to beg for millions from my customers in the future.

      People were just the worst, I decided, before pretending the exact opposite as more gamblers arrived to play at my table. It was one of those nights.

      When I got home late that night, I was feeling irritated at everything. Irritated at myself for not solving the case, at Jaz and Trey for both being suspects, at the pit supervisor for believing nonsense from a customer over me, and at the customers for ruining my already-bad night. The world was conspiring against me, I decided.

      I fell into an uneasy sleep, punctuated by dreams of rich killers trying to cheat at cards while Stone looked on frowning—at me or the killers? I wasn’t sure which.

      About thirty seconds after I fell asleep, I was awoken by a message from Rosie.

      >Hope it’s not too early, boss! So, who was it?? Trey or Jaz???

      I checked the time. It was just after five, so I had in fact been asleep for several hours, rather than the mere seconds that it felt like. Rosie sure was an early riser, though. I responded with a shrugging emoji and then closed my eyes again.

      Sleep wasn’t going to come, I could tell, and I was still feeling irritated from the night before. I got up, pulled on some sneakers, and went out for a walk before the sun could come up and start frying anyone so silly as to try and do the same thing later in the day.

      After putting in a couple of miles and trying to wrestle with who our killer could be, I headed back home to get ready for the day. Before showering, I sent a message to Nanna asking her what she thought. She responded almost immediately without an answer, but with a promise that she was going to be right over. It looked like I had my second assistant back.

      I’d picked up some muffins from a café on my walk, and I carried the bag over to Rosie’s, along with my own mug of coffee, just in case she didn’t have a pot ready to pour.

      When Rosie let me in, I was surprised to see Nanna already there with a big paper bag from NYLV Bagels.

      “You should have something savory before your muffin,” Nanna told me by way of greeting.

      “Thanks for the tip, Nanna. What’s in the bag?”

      “Poppy seed bagels with cream cheese.”

      I perked up. NYLV was one of the better bagel shops in town—supposedly authentic New York style—and their poppy seed bagels were wonderful. Maybe it was going to be a better day than the one before.

      We sat around Rosie’s table with stacks of notes, plates full of food, and a big pot of coffee ready to refill my mug when it became empty.

      “So, girls,” Nanna said, taking control, “we’ve got Jaz and Trey, and we need to decide which one of them did it. Is that right?”

      We confirmed it was.

      “Now, Jaz—his name doesn’t sound like a murderer, does it? You can imagine someone called Trey killing someone, but Jaz? He sounds like a gentle soul.”

      “Uh, Nanna? We usually prefer to stick to facts and evidence than whether they have a killer name.”

      “I know you do,” Nanna agreed. “It’s one of your weaknesses. I think you need to look at the whole picture. Take everything in. And that includes their names.”

      “Rosie? What do you think?”

      I was hoping for something a little more logical, and I got it. Kind of.

      “You’re right, Nanna, Jaz doesn’t sound like the name of a killer. But it could be a ruse, couldn’t it? Perhaps he adopted the name to give himself a softer image?”

      Nanna nodded thoughtfully. “Oh, that’s just the kind of clever thing a killer does. Maybe we shouldn’t just be looking at the names, Tiffany?”

      “Couldn’t agree more,” I said as benignly as I could manage. “Okay, getting back to it. We know that Paul’s remains were found on Jaz’s property. Thoughts?”

      “A killer could have put it there because they thought Jaz would make a useful scapegoat,” Nanna said.

      “Or Jaz could have put it there as a bluff,” Rosie added. “As in, who would put the remains on their own property?! type of move.”

      “I’ll write that down,” Nanna said. “Remains on property may or may not be a sign of guilt.”

      “And then there’s Trey,” I said. “His life was pretty much ruined by Paul. He had plenty of motivation, but we haven’t found anything else to connect him. There’s no actual evidence that he’d been in contact with Paul for years or that he would have enough knowledge about his recent life to know that spreading remains on Jaz’s property would be a clever idea.”

      “He sounded pretty guilty when we spoke to him,” Rosie said. “But then, he didn’t actually confess to anything. It may have been that he was simply happy that Paul had died, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “Tell me about the remains again,” Nanna said.

      Rosie looked through some files and then reported, “Three teeth were found on the property, fragments of bone, and they also found a loop of wire with twisted ends.”

      “Sounds like the body wasn’t in very good condition,” Nanna said thoughtfully.

      “That’s an understatement!”

      “What about Wara and Dara?” Nanna asked.

      “Wara and Dana,” I corrected. “Ugh. I don’t know. What do you think, Rosie?”

      “They hired us initially. It seems unlikely they would have employed us if they were the killers. Very counterproductive to getting away with murder if you hire someone to catch you.”

      “Unless they thought there was no chance of you catching them,” Nanna said.

      “Gee, thanks for the confidence.”

      “I was talking about theirs, not mine,” Nanna said. “I know you’ll catch them, whoever it is.”

      “I sure hope so.”

      Snowflake jumped up onto the table and immediately sat in front of me.

      “What do you want, Snowy?”

      “She wants you to move,” Rosie said. “She likes to sit there and watch the television, but you’re blocking the view.”

      “It’s not even switched on.”

      Meow!

      Rosie shrugged. “It’s the principle of the matter.”

      I stared at Snowflake. “Are you serious?”

      Meow!

      I shifted my chair to the side and moved my plate, mug, and papers.

      Snowy immediately sat down on the table where my stuff had been piled up, and half-closed her eyes.

      “See,” Rosie said, “she’s happy now.”

      “She’s very demanding, isn’t she?” I said.

      Rosie shrugged. “She keeps me company, and I like looking after her.”

      “I guess Ian’s lucky to have you here.”

      “And so are you,” Nanna said to me.

      I laughed and nodded. “Yes, I am. You came just in time, Rosie. With Ian gone, I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      “You would have kept on solving cases, boss. I’m sure I just slow you down.”

      “No way. You’re brilliant, Rosie.”

      “Thank you,” she said in a very small, humble voice.

      Just then, an idea began to strike me. It wasn’t yet fully formed. It was more of an inkling of an idea, but like a seed, it was growing.

      I chewed on a bagel thoughtfully as I twisted and turned it in my mind.

      Yes, yes, I was onto something.

      “Tiffany!” Nanna said.

      “Huh?”

      “You were talking to yourself. While eating. You shouldn’t talk with your mouth full, and especially not if you’re talking to yourself.”

      “Sorry. I think I’ve got something.”

      “What do you mean?” Nanna asked, peering at me.

      “I was thinking about the remains and our suspects, and… I think we’ve been on the wrong track.”

      “You’re not going to say we have to start again from the beginning, are you?” Rosie asked with considerable apprehension.

      “No. I think we might be able to skip right to the end. But it’s going to take some planning. We’re going to have to lay a trap.”

      Rosie and Nanna both beamed at the prospect.

      “So?” Nanna asked. “Are you going to tell us?”

      “Let me finish my bagel while I think it through again.”

      “Eat fast!” Nanna said, rubbing her hands together in anticipation.

      Rosie, on the other hand, didn’t want to wait. She wanted to figure it out herself. She scrunched up her brow in thought as she tried to calculate what exactly it was that I had deduced.

      But she couldn’t do it.

      Not yet.

      I was still the master, and she was still the apprentice.

      Very satisfied with myself, I got to work putting all the pieces mentally into place.

      Yes, everything was coming together nicely.

      And it all made perfect, if twisted, sense.
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      Rosie, Nanna, and I leaped into action. Well, carefully talked through the plan and then walked down to my car and drove away at a sensible speed. Not all plans need to consist of chaos and mayhem. This one was going to go as smooth as butter, I could just tell.

      “What if she doesn’t want to help?” Nanna asked, worried.

      “She will,” I said with plenty of bluster. “She’ll have to.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Nanna said, “Don’t count your chickens before they’ve hatched.”

      I gave her a suspicious look. “You’re not going to add chickens to your little garden, are you?”

      Nanna said nothing.

      “I bet you’re not allowed. It’ll be against city ordinances or the homeowners' association.”

      “Rules for thee, not for me.”

      “That’s not how it works, Nanna.”

      “Hmph. We’ll see.”

      We pulled up outside Petals and Blooms.

      “Now, remember,” I said. “We want her on our side. Okay?”

      Rosie and Nanna assured me they understood. Before we entered, we saw Rhonda through the window, carrying a bunch of flowers from the back over to a shelf.

      “She does have an incredible figure,” Nanna said, peering at her. “I bet she doesn’t eat as many cupcakes as us.”

      “Does anyone?” Rosie asked, apparently seriously.

      “Oh, we don’t have that many, do we, Tiffany?”

      “A perfectly reasonable amount,” I confirmed. “Okay, let’s do this. Remember, we want her kept sweet.”

      “Sweet as a butterscotch frosted cupcake!” Nanna added.

      “Exactly.”

      When we entered, Rhonda’s face fell when she saw it was us. Not even the sight of Nanna could put an immediate smile on her face.

      “Again?”

      “It’s my first time here,” Nanna said. “They told me you do the best arrangements.”

      Rhonda gave us a skeptical look. I shrugged and nodded that it was true. It wasn’t why we were there, but I had indeed discussed with Nanna how talented Rhonda was at arranging flowers.

      The florist put her hands on her hips and gave us a look which asked why we were back in her shop again.

      “I want to say two things,” I told her. “First, to apologize for how much of your time we’ve taken. You’re very busy, and we’ve been a great annoyance, I’m sure.”

      Rhonda gave me a tight smile which confirmed it.

      “But secondly, we need your help.”

      “My help?”

      I nodded. “Yes. We’re close to solving who killed Paul Alwes. In fact, we’ve figured out who it was. But we’re going to need your help to bring them down!”

      Rhonda gave me another skeptical look. “You’re not going to say it was Jaz, are you? Because he’s a good man, a very good man. He would never do such a thing.”

      “No, it wasn’t Jaz,” I told her. “But it’s someone very close to him. We’re going to need your help to save him. The police think it was Jaz, and they’ve got plenty of circumstantial evidence to prove it.” There may be a fine line between exaggeration and lying, and I’d probably crossed it. But that was okay, we had a case to solve. “If you don’t help us, he’ll be charged with murder.”

      “I thought they’d released him?”

      “They did, but it’s a, uh, trap. They want him to get comfortable, then they’re going to pounce on him again.”

      “Oh no.”

      “But you can help us save Jaz from months of torment and possibly even being convicted of a crime he didn’t commit. Can you help us?”

      Rhonda nodded. “If it’s for Jaz, then I’ll help. He doesn’t deserve anything bad to happen to him.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed.

      “What do I need to do?”

      “It’s a big ask, Rhonda. But this is how it’s going to go down. We need to briefly make Jaz look guilty. This will make the killer let their guard down. When they least suspect it, we'll present our overwhelming evidence and prove that it was them all along.”

      “Hmm.”

      “So,” Rosie said, “what we’re going to do is accuse Jaz of being the killer. Then, you’re going to confirm the accusation for us—you’re going to say you have proof! Of course, none of this is true, but it’s what we need to set up the big takedown.”

      “And after that, this will all be over? And things will get back to normal?”

      “Precisely,” I told her. “Do you think you can do that for us?”

      “I won’t like saying that Jaz killed someone, but if it’s only for a couple of minutes, and it’s to help him…” Rhonda gulped. “I’ll do it.”

      “Excellent! Now, there’s something else I need your help with as well.” Rhonda nodded for me to continue. “We need to do this tomorrow night, so we have to get any events he has planned for tomorrow canceled. Do you know if there’s anything going on tomorrow? Are you supplying floral arrangements?”

      Rhonda nodded. “You’re right, it wouldn’t be good to have this happen in front of clients. Yes, there’s supposed to be an event tomorrow. It’s a baby shower for some lady who thinks she’s too good to hold one in her own home. I’ve got a lovely centerpiece planned for her.”

      “Okay, I’m going to need the details. It’s crucial I get this event canceled.”

      Rhonda nodded and went to check her diary and make a note of the details for me so that I could make some calls.

      “You’re being incredibly helpful, Rhonda,” I told her when she handed over the paper. “We’ll be out of your hair soon, and this will all be over. You and Jaz will be able to return to normal life without the question of Paul Alwes hanging over you.”

      “It’s going to be such a relief. Jaz doesn’t like to show it, but it has been upsetting him. I can tell, you know.”

      “I bet you can. You’ve clearly got a strong friendship with him.”

      Rhonda beamed at me. “Yes, yes, that’s right.”

      “I’ll be in touch with some final instructions for tomorrow,” I told her. “But thanks again for all your help.”

      Rosie and I were halfway out the door before I realized Nanna wasn’t quite with us. She was giving Rhonda an appraising look.

      “How often do you eat cupcakes?”

      “Cupcakes? Almost never.”

      “Muffins? Brownies? Carrot cake? Red velvet?”

      Rhonda shook her head. “No, they’re not for me. I’m more of a fruit and vegetables kind of girl.”

      Nanna nodded thoughtfully. “Is it worth it, dear?”

      “Huh?”

      “Is it worth living a life without muffins and cupcakes so you can keep your figure?”

      Rhonda laughed, but it was rather nervous, like she couldn’t quite believe what Nanna was asking. Nor could I. We were supposed to be keeping her on our side!

      “I enjoy my veggies, what can I say?”

      “Hmm,” was all Nanna said. “See you tomorrow.”

      We got Nanna out of the shop and I shot her an accusatory stare. “Were you trying to upset her?”

      “Not at all. Just trying to figure her out.”

      “And?”

      Nanna shrugged. “She’s a maniac! Who chooses carrots over carrot cake?”

      Laughing, we bundled back into the car and drove a couple of miles away to where we pulled into the parking lot of a big café.

      “You two be quiet while I make this call,” I said to my two partners.

      Rosie and Nanna both nodded and kept their lips tightly pressed together. I called up Jaz’s company’s office number and got through to his events coordinator.

      “Hello?” I said. “I’m calling on behalf of Binky Ludgate? About the baby shower tomorrow…? We need to cancel. Binky has decided to hold it at a hotel instead, in a ballroom. It’s much grander.”

      “Who is this?”

      “I’m Cindy Ludgate. You don’t know me. I’m her sister. I’m flying in from Hawaii.”

      “Then I’m afraid you may be a little out of the loop,” the events coordinator told me. “Unfortunately, we have had to cancel the event ourselves already. Binky was informed earlier today.”

      “And she didn’t tell me?!”

      “Uh…”

      “That’s outrageous! I’m so mad at her. But not you. Thank you!”

      I hung up the phone quickly.

      “What is it, boss?” Rosie asked when she saw the puzzled look on my face.

      “The event tomorrow was already canceled. Jaz must have canceled the booking himself.”

      “Do you think Rhonda did it?” Nanna asked.

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. She would have had to have been very fast considering we only just left her, but it sounded like it was canceled by Jaz’s company. The coordinator definitely said it was them who canceled the event.”

      “So what’s going on?” Nanna said.

      “I’m not sure. I think we better go over there and see what’s happening.”
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      We pulled up into a corner of the guest parking lot where we were mostly shielded from view from the main house. We got out and circumnavigated the boundary of the lot until we found a good spot with a view of the house and events hall.

      “That’s Dana’s car,” Rosie said, indicating a white Audi. “But there’s nothing else here today. No deliveries, no staff, no getting ready.”

      “He’s canceled today as well,” I said. “Something is definitely up. Ideas?”

      “Maybe he’s about to run off?” Nanna suggested.

      “He could be sick,” Rosie said. “Though you’d think his family and staff would still be able to run an event or two without him.”

      “Unless he’s a control freak,” I said. “But still…”

      “It could be that he wants to focus on proving his innocence,” Rosie said. “He looked smug coming out of the police station, but maybe it’s just a front. He could be really worried, and now he wants to focus on proving that it wasn’t him who killed Paul. He could be taking a break from the business for the time being, until he knows he’s completely in the clear.”

      “Nope,” Nanna said, “he’s up to something. I can tell. Something sneaky.”

      “Does it affect our plan, boss?”

      “Hopefully not. I mean, we wanted the event canceled tomorrow. But it makes me worried that things aren’t going to go the way we want them to, and—”

      I was interrupted by my phone ringing. It was the Treasury casino.

      When I answered, I was told that due to one of my colleagues being sick, I was going to have to come in to work immediately.

      “I’m very busy…”

      “As a valued Treasury employee, we expect you to be willing to take one for the team on occasion and help us out. We will expect you to arrive within the hour. Good day.”

      I glared at my phone when they’d hung up. I didn’t even get any choice in the matter, it seemed.

      I explained to Nanna and Rosie what had happened.

      “Then here’s what we’ll do,” Nanna said. “You go to work, and Rosie and I will get ourselves something to eat, then come back here in my car, and we’ll do a stakeout.”

      “Without me?”

      Nanna nodded. “Yes, Rosie and I will be fine, won’t we, dear?”

      “Absolutely!”

      I didn’t want to go and work in the casino. I wanted to be on the stakeout, watching Jaz, seeing what exactly he was up to. But I still needed my other job to fall back on. I wasn’t ready to pack it in yet. And if I didn’t show up… well, the choice wouldn’t be mine to make any longer.

      “I guess that’s what we’re going to have to do then.”

      “You do trust us, don’t you?” Nanna didn’t so much ask as demand.

      “Of course, I do.”

      “I’m sure Tiffany just doesn’t want to miss out on the fun. Right, boss?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then that’s decided!” Nanna clapped her hands together in delight. “Let’s get a move on!”

      Irritated at having to go to the casino, I drove us back into town, and we put things into action.

      Still, there was the plan tomorrow when we would bring down the killer for good. Today wasn’t important.

      At least, I hoped not.

      But in the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but think Jaz’s preemptive canceling of plans was going to throw a massive wrench in the works. He was up to something.

      And it just might ruin everything.
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      That afternoon, back in the casino, I couldn’t keep my mind on the cards. I kept thinking about Jaz, Dana, and Wara—not to mention Rhonda—and what the cancellation of his events meant. We weren’t allowed our phones on the floor of the casino while we were working, so there was nothing I could do to relieve my anxiety.

      When I finally got a break, I rushed out to my locker and grabbed my phone. Nothing. I called up Rosie, but Nanna answered the phone.

      “Yes, dear?”

      “What’s going on? Is anything happening?”

      “Well, Rosie was just telling me about when she lived in San Francisco. Did you know—”

      “I mean with Jaz! Is anything happening at the house?”

      “If it was, I would have told you, wouldn’t I?” Nanna said with some irritation.

      “Ugh. Look, I’ve only got two more hours to go. Try not to let anything happen until I’m done, okay?”

      “We’ll try to make sure you don’t miss out on the action.” Then Nanna lowered her voice to speak to Rosie without me hearing. Except I could still hear her. “We won’t wait for her if something happens,” Nanna hissed.

      “I heard that.”

      “No you didn’t, I was whispering. Now put a quarter in the machines for me!”

      “I’m not allowed to gamble while—”

      Nanna hung up before I could finish explaining why I wouldn’t be putting a quarter into a slot machine on her behalf. Impatient for something to happen but glad it wasn’t actually happening while I wasn’t there, I headed out back to my station to sling some more cards under the watchful eyes of countless security cameras, pit bosses, security, and of course, our beloved customers.

      It was a slow afternoon, with careful gamblers who considered their moves very cautiously before putting down a ten dollar chip and spent a long time considering whether they actually wanted another card or not, consulting with friends and partners before each minor financial decision.

      Several times during the afternoon, I found myself gritting my teeth to stop from yelling, Get on with it! at some of the customers. Of course, it wouldn’t have made the time go any faster, but it would have been a way to relieve my frustration.

      When my replacement arrived two minutes late, I was on the verge of just running off the floor and to heck with the consequences. I couldn’t stand the anticipation of not knowing what was going on with my case while I was stuck grinning at customers who couldn’t make up their minds about whether to take another card while on eleven—Just take it!, I wanted to yell.

      But finally, finally, I was free, and I rushed back to my locker and grabbed my phone. Then, I stared at it in horror.

      Ten missed phone calls. Ten!

      All of them were from Nanna or Rosie. I jumped to the text messages. The only new one was from Nanna.

      > Airport!! Fleeing! Answer phone!

      Nanna knew perfectly well that I couldn’t answer the phone while I was at work. I tried calling them both, but there was no answer. To the airport it was!
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      I drove to Departures because it seemed like the most likely spot to find them. On the way over, I kept running through everything in my head.

      What was going on? My best guess was that Jaz had decided to flee the country. This was more irritating than anything else—I was certain he wasn’t the killer, and his absence was going to mess up the whole clever plan we’d concocted. How are you supposed to do a grand reveal of a killer if your key prop has scampered off to Mexico or wherever they were intending to fly to?

      When I arrived, I drove slowly along the drop-off lane, looking for a sign or a clue as to where either Nanna and Rosie or Jaz and his family were. I found my clue all right, and when I did, I thumped the steering wheel in frustration.

      I pulled the car to a stop and jumped out, hurrying over to Nanna and Rosie. They were standing together by a light pole with a curious-looking security guard standing next to them, not doing a whole lot other than observing their predicament.

      And what a predicament it was. Nanna’s right hand was handcuffed to Rosie’s left, and the same was true of their other two hands. And in the middle of them was a light pole. They were stuck there with no visible means of escape. I dug into my bag for lock picks and set to work while I questioned them.

      “What happened?”

      “They did a runner!” Rosie said. “They put suitcases in the car, then they came here. Wara and Dana got out with their baggage, and we followed them.”

      “We did call you,” Nanna said. “But you didn’t answer.”

      I held one pick in one of the handcuff locks while I worked the pins inside with a second.

      “Yeah, I was working. As you know, Nanna. Why are you handcuffed?”

      “I found them like this,” the security guard said. “They caused quite a commotion. A lot of yelling.”

      “I bet.”

      “You should have stopped them,” Nanna said to the guard. “You let those criminals escape!”

      The guard shrugged. “I do security outside, not inside. It’s not my job once they’re through the doors. Parking and stopping are my areas of expertise.” The security guard gave me a pointed look. “Speaking of which, you shouldn’t have stopped there if you’re not dropping someone off. This is departures, not pickups.” He turned to look back at Nanna and Rosie. “Anyway, you were the ones causing a commotion. I’ve been keeping watch on you.”

      “You should have unlocked us,” Rosie complained.

      “Don’t have a key for those, do I?”

      With a satisfying click, I got the first handcuff undone.

      “You should have picked it, like that.”

      “Only criminals know how to do that.”

      I glared at the security guard. “I’m a private investigator, not a criminal.”

      He just shrugged.

      “So what exactly happened?”

      “They had handcuffs,” Nanna complained. “One pair each. They tricked us, didn’t they, Rosie?”

      “They sure did. Sorry, boss.”

      “That’s okay. And you think they were definitely fleeing?”

      “Yep. They’ll be long gone by now.”

      I breathed out a deep sigh.

      “Looks like we’re going to need a Plan B for tomorrow.”

      “Mm,” Nanna sounded.

      I narrowed my gaze at her. “Mm?”

      “Don’t you think you could, possibly, maybe, by chance, be wrong about the killer? That if Jaz and Dana and Wara are fleeing, then perhaps it was one or all of them that killed Paul?”

      No. No, I definitely didn’t.

      Did I?

      No!

      But why would they be fleeing if it wasn’t them?

      “I… don’t know.”

      Rosie shook her head at me. “You do know, boss. You figured it out, and I bet you’re right. Jaz is probably just fleeing because he’s worried about being framed or unfairly prosecuted.”

      “Yeah,” I said quietly, not sure if I really believed it anymore. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “No, it’s not me who’s right. It’s you that’s right. Your theory is the best we’ve got, boss. Maybe Jaz just decided he needed a vacation.”

      “Yeah. Could be. I guess anyone might want one after being accused of murder.”

      I got the second handcuff undone with a final click. Nanna and Rosie began rubbing their wrists to get the blood flowing again.

      “So what do we do now?” Nanna asked.

      “Pizza,” I said, “and then an early night. We’re going to have to change the plan for tomorrow now.”

      “Excellent idea,” Nanna said. “And I know something that will help.”

      “Oh?”

      Nanna crouched down and opened up her purse, which was on the ground at the base of the light pole. She withdrew her bright neon yellow wig and placed it onto my head.

      “My lucky wig. If you wear that, everything’s going to be okay!”

      Laughing, I just nodded and grinned. I looked ridiculous, but this was Las Vegas. I wouldn’t even draw more than a mildly interested look from anyone.

      Laughing and looking ridiculous, we went to refuel before an early night.
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      With a stupid smile still on my face and the silly wig still on my head, I said goodnight to Rosie—who announced she was going out for an evening walk—and went back to my place stuffed full of pepperoni pizza and too much soda.

      But we deserved it, all of us.

      I opened my front door, and my hand went, as it always did at night, to the light switch. I turned it on.

      Every other time I’d done that, my place was immediately lit with comforting, homey, cozy illumination.

      But not this time.

      I flicked the switch up and down a couple of times as if to coax it back to life. Nothing. Muttering to myself, I let the door close behind me, and then dug into my bag for my phone to use as a flashlight.

      It wasn’t a power cut because the lights were still on in the hallways outside. It was a bulb that needed replacing. My hands found my phone and grasped it. I pulled it out, and the screen lit up. I was about to go for the flashlight when the dim screen allowed me to make out a shadow in front of me.

      Curious, I held out the phone to see better.

      Then the shadow moved.

      “Argh!” I yelped.

      But it was too late.

      The figure stepped in close and sprayed something right into my face.

      Squirt, squirt, squirt.

      My hands flew up to my cheeks, my eyes, my mouth, trying to wipe it off. But it was too late. The slightly sweet liquid had covered my face and I’d swallowed some of it already.

      Slowly, I sunk to my knees. The lights came on as my assailant switched on one of the bulbs that they hadn’t removed.

      I stared up at them.

      The last thing I remembered was smiling.

      I was right!

      And then, like my entrance light, I was out.
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      I wasn’t out for long, but I was very woozy. My assailant had given me something that made me feel quite wonderful, and it took all of my faculties to remind myself that I really, really needed to focus on staying alive.

      I blinked my eyes open and forced myself to begin crawling forward. My assailant nodded at me.

      “Yes, it might be best if we put you up on a chair. Crawl over there to your sofa. That’ll work.”

      I did as instructed, and when I got to the couch, I slowly clambered up onto it with my limbs feeling like lead. I sunk into the soft cushions and stared with barely focused eyes at Paul Alwes’s killer.

      It was Rhonda.

      “Tell me… why… how…” I slurred. She really had given me something potent, and it was making everything difficult, but it hadn’t killed my curiosity, which still burned bright inside me. Rhonda had ruined my clever plan to capture her using Jaz as bait, but I still didn’t have a clear understanding of why she had done what she had done.

      Rhonda nodded. “I suppose I might as well tell you. I can’t tell anyone else. Perhaps Jaz, when we are both old and gray, many years from now. But not now. Yes, you should have a chance to appreciate my brilliance before… you know.”

      “Before… you kill me?”

      Rhonda nodded sadly. “Yes. It’s unfortunate, don’t you think?”

      “It’s very unfortunate. In fact, I’d really prefer it if you didn’t kill me.”

      “Yes, of course you would. But that’s just not the way these blossoms have blown, is it? You would blab to the cops and ruin everything I’ve worked so hard for.”

      “So, tell me everything.”

      I had figured out most of it, but I wanted to buy myself some time. Whatever Rhonda had sprayed in my face seemed to be wearing off fast.

      “Okay, I’ll just pour us some tea.”

      Rhonda produced a thermos flask from a bag she had stashed in my living room. It was an ominously large bag, and I shuddered to think what tools it contained. Rhonda got two cups from the kitchen and poured us some tea from her thermos. It smelled like nothing I’d ever drunk before.

      Rhonda handed a cup over to me, which I gripped weakly in two hands.

      “Poppy tea,” Rhonda said. “I use it for my pain. Excellent stuff. I sprayed you with a rather more concentrated form of it.”

      Poppy tea? Wasn’t that opium? I let the cup warm my hands but was determined not to drink any of it.

      “Your pain?”

      “Yes. I wasn’t always a florist and nursery owner, you know. I was a dancer until I tore some ligaments that really were supposed to stay in one piece. Ever since, I’ve been plagued by pain, and poppy tea is the only thing that seems to help.”

      “Why did you kill Paul?”

      “Because Jaz wanted me to. It’s the only way I knew to show how much I cared.”

      “Jaz asked you to kill him?” This had not been part of my theory, and I was quite surprised to hear it.

      “Yep.”

      “In those exact words?”

      Rhonda shook her head and laughed. “Oh, no, of course not. We always talk in code. It’s our thing.”

      “Are you and him having an affair?”

      “True love can never be called a mere affair.”

      “He’s married,” I pointed out.

      “We all make mistakes,” Rhonda said with a shrug. “It doesn’t matter. We truly love each other. We’d do anything for each other. That’s why I got rid of Paul. Just a tiny token of my affection for the love of my life.”

      “Tell me how it happened. From the beginning.”

      Rhonda nodded. “Paul came back into their life some time ago via Dana, and Jaz was not happy about it. He told me how much he hated Paul and how he wished Dana would break up with him. Of course that’s what his words were—in reality he was asking me to do something about it, though neither of us stooped to using words like kill or murder or even get rid of. It was always code.”

      “How do you know you didn’t misinterpret his meaning?”

      Rhonda laughed as if the very idea were preposterous. “Lovers always understand each other. And anyway, I confirmed it with him. I said, ‘Jaz, wouldn’t it be such a shame if something happened to Paul.’ And he said, ‘I wish it would! I wish he’d just disappear off the face of the Earth!’”

      “And so you made it happen?”

      “Precisely. It’s what he wanted.”

      “How did you do it?”

      Rhonda took a big sip of her tea before answering.

      “I was very clever,” Rhonda said proudly. “He was planning a grand proposal to Dana, and we couldn’t let that happen. He wanted to make a big flower order—he was going to fill a room with all her favorite blooms when he made his formal proposal to marry. It was actually my idea. Clever, huh?”

      “Yes, very clever. Then what?”

      “I told him to come down to my nursery—you know, I grow a lot of my own flowers. Not all of them, of course, but I have several greenhouses and some outdoor gardens on a little property on the outskirts of town. Anyway, I had Paul come down to choose some blooms. I gave him some lovely poppy tea, which made him very relaxed, and then I just…”

      “Used your flower arranging wire to garrote him?”

      “Yes. He didn’t even notice.” Rhonda nodded at my cup. “Drink your tea; it’ll get cold.”

      I mimed drinking some of the liquid and pretended to swallow but didn’t consume any. I needed my faculties about me—or what little I had left of them!

      “Then what did you do? His remains were found at Jaz’s property.”

      “I mulched him.”

      “Huh?”

      “I’ve got a wood chipper and a big compost tumbler. I put him in the wood chipper and had the output go straight into the compost tumbler. It was very neat. Then, after a couple of months, I scattered it across Jaz’s land right after his gardeners had put down some fresh mulch.”

      “Yuck.”

      Rhonda shrugged.

      “And why did you put it on Jaz’s land? If you’d used that compost at your nursery, I doubt anyone would ever have found the remains.”

      “I wanted the remains to be found eventually. So that Jaz could see what I did for him. He’d know, without words, that it was me.”

      “And you think he’d approve.”

      “Of course. Jaz told me to get rid of Paul, remember?

      “Mm. So you say. Why did Jaz flee the country?”

      Rhonda flashed a look at me. “That’s your fault.”

      “Oh?”

      While Rhonda spoke, I mimed drinking more tea, then yawned as if it were really getting to me.

      “Yes. You and your stupid little plan. You were going to accuse poor Jaz of being the killer and then pin it on Wara, weren’t you?”

      “Actually, I was going to pin it on you. Because it was you.”

      “Then why did you come to me and imply it was someone else?”

      “Because if I said it was you, then you wouldn’t cooperate, would you? Not that you’re cooperating”—I paused my spiel to yawn widely—“now.”

      “No, I’m not. I’ve got my own, much cleverer plan.”

      “What… is it?” I spoke slowly to let Rhonda know that her poppy tea was making me really drowsy.

      Rhonda waved some of her flower-arranging wire in the air. “I’m going to use this, then I’m going to lug you down to my truck in the night, then I’m going to put you through the wood chipper on Jaz’s property.”

      No, she wasn’t!

      “And can I ask why?”

      “Jaz is out of the country. If your teeth or whatever are found on his property while he’s away, then it’ll prove it couldn’t have been him, and that it must have been someone else who killed Paul. He’ll be in the clear! Clever, huh?”

      I nodded and yawned, letting my eyes droop.

      “Are you ready?” Rhonda asked.

      “Not quite. I want the tea to really take effect.”

      Rhonda nodded. “It’s good, isn’t it? I’ve been drinking it for years, so I’m quite adapted to it, but for Paul, and now you, it’ll really make you sleepy. Drift off to sleep, little Tiffany, and I’ll make this all as pleasant as can be.”

      For me, being murdered and put through a wood chipper didn’t sound like it could be pleasant in the slightest.

      “Can I have…” I yawned again. “… some more… tea first?”

      “Yes. That’s a good idea. One more cup and you’ll be a complete zombie!”

      Rhonda picked up her flask and walked over to me. When she got close, she glanced down at my cup, to see that it was nearly completely full.

      “You haven’t—”

      That’s when I acted. I cut off Rhonda’s sentence by tossing the whole cup up into her face. Rhonda dropped her flask, her hands going up to her eyes instinctively.

      “What are you doing?!” Rhonda demanded.

      I answered by giving her a solid kick to the solar plexus, which was more easily done from my seated position on the sofa than it would have been standing up. Rhonda doubled over.

      “Boss?” called a voice from outside. “Are you in there?”

      “Rosie!” I called back. “Come quick!”

      There was the sound of my front door unlocking as Rosie used her spare key. I blinked and realized that Rhonda had gone. Where was—

      Cold wire appeared around my throat. Gasping, I immediately stuck my hand up to try to stop her. I just about managed to get some fingers between my neck and the wire and, gasping, tried to stop Rhonda from killing me.

      Rosie burst into the room holding a can of pepper spray in hand. She came closer, lifted her arm, and threw the can with all her might right at Rhonda’s head. I guess that was the alternative method of using it as a weapon. It had the distinct advantage of not hitting me with its spicy blast, which is what would have happened if Rosie had used it in the more conventional method.

      The flying cylinder connected with a thump, and suddenly the wire around my neck relaxed. I burst to my feet and span around. Rhonda was clutching her hand against her head and looking completely outraged.

      “What are you doing? Stop it!” she spat at us. “You’re ruining everything! Sit down, both of you, and drink the tea!”

      “No.” Rosie and I said in unison.

      “You sit down,” I commanded.

      “No! I’ve got to get everything ready for Jaz! You both need to sit down right now and let me kill you. It’s the only way this is all going to work! If you don’t, the whole system is going to get messed up. You’re going to blab on me, and then I won’t be able to be together with Jaz.”

      “Together with Jaz?” Rosie said. “He’s married to Wara.” Rosie looked at me. “Is she delusional?”

      “I rather think she is,” I confirmed.

      “I’m not delusional! Jaz loves me. He needs me. We’re going to be together forever. Now, please, can you both sit down and drink the poppy tea?”

      “Nuh-uh,” Rosie said. “Not going to happen. Instead, you’re going to give me your hands, and I’m going to cuff you. Then we’re calling the police.”

      “No way. You’re never going to take me down!”

      Rhonda leaped over the sofa and ran straight at Rosie. My partner waited until the last moment, then grabbed Rhonda’s arm while simultaneously sidestepping out the way. She gave a twist and a push, and Rhonda crashed to the floor with a big thump. Rosie landed on top of her, and then I helped Rosie secure her with some cuffs from my bag.

      “Thank goodness you came when you did. If you hadn’t…”

      “I’d be looking for a new job?” Rosie said.

      “You can work in my florist shop,” Rhonda said. “Just kill Tiffany, and I’ll give you a job!”

      “No thanks,” Rosie said. “I’d much rather be a private investigator.”

      “How did you know to come?” I asked her.

      “Like I told you, I was going for a walk. But then I saw Rhonda’s truck parked in the lot. I thought that was odd. Why would she be here? It didn’t seem right to me, so I came to check on you.”

      “Can you pretend you didn’t see my truck?” Rhonda said. “And let me go?”

      We told Rhonda in no uncertain times that we were not going to negotiate with her at all.

      In less than half an hour, cops began to show up—among them Elwood and Emily, who were there to assist the case’s lead detectives.

      “So, it was the florist?” Emily said as she sat beside me on the sofa, “Who would have thought?”

      “She’s obsessed with Jaz,” I explained. “She thinks he talks to her in code. That they have a whole secret lovers’ language that only they understand. Except, it’s only her that understands it. I think Jaz is completely oblivious.”

      “Speaking of which, he hasn’t been answering his phone. You don’t think…”

      I shook my head. “No, she hasn’t harmed them. They fled the country. Jaz was under the impression that he was going to be charged and prosecuted for murder, so they flew off somewhere. I’m not sure where they’ve gone.”

      “Huh.”

      Elwood stomped over and loomed over us. “Got the killer over to your place, huh?”

      “That’s right.”

      Elwood stared at me, slowly nodding. I guessed he was figuring out something grumpy he could say about it.

      “Dangerous. Coulda got yourself hurt, then we’d have another murder on the books.” Elwood looked at Emily. “Tell your friend not to give us any more work, would ya?”

      Emily turned to me. “Thanks for solving a case the homicide department had distinctly failed to solve.”

      “Hey,” Elwood grumbled. “That’s not what I said.”

      “But it’s what you meant,” Emily said sweetly.

      Elwood grunted and then wandered off to complain somewhere else.

      “Well done, Tiff.” Emily heaved herself to her feet, clearly struggling but trying not to show it.

      “Thanks, Em.” I wanted to tell her she should be taking it easy, but knew she wouldn’t appreciate it, so I kept it to myself instead. “We’re having a little family and friends lunch next week if you’ve got time…?”

      “Sure! Send me the details.”

      “Unless…” I nodded at her roundness.

      “Oh, right.” Emily nodded. “I’ll try to hold off on that. I’d hate to miss lunch.”

      Laughing, I got up. There was another homicide detective staring at me meaningfully from across the room.

      Emily squeezed my shoulder.

      “You better go speak to them.”

      She was right. Now it was back to the boring part of my job—giving statements and then writing up my report for the clients. Even though Wara and Dana had requested I stop investigating, they still deserved a report when they got back from wherever they’d flown to in an attempt to protect Jaz.

      I went to talk to the detective who’d just finished with Rosie with a smile on my face.

      “Why are you smiling?” the detective demanded when I reached her.

      But I couldn’t explain it in a way that made sense to her.

      Finding killers and escaping murder attempts are just something you have to experience to really appreciate.

      I wiped the smile off my face and let the detective interview me.

      But I was still smiling inside.

      Tiffany Black had solved another case. And this time, I hadn’t even had to get off my sofa to bring it to a close.

      Yeah, I still got it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Emily sat across from me at the big dining table at Mom and Dad’s house, looking even larger than ever. I couldn’t believe just how pregnant she was. The baby was due any day, but Emily didn’t want to quit living her normal life until the very last minute. And when Emily makes her mind up about something, that’s the way it happens.

      Next to Emily was her husband Jack on one side and Stone on the other. Rosie was next to me, and Uncle Joe, Nanna and Wes, and my cousin Amber and her little girl Angel rounded out the rest of our group.

      “I hope everyone still likes lasagne,” Nanna said. “I was trying that recipe from that chef I used to like. Do you remember?”

      “The one who’s in prison?” I said. I’d run into the cook in question during a case a few years earlier. “How could I forget?”

      “His food is very good,” Nanna said. “Even if he was a bit of a bad egg himself.”

      “You didn’t tell me about that case,” Rosie said.

      I grinned at her. “There’ve been so many I can barely remember them all myself!”

      “Thank you for inviting me,” Rosie said to Mom and Dad and Nanna. “It’s very generous of you.”

      “Nonsense,” Nanna said. “You’re family now.”

      Angel, Amber’s young daughter, pointed a breadstick at Rosie. “Auntie Rosie!”

      Rosie’s cheeks glowed with pride or embarrassment, and she gave the little girl a smile. “Thank you, Angel.”

      “Want dragon fruit and cornbread,” Angel announced.

      Amber quickly tried to silence her. “We’re not having those today, Angel. Today we’ve got Nanna’s killer lasagne. You’re going to love it.”

      Angel looked skeptical. “Cornbread?”

      “No,” Nanna said. “But I’ve made some garlic bread. You’ll like that. It should be just about ready.”

      Nanna returned after a minute with a basket of fresh garlic bread from the oven. She handed a piece to Angel.

      “Hot!” Angel dropped the bread onto her plate and blew on it noisily. She picked it up again shortly after and took a tentative bite of the crispy and soft bread. Her eyebrows went up. Her eyes went wide. Her mouth fell open. “Good!” Angel declared. “Better than cornbread. I hate yucky cornbread! Love bread garlic!”

      “Garlic bread,” Nanna corrected.

      Angel accepted Nanna’s correction with a dismissive nod. “Good. More, please!”

      Soon we were all snacking on the garlic bread while Mom and Nanna went to bring in the lasagne and a huge salad. Then we got down to the serious business of eating and discussing our lives.

      “What happened to the other suspects?” Stone asked.

      Emily rolled her eyes and shook her head. She already knew.

      “Wara, Dana, and Jaz first flew to Mexico and then on to Ecuador,” I told him between mouthfuls of delicious food. “They were convinced Jaz was going to be framed for the killing, thanks to what Rhonda told them. Of course, she planned to whack me and then have my remains found in the same style as Paul’s, thus proving it couldn’t have been Jaz.”

      “Well, I’m glad you managed to put a stop to that,” Nanna said. “Is Rhonda locked up now?”

      “She’s been taken to an institution,” Rosie said. “It seems she really had lost it. She honestly thought that she and Jaz had a whole secret communication method going on and that every time he said something to her, it was ‘code’ for something else. She thought the pair of them were in love.”

      “But what about Wara?” Mom asked.

      “Rhonda figured Jaz was just waiting for the right moment to break things off with her and get a divorce, after all the fuss of the investigation was over. Actually, she still believes that. She thinks she’s going to be released soon because she didn’t really do anything wrong, and that Jaz is going to pick her up so that they can start a new life in California.”

      “The poor thing,” Nanna said.

      “Umm, she tried to kill me…?” I reminded her.

      Nanna nodded. “Yes, but she wasn’t in her right mind. I hope she gets the treatment she needs.”

      “That’s very generous of you, Nanna.” While I theoretically agreed with Nanna, the very recent memory of wire wrapped around my throat made it slightly harder to be quite so forgiving. “But it’s thanks to Rosie that I’m still here.”

      Rosie shook her head in self-deprecation. “No way. You would have escaped, boss. I just sped things up.”

      I wasn’t sure she was right, but I took the compliment gracefully.

      “You need to go back to Krav Maga class,” Stone said, his first words for a while.

      “Ye-es,” I agreed tentatively. “I will. Definitely. When I get the time.”

      “We’re between cases now, boss,” Rosie said ‘helpfully’. “We could go to a class tomorrow.”

      “I’ll pick you both up at eight,” Stone said.

      “I’m afraid I’ve got a shift in the casino tomorrow evening.”

      “… eight in the morning.”

      “Oh.”

      “Perfect,” Rosie said excitedly. “I can’t wait.”

      “Don’t be too gentle with them, will you, Stone?” Nanna asked.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Didn’t you mean ‘be gentle with them,’ Nanna?”

      She had a devilish twinkle in her eyes as she shook her head. “Not at all!” She turned back to Stone. “Be rough with them. Toughen them up!”

      Stone’s lips twitched in amusement. “The training will be firm but fair.”

      Everyone seemed to be satisfied with that pronouncement.

      There was a sudden loud ringing from Rosie’s bag, which she had by her on the floor. She pulled out a tablet.

      “It’s Ian,” she announced. “He likes to check up on his apartment and Snowy.”

      Rosie tapped the screen, and a moment later a sunburned Ian appeared on the screen, face even redder than his hair.

      “Rosie? Where are you?” Ian demanded.

      Rosie turned the tablet around so that Ian could see who was gathered.

      “You’re all… eating without me?” Ian asked, sounding quite peeved.

      “Did you expect us to starve in your absence?” Nanna asked him.

      “No, but… you’re all there… and I’m here…”

      “With the love of your life,” I reminded him.

      “Huh?”

      “Sally?”

      “Ohh! Her. Yeah. But eating luxurious food in luxurious conditions on a luxury ship gets old, y’know? I’d kill for some of that lasagne! Now, Rosie, how is Snowflake?”

      “She’s great. Very content.”

      “I hope she doesn’t cry from missing me too much.”

      “She’s coping,” Rosie said diplomatically.

      “Any apartment security issues? Home invasions? Tornadoes? Earthquakes?”

      “Someone tried to kill Tiffany in her place, but nothing’s happened in yours.”

      “Okay, that’s good. As long as my place is okay, that’s the important thing.”

      “And me?” I said.

      “Huh? What about you?”

      “Did you hear the bit where Rosie said someone tried to kill me?”

      “Yes, yes. But you’re there, so I guess they didn’t succeed. Still, you know what they say, if it first you don’t succeed—”

      “Ian!” I snapped.

      “Gee, chill out, relax. We’re supposed to be on vacation. I’m glad you didn’t die, okay?”

      “That’s better.”

      “Coming back for your funeral would put a real damper on our whole trip.”

      “Ian!”

      “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. Speaking of which, I’m doing a stand-up show for the captain tonight, so I have to go and work on my set.”

      Everyone called out farewells, and then Rosie disconnected him before he could practice his comedy routine on us.

      “Right, we’ve got chocolate cake for dessert,” Nanna announced. “Are you all ready?”

      Emily held up a hand, a rather odd gesture I thought. It’s not like we were in class. Then I saw the look on her face.

      “Em? Are you okay?”

      She held her hand up a moment longer, took a deep breath and nodded. “I think… I think it’s time.”

      “Cake time?” Angel asked.

      Emily shook her head.

      “I mean, it’s time.”

      “Action stations!” Nanna yelled.

      Jack put a hand on his wife’s stomach. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course, I’m sure! Get the car!”

      Jack looked torn, not sure whether to run out to start the car or help his wife out.

      “I want cake!” Angel complained and banged her fist on the table. Before she could bang it a second time, Amber grabbed her daughter’s hand and tried to shush her.

      “She’s got her priorities right,” Uncle Joe declared. “Cake is much better than babies.”

      Angel and Joe nodded in agreement with each other.

      “Start your car,” I told Jack. “We’ll help Emily out.”

      I interlocked an arm with my friend’s while Rosie went round the other side. Nanna cleared the way for us, opening doors and moving chairs to give us room.

      Jack had used a large black Escalade to get to the house, and he had the front passenger door open and the seat slid and tilted back to give Emily as much room as she needed.

      We got her into the car, and I gave her hand a final squeeze before sending her on her way.

      “Do you want any of us to come?”

      She shook her head. “Eat… ow! …the cake…”

      “I’ll come and see you just as soon as you’ll let me, okay?”

      Emily nodded, squeezed my hand, and then winced as another contraction hit.

      “Close the door!” Jack yelled.

      “Good luck!” I called out, and then I worried that wishing luck might make it sound like a riskier event than I wanted it to sound. “Not that you’ll need it, everything’s going to go super-smoothly!”

      “I sure… hope so.”

      After a final squeeze of her hand, I closed the car door, and then Jack drove her away.

      Beside me were Nanna and Rosie. As we watched the vehicle depart, a tear rolled down my cheek, and I sniffed.

      “That’ll be you before long,” Nanna said.

      That made me laugh.

      That didn’t seem likely.

      Nanna pointedly looked back toward the house, her eyebrows raised. We both knew exactly what she meant. Stone was inside.

      I just shook my head.

      It wasn’t the time or the place to even think about me and Stone.

      Three of us walked back inside to find Uncle Joe and Angel already devouring large slices of cake.

      “Couldn’t wait, huh?” I said, amused.

      Joe shook his head. “At my age, it doesn’t pay to wait. Who knows how long I’ve got left.”

      “Me too!” Angel declared. “I’m old too!” Amber wiped Angel’s mouth with a napkin, to her irritation. “Stop it!”

      Those of us who had been outside sat back down, and soon we were all working on our first or second slices of the rich chocolate cake.

      Surrounded by friends and family, with amazing food and incredible company, I couldn’t stop smiling.

      This is what it was all about.

      Food, friends, family—all in the best city in the world.

      Viva Las Vegas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I hope you enjoyed reading this book!

      

        

      
        To continue reading what happens to Stone, Tiffany and the rest of the gang:

        Click Here To Read The Case of The Cozy Snake in Las Vegas

        .

        .

      

        

      
        Grab your copies of two FREE A.R. Winters cozy mysteries: CLICK HERE

        .

      

        

      
        You can also follow AR Winters on Facebook
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        Note from the author: THANK YOU!

        And Please, Please Leave A Review

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading my books!

        I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

      

        

      
        If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review. Even just a few words help!

      

        

      
        An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

      

        

      
        Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

        Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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