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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “This was hard enough the first time,” Nanna said. She sat beside Rosie in the back seat. “Now I’m dropping you off at college—again!”

      “It’s okay, Nanna, take a breath,” I said. “It’s just an undercover gig. We’re not staying, even for a semester.”

      “It’s still a big day,” Nanna said. “Fresh faces, hopeful students, meeting people from all over the world, learning.”

      “The only thing we need to learn is who killed Thaddeus Hargrove,” I said.

      Rosie shook her head.  “Oh, I don’t know. I think Nanna is right. This is a big day. Just look around.”

      Seventy-zillion cars milled around the Golden Valley Liberal Arts College campus, parents and friends helping students move in on the first day of the semester. Lots of luggage, lots of bedding, and fresh faces, like Nanna said. Certainly fresher than my own.

      Rosie, who was way too into disguises these days, had us decked out in GVLAC gear—hoodies, T-shirts, sweat pants, backpacks, and ball caps.

      And smoky eye makeup.

      “All the kids are doing it,” she’d said.

      So, okay, I had no idea what the kids were doing. Smoky eyes it was.

      “I’ve seen this scene in movies,” Rosie said. “It’s oddly exciting to experience it first-hand.”

      “You never went to college?” Nanna said. “But you’re the smartest person I know, Rosie.”

      “Hey,” I said, but Nanna pretended not to hear.

      “Never had the time, or the money, or the urge to go into debt on school loans for the next forty years,” she said. “Still, this is kind of cool.”

      We got our luggage out of the back of Stone’s SUV. I looked around.

      As far as campuses went, this one was fairly new, built sometime around the 1980s during one of the waves of development in Las Vegas. The school sat in the hills between the Summerlin neighborhood and Red Rock Canyon. Surrounding it were mauve and puce-colored hills broken up by the eponymous low red rocks.

      Still, the college was constructed in the classic design of Ivy League schools, brick buildings (although in this climate, a dearth of ivy), a quad, a stone-appointed library, four venerable halls of learning, and a long, low building that was unmarked. The structure we parked near was one of three student housing buildings, this one referred to as the Old Dorms.

      “Campuses never seem to change,” I noted, rolling a suitcase toward the entrance. There were long-haired guys playing hacky sack, a group tossing a frisbee around. Music boomed from somewhere. We passed under the “Welcome Freshmen!” banner and into the lobby. A group of women were gathered near the dorm posting.

      Rosie elbowed her way into the crowd. After a few moments, she turned back with a frown.

      “Which room is ours?” I asked.

      “We have different rooms,” she said. “With roomies.”

      “Wait, that’s not how this is supposed to work,” I said. “We were promised a room together. This is an investigation.”

      “You can get it sorted out later,” Nanna said. “C’mon, I wanna see your rooms!”

      Rosie hauled her stuff toward the elevators. “Third floor,” she said. We crowded into a car full of other students, parents, and belongings. I ignored the excited chatter. How were we supposed to work together if we had separate rooms?

      “Three G and Three H,” Rosie said, wandering down the corridor.

      The dorms were typical, small, barely furnished, sterile. My roomie had chosen her bed already, a pile of stuff atop it. Did I care? Probably not. I was moving into a room with Rosie anyway. Stone followed me in, and we piled the empty bed similarly.

      “Smoky eye? That’s so last year.”

      I wandered next door to Rosie’s room. A tall girl with a high ponytail and muscular shoulders revealed by a tank top confronted my partner.

      “Is not,” Rosie argued in a non-adult manner. Good undercover work.

      “Not that I’m opposed to late bloomers attending college,” Tall Girl said.

      “Hey! Tiffany is not that old,” Rosie said.

      “I didn’t mean her. I meant you, Boomer. What are you, twenty-two, twenty-three?” Tall Girl said. “Are you here on a special scholarship for the elderly?”

      Rosie put her fists on her hips. “If this was a juvenile prison movie, I’d have to take you out with a pillowcase full of soda cans, maybe some homemade brass knuckles.”

      “What?” Tall Girl looked taken aback.

      “Put some soap in a sock, use it as a sap,” Rosie said.

      The shocked expression fell into laughter. Tall Girl shoved Rosie’s shoulder. “You’re funny. I like you. Naomi.”

      Rosie shook the offered hand. “Rosie.”

      “I’m here on a volleyball scholarship,” Naomi said. “I’m looking to major in archaeology. Good to meet you, bunkie.”

      “I’m here on a murder scholarship,” Rosie said.

      Naomi cracked up. “You’re so funny! This is going to be a fun semester.”

      I wandered back into the corridor. Was there someone in charge around?

      “You can’t have open flame in the dorms, hon,” I heard. That sounded official. It turned out, the voice of authority stood outside my dorm.

      A short, chubby girl with her black hair up in a bun leaned on the door frame. She wore no makeup, and dressed like us in college gear. Even though her face was a teenager’s, something about her seemed matronly.

      “I have to clear the space. Might be negativity in here,” said a voice from my room.

      Looking past the matron’s shoulder, I saw a skinny girl with straight brown hair in dozens of braids and big spectacles lighting candles.

      “You’ll have to get an air filter or something. No open flame,” the matron repeated.

      “What about incense?”

      “What about no,” I said.

      My roomie squinted at me through her thick lenses.

      “Are you in charge here?” I asked the matronly girl.

      “I’m the RA,” she nodded.

      Rosie wandered into the hall. “Is that some kind of nurse?” she asked.

      “No, that’s an RN. I’m the Residential Advisor, Sugar Stevens,” the dark-haired girl said.

      “Oh, great. There’s been some kind of mix-up,” I said. “Rosie and I are supposed to share a dorm room.”

      Sugar’s eyes moved between us. “You two are friends?”

      “Besties,” Rosie said.

      “Well, college is all about meeting new people, having new experiences. So I always mix up the room assignments. It’s all part of your new life, your exciting future,” she said brightly.

      “Except—” We were supposed to be working undercover. “We need to study together.”

      “Plenty of places to do that. The library. The cafeteria. The museum study carrels,” Sugar said.

      “That does sound like fun,” Nanna said. “Explore the college a little.”

      We weren’t here as students, not here to make new friends, not learn new subjects, or have fun. As private eyes, we were there to solve a murder.

      “Who are you?” Sugar asked Nanna.

      “Oh, I’m Tiffany’s…” She looked up at me, frowning. “…Other bestie.”

      What?

      “Seriously, Rosie and I need to share a room,” I said. “How can we make that happen?”

      Sugar folded her arms, face turning stern. “You can take it up with the dean of students. Who has never overridden my decisions regarding Old Dorm. Ever. So scoot off to your separate rooms and make some new friends. Capice?”

      Yikes.

      The RA whirled and headed for the elevators.

      “We can make this work,” Rosie said. “After all, we live in separate apartments, which are technically farther apart than these dorm rooms.”

      “Except the only one we need to worry about eavesdropping is Snowflake,” I said. “And occasionally Jan, when she falls asleep on the couch.”

      “Don’t worry about the cat. Wes and I have taken care of Snowy before. We still have some cat toys,” Nanna said. Then her face bunched in puzzlement. “Or are those Wes’ collectible action figures?”

      “Gimme one sec,” I said. I walked back into my dorm. “I’m Tiffany. What do you think about having a coffee maker in here?”

      “I’m Skye,” the braided girl said. “Your aura is seriously dark.”

      “Great. Coffee it is,” I said, and pulled Mr. Coffee out of my backpack. It took pride of place on my tiny desk.

      “As long as we don’t get in trouble,” Skye said. “I can’t exist with negative vibes. My space needs to be clear of negativity.”

      “Oh, it will be,” I said, “And full of coffee. Excuse me, I’ll be back.”

      What a weirdo.

      “I don’t think agreeing to work this case undercover was a good idea,” I said low when I joined Rosie, Stone, and Nanna again. “There are already distractions.”

      “We’ll be fine, boss,” Rosie said.

      “You can’t call me boss while we’re here,” I said.

      “Oh. Right,” Rosie said.

      “Gotta keep it on the downlow,” Nanna said. “That’s why I told the nurse I’m your bestie.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “So you don’t blow your cover, Tiff. Jeez,” Nanna said.

      “What’s the difference if people know…”

      Never mind.

      “Let us walk you out, and then we can figure out how we’re going to work this,” I said, leading the way to the elevators.

      “Okay, buddy,” Nanna said.

      “You hardly packed anything,” Rosie said. “Mr. Coffee took up your whole backpack.”

      “Priorities,” I said. “There were socks in there, too. It’s not like we can’t grab some clothes from home. We live less than fifteen minutes from here.”

      “Wouldn’t that be breaking cover?” Nanna said.

      The elevator doors closed. “I’m sure other students live locally. They’d be going home to have Mom do the laundry.”

      “Are you going to have your mother do your laundry?” Nanna asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “Man. No wonder you don’t like working undercover. You have no idea how to get into character,” Nanna said.

      “We aren’t going to school, Nanna. A man was killed here. The board of trustees thinks it’s murder. We’re out of here as soon as we solve this. I don’t want to spend any more time than necessary.”

      I gave Stone a look. He stood in the corner of the elevator car, looking back. He was the main reason I wasn’t going to waste too much time playing student. Since the two of us (finally!) got together, we’d spent hardly any time together. Mr. Dark-and-Mysterious gave me a smile.

      “Don’t worry, Tiff. I won’t be far away,” he said.

      Well, he lived even closer to the college than Rosie and I. What was he talking about?

      The doors opened to a crowd of freshmen girls waiting in a herd, packed like beasts of burden. We sidled past and out to the parking lot. Above, the sky clouded darkly, one of those rare late August rains moving in. You could already smell it in the breeze.

      “Did I give you Snowy’s special blanket?” Rosie asked. “There might be thunder. Snowflake gets scared.”

      “Yes, we have the special blanket. What kind of cat sitters do you think we are?” Nanna said.

      “Oh, I know you’re a good cat sitter, Nanna,” Rosie said.

      “Don’t call me Nanna!” Nanna whispered. “You’ll get outed. Call me Frederica Lopez.”

      “Ohh-kayyy,” Rosie said.

      I took another look around as we moved toward Stone’s vehicle. The Earth Science Building is where our victim was murdered—maybe. He was found crushed under the fossilized skull of a styracosaurus. We needed to take a look at the scene.

      Police were on the fence, as usual. My contacts on the force, Elwood and Emily, said the cops were leaning toward accidental death.

      Next to that was the admin building. We had an appointment with one of the school trustees in a little while. She was one of the only locals on the board, and I had the feeling it was her urging that got us this gig.

      “Call me later?” Stone asked, beeping open the doors.

      “As soon as we know something,” I said. He pulled me into a kiss.

      “Hey! You two shouldn’t be smooching,” Nanna said. “Someone is going to figure out you’re not real students.”

      I broke the embrace to face her. “How?”

      “A freshman girl with a dude like Stone?” Nanna said.

      She was right. A freshman girl wouldn’t be that lucky. But I wasn’t just posing as an older student. I was older.

      “I don’t think that would break my cover,” I said. “Just make the other girls jealous.”

      “You never know,” Nanna said.

      I looked up at him. “Don’t blow my cover, Stone.”

      “Wouldn’t think of it,” he said.

      “We need to get started. Tomorrow, we have to attend classes,” I said. “Try to look legit.”

      “Why?” Stone said.

      Good question. “I think they may suspect a student in the murder.”

      “Ah. You need to infiltrate students as well as question staff,” Stone said.

      Nanna gave us an affirmative nod. “You got this.”

      “Thanks, uh, Frederica Lopez,” I said.

      She winked. “Good job. Stay out in the cold.”

      Thunder rolled above. I took it as a sign to get to work.

      “Let’s get out of here, Stone,” Nanna said. “There’s a cat about to freak out.”

      “You bet, Frederica Lopez,” Stone said, cranking the engine.

      I watched the dark SUV drive away. There were hardly any parked cars in the lot. Maybe I should’ve just brought the Honda. Be a lot easier to grab pizza and other necessities. But unlike being Nanna’s granddaughter, Rosie and I could be tracked if someone ran our license plate.

      “Guess it’s time to check in,” Rosie said.

      We turned downhill toward the admin building as lightning brightened the surly sky.
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      “He was incredibly popular, and at the same time, controversial.”

      Dr. Mihi Kim was our contact at the college. While the entire board of trustees had agreed to hire us, she was our official boss on this case. She was small and older, but her slight frame emitted bustling energy. Her face had proud features and high cheekbones, iron and black hair cut to shoulder length.

      “I thought Professor Hargrove was known for uncovering a bone bed in the Cradle of Humankind decades ago,” I said.

      “Academically, he’s not controversial. Nearly his entire career has been the study of the find in Olduvai Gorge. As far as his popularity, and the manipulation of donations to this school, he’s very controversial among staff—especially in the College of Earth Science.” Dr. Kim folded her hands on her desk. “There’s a lot of jealousy, and a lot of funds being diverted to pet projects.”

      “Does that constitute a motive for murder?” Rosie asked.

      “It strikes at the core of our instructors’ belief systems, their pride, and also their careers. We aren’t just talking about how programs are funded, but the direction of the college itself,” Kim said. “The departments within the Earth Sciences college are fiercely competitive.”

      I had investigated a case at the state university, so I knew about the egos of professors. It seemed every higher learning leader believed that his or her field of study was the most important. In my world, competition in the workplace wasn’t something you killed over. But in this world, ideas were paramount, they needed funding, promotion, protection. The environment was fraught with infighting and jealousy. It made me wonder how discoveries were ever made at these institutions.

      “Have you settled in?” Dr. Kim asked.

      “No,” I said. “We were assigned separate dorm rooms. It will complicate things.”

      The trustee nodded sagely. “Sugar Stevens. She runs Old Dorm like it's her personal fiefdom. Ironically, she’s a senior, and a year from now, she’ll be out in the real world. None of her dorm policies will remain. But consider it an indicator of the attitudes prevalent in this place. Maintaining the dorm is her realm, and she’ll protect it to the last. Sorry about that.”

      “You can’t intervene?” I asked. “Get us moved into a room together?”

      “Housing is limited at GVC as it is. And the politics involved in something as minor as freshmen dorms is complex. Sugar has allies in the administration,” Kim said.

      “That’s ridiculous,” Rosie said.

      “Yes. And infuriating. Like all the labyrinthine and arcane networks at this institution,” Dr. Kim said.

      Oh, great.

      “This is a private college. Donations are the lifeblood. We receive very little in the way of state funding. Control over contributions, gifts, bequests can mean life or death here. You want funding for a dig? For class resources? To hire TAs? Grad student labor? Supplies? Equipment? It’s a full-time job just navigating the nuances, the backroom deals, to get your project, your program, funded.”

      “Aren’t the trustees in charge of where the money goes?” I asked.

      “Officially, yes. Although as soon as money goes to a particular college, deals and bribes, secret handshakes, relationships between the dean of the college and the department heads come into play. It’s enough to make your head spin,” Dr. Lee said.

      I was starting to think this was going to be one tough investigation. If every day here was conducted in a cloak-and-dagger atmosphere, what could we learn? Who could we trust? Would anyone be willing to talk?

      “Well, let’s start with the basics, then,” I said. “We need to see the crime scene.”

      Dr. Kim started for the door. “You can see it, but you can’t get too close. Police have left their yellow crime scene tape. It’s making the staff crazy.”

      “A guy was murdered,” Rosie said. “You’d think they could have a little patience.”

      “It’s something you have to see,” the trustee said, leading us down the admin building corridor.

      We moved into a breezeway that connected to the Earth Science building. Rain spattered against the glass, turning the world blurry. Instead of stopping, Dr. Lee continued through the entire building. The door to the campus museum stood in front of us. She opened it, and we followed.

      “Where are we going?” Rosie whispered.

      The doors we passed weren’t the main entry to the museum. Fossil rocks hung from the walls here, some dotted with footprints, some jutting with bone fragments. A model of a baby triceratops skull stood at the intersection of pathways between glass displays. Dr. Lee moved past the exhibits to a back door.

      It smelled like ozone on the other side. A low rumble vibrated the walls. I saw a sign pointing to the modeling room. Double doors opened on an enormous machine. Hot air wafted at us.

      What was this place? Yellow tubes a yard around snaked to big blue blocks. Four metal posts rose in front of us. A rail system supported an object that moved between the towers. Whining buzzing sounded, and the hanging object lowered by half a foot. On a space below, I saw part of a dinosaur skull. The whole of this was taped off, CRIME SCENE emblazoned on yellow strips.

      “Holy moly!” Rosie said. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “It’s comparable to the one at the University of Maine. Not as big, but it uses a finer filament. This is one of the largest 3D printers in the country,” Dr. Lee said.

      From the scale, I took a moment to recognize what was going on. The suspended thing spat out a small gray string on the dinosaur skull. It was building it, making it larger.

      “This is Dr. Crane’s contribution to the Earth Science College. It’s her belief that 3D printers of this size will revolutionize the paleontology field,” Dr. Lee said over the noise of the motors.

      “Margot Crane?” Rosie said.

      “You know her?” I asked.

      “She was on that Discovery show,” Rosie said.

      Dr. Lee nodded. “Dr. Crane is quite the public figure these days. Her team uncovered the most complete fossil skeleton of a styracosaurus and a styracosaurus baby.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “That is the skull the machine is printing,” Dr. Lee said.

      “It’s like a fancy triceratops,” Rosie said.

      “Ah.”

      “How did a plastic dinosaur skull kill Thaddeus Hargrove?” I asked.

      “This machine, as big and complicated as it is, can only print one half of the skull at a time. The platform below acts as a transport. It rises on wheels so that it can be moved on tracks, a new platform replacing it. Because each platform utilizes several Z-axis motors beneath, the platforms must be raised to a height of four feet on pneumatic legs. In this case, the left side of the skull was complete and waiting for the right side to be printed for assembly. It stood over there,” Dr. Lee pointed. “Near the assembly machines. The police took both the platform and the skull as evidence.”

      “I’m not really understanding any of this,” I had to admit.

      Rosie snorted and shook her head.

      Then, the floating thing swerved over to one of the towers. Yellow lights spun around, a klaxon sounding. The platform below the skull rose and rose. Beneath, I saw what looked like bottle jacks with big tires. Then the whole thing moved to the right. On the left, a new wheeled platform drove into the vacated pit. After a moment, it sank down to floor level.

      “So cool,” Rosie said under her breath.

      “This is fortuitous. It will make the scenario more explainable,” Dr. Lee said. “There is a flaw in the system we’re working to correct.”

      The platform with the skull jerked and buzzed. It made a move toward the rear of the industrial printer. As it did, the plastic skull slid across the platform’s surface until it lay near the edge.

      “Oh. The professor was standing near that platform thing when it was moving, and the skull fell on top of him?” I asked.

      “Not exactly,” Dr. Lee said.

      “How much does that dinosaur skull weigh?” Rosie said.

      “About seven hundred pounds,” Dr. Lee said.

      “Heavy enough to crush you, I guess,” Rosie said.

      “The actual fossil would weigh three or four times that. It makes this whole procedure worthwhile,” Dr. Lee said.

      “So what did happen?” The platform still traveled on its own, parking itself between two stainless steel tables the same height.

      “One of the wheels failed,” Dr. Lee said. “We don’t know how. They’re rated for two tons each.”

      “Failed how?”

      “The front left post collapsed. It made the table tilt. Professor Hargrove was standing too near. He was found lying beneath the model by technicians. They called the police,” Dr. Lee said.

      “But Professor Hargrove is an anthropology professor. What was he doing in here with a dinosaur?” Rosie asked.

      “Exactly,” Dr. Lee said. “Industrial accidents happen. We try to maintain safety to the maximum. Still, there was no reason for him to be in here during a paleontology department experiment. This machine is operated remotely. There’s no reason for anyone to be in here, unless they are maintaining the device, loading it, and so forth.”

      “Unless he was tricked into it,” Rosie said.

      “Or attempting some sort of sabotage,” I said, “If what you say about the atmosphere here, the competition between departments.”

      “Some of the trustees are of that opinion. Hargrove was the star of this college for years. But he wanted to interfere with an up-and-coming instructor. He got what was coming. Others, including myself, believe the crime scene might have been set up.”

      I nodded. “The crushing part meant to hide the real cause of death.”

      “Yes,” Dr. Lee said. “That’s what we want you to find out.”

      Impossible? Probably.

      The retired professor glanced at her watch. “Good heavens, I’m late for an appointment.”

      “We’ll walk you to your car,” I said.

      Dr. Lee led us past the taped-off super printer and out a side door. On this cloudy day, the temperature outside was a blast of refreshing cool. Faculty parking stood nearby.

      “I’ve assigned you both to Dr. Crane’s introductory class as well as Professor Redford’s archaeology class. If you love ancient Egypt and Sumer, you’re in for a treat. Also both department heads were in competition for the Earth Science funding.”

      “So both likely suspects,” I said.

      “Oh, no.” Dr. Lee made a face. I followed her gaze to see a large man in a large cowboy hat hurrying past the cars. “There’s no way I can make it to my SUV without looking like I’m snubbing him.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      The man hustled over. “Hey, Mihi, what’s shaking?”

      “Archibald Vale,” Dr. Lee introduced us.

      “Freshmen get younger every year,” he laughed.

      It made me feel better about this gig.

      “Any word on a possible position?” he asked Dr. Lee.

      She shook her head. “We’ll need to wait until the end of the semester and take a vote. What are you doing on campus, Archie?”

      “Buying tickets to the Founder’s Ball,” the blustery man said.

      “A ball? I’ve never been to one,” Rosie said.

      “Here. Have some tickets.” The man dug a couple out of his inner suit coat pocket.

      “Could I get four?” Rosie asked. “We’ve got roomies.”

      Archie chuckled. “It’s not a party without young ladies. Here you go. I got plenty.”

      Rosie thanked him for the tickets. Why did she want them?

      “I’ma talk to the old man,” Archie said. He tipped his hat at us. “Ladies.”

      We watched him stride across campus until he was out of earshot.

      “Is he the oil CEO?” I asked.

      “He’s the one. One of our earliest, and most successful students. His donations have proved that a focus on science at this institution was valuable. The man has donated millions to this college,” Dr. Lee said.

      “That must be why he acts like he owns the place,” Rosie said.

      “He would very much like to be elected to the board of trustees,” Dr. Lee said. “So far, we’ve resisted. Although he probably deserves it.”

      “What’s this Founder’s Ball?” Rosie asked.

      “Oh. Archie’s idea. We’re celebrating the founder and owner of this college, Jasper Golden Valley. He started this school fifty years ago. It’s grown by leaps and bounds over the decades. Mr. Vale believes we should celebrate Jasper while he’s still alive. Which is not unreasonable. The ball not only commemorates the founding of the school, but Jasper’s birthday. The man is in his eighties, so we figured we’d better start as soon as possible.”

      “You said that machine is operated remotely,” I said. “From where?”

      “Oh, all over the place. The fossil preparation lab in Utah, where Katy and Katrina were found—the styracosaurs. Once the bones are removed from the matrix, they use 3D scanners and send the data to the printer. Also from Tule Springs, where Dr. Crane has a team uncovering a new Camelops discovery. They use a similar procedure, except the images don’t require preparing the specimens. With X-rays and penetrating radar, they form images then send to the printer. It’s very new technology. Then there’s the small paleo lab we have on campus. That’s where our main controls are.”

      Did that mean Professor Hargrove could’ve been murdered by the push of a button in Utah?

      “I’m really late now,” Dr. Lee said.

      “Wait. I still have a bunch of questions,” I said.

      “For now, you’ll have to speak with Dean Rutherford. I know he and Thaddeus had their disagreements, but he will want his murder solved for the reputation of the school,” Dr. Lee said and beeped her car open.

      Rosie and I turned back. “First of all, I want to know if that machine could be used as a murder weapon.”

      “I’m all over it. That thing is straight fire,” Rosie said. “I’ll bet that thing could print a whole dinosaur. Or at least half of one.”

      “We need to know about the remote controls and all that,” I said.

      “I’m so digging into this,” Rosie said, already looking at her phone. “This is right up my alley, boss. I mean, bestie.”

      As we trod back through the light rain, my brain began to despair. It seemed everyone on staff had a potential motive to kill Professor Hargrove. How could we sort them all out?
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      “Professor Hargrove was instrumental in putting this institution on the map, with his discoveries in Africa,” Dean Rutherford said. “He was also a total pain in the butt.”

      The office was well appointed, the furniture plush. An island-sized desk made of a single slab of live-edge wood separated us from the dean. Various treasures were on display, ceramics, fossils, stone artifacts. Book signing promotions for various campus luminaries hung on the walls.

      On the shelf behind the desk, I saw some of the books promoted in the posters. There was also a group of books with plain white spines. They stood out, even though they were on the bottom shelf.

      Kingsley Rutherford had a granite face, with tiny spectacles on his prominent nose, lots of gray hair swept back. Pale blue eyes gave us a baleful look. I couldn’t tell if he didn’t like us, or if he had resting baleful face.

      “In what way?” I asked.

      The dean of Golden Valley College took a long breath. “He liked to move money around, without authorization. To better fund projects with a more academic bent.”

      “More academic? This is a college,” I said.

      “Thaddeus had definite prejudices regarding academia, and the sciences. His field, anthropology, is the study of man. He claimed that the study of humanity, from the distant past, was vital to our future survival, and surpassed by no other field of study. Usually, he would manipulate his network on campus to fund his own projects. But lately, he’d been working more to under fund other projects,” Rutherford said.

      “Which ones?”

      “Thaddeus hated paleontology. Hated dinosaurs. He found them a hobby science, with discoveries best suited for preschoolers. Humans, he said, were extant. Dinosaurs extinct. There was no imperative reason to study extinct species when our own existence was far more important.”

      “How can you hate dinosaurs?” Rosie said. “They’re like the gateway drug to science.”

      “Agreed,” Rutherford said. “They are popular with the public. Donations related to paleontology are far greater than the anthropology department could ever dream of. Especially with Dr. Crane at the helm of the department.”

      “I’ve seen her on TV a lot,” Rosie said. “She’s pretty awesome.”

      “Precisely why she’s one of the most important faculty members. The publicity and donations she generates with every discovery, and every public appearance, is of massive importance to this institution,” Rutherford said.

      “Professor Hargrove resented this?” I said.

      “Indeed. Well, you have to consider that it was he who convinced Jasper Golden Valley to build a science component of this college. If not for his fame, his discoveries, Jasper would have kept the school in a more liberal arts vein—literature, poetry, philosophy, sociology, art. Geology is not liberal arts. It is a hard science, even if this college leans more toward the liberal arts within Earth science.

      “Hargrove’s initial input early on in the college’s existence gave him status among all the department heads. If not for him, Golden Valley would never have become world-renowned. We would be a school where well-to-do ladies with a lack of academic interests could meet well-to-do husbands, with similar disinterests. We are not that. Contributions of this school have had worldwide impact,” Rutherford said, sitting up straighter.

      “So basically, Thaddeus did what he wanted, because he was so well-regarded,” I said.

      “He sure thought so,” Rutherford let out a syllable of mirth. “His regard was not, shall we say, ubiquitous.”

      Thaddeus Hargrove died in the room where dinosaur bones were being reproduced. It only stood to reason. “Did Dr. Crane and Professor Hargrove have a beef?”

      “Yep,” Rutherford said. “It was an ongoing power struggle. Thaddeus hung on, but it was inevitable that Margo was going to come out on top. Thaddeus would defund one of Margo’s digs. Margo would press for more space in the campus museum, shrinking Thaddeus’ australopithecine exhibits. Thaddeus demanded that her 3D printing scheme be used first to replicate remains he uncovered decades ago. Margo worked diligently to get the trustees to replace the early man display in the library with her recently uncovered styracosaur mother and baby. And on and on.”

      Sounds like they didn’t like each other. But was that enough to kill over?

      “Anyone else have a beef with him?”

      “Everyone else,” Rutherford said. “From the head of the library to one of our up-and-coming students. Even our donors. Before his death, Thaddeus enraged our most generous benefactor.”

      “Would that be Archie Vale?” I asked.

      “It would be. This Founder’s Day Ball is a fundraiser he cooked up. And not a bad idea. People in this town are thirsting for culture and science instead of the usual Vegas razzle-dazzle. This is a great opportunity for community development, as well as fundraising. Of course, Thaddeus nearly ruined the event. He set up mechanisms for the donations to fund a new dig in Taung, South Africa. Archie is an alum of the geology program. The overarching Earth Science college is what he intended this shindig to fund, not individual departments. They got into a huge knock-down-drag-out fight over it. Eventually, I was able to smooth things over.”

      Things probably smoothed even more with Hargrove’s death.

      “Who would you say had the most to gain from the professor’s murder?” I asked.

      He threw up his hands. “Who’s to say? In this competitive academic atmosphere, even the pettiest slights get blown up to life-changing consequences. As far as donations, Dr. Crane had the most to gain. She could take a more forward position in the Earth Science college, direct her own funding, move general funding to her projects.”

      “Do you think she has the capacity to murder?” I said.

      “Hard to say. Her department is getting all the gee-whiz technology, which in my opinion is neither here nor there. She chooses her own dig sites. But at this point, I’d say Dr. Crane has just as much interest in being a media personality as a scientist. Certainly a lot more money in the former.

      “At the same time, she’s quite the scrapper. Women in her field usually don’t rise to prominence so quickly. She’s got a tenacious streak. From working in deserts and badlands, she’s physically tough. In negotiations, even tougher. Let’s just say I wouldn’t put it past her,” Rutherford said.

      I was forming a mental list in my head. People Rosie and I would need to get close to. As students, would that be more or less difficult? “Any non-staff members have an issue with Professor Hargrove? Was he married?”

      “No, a lifelong bachelor.”

      “Girlfriends? Jealous boyfriends?”

      Rutherford made a distasteful face. “None of my concern,” he said.

      “You mentioned the librarian, and a student,” I said.

      “Evangeline Chambers is the chief librarian. As such, she’s seen much of her funding vanishing, reappearing in the Earth Science’s budget. She’s all for digitizing the library. Hargrove detested anything technological.

      “The student in question is Cassius Reed,” Rutherford said.

      “What happened, some kind of dispute over grades?” I asked.

      “Just that. Mr. Reed is a wunderkind of sorts. He is responsible for much of Dr. Crane’s newfangled approach to fossil displays. But he is here on a scholarship. A failing grade puts his scholarship at risk. His complaint has risen to my level of administration,” Rutherford said.

      “Is he justified in complaining about his grade?” I asked.

      “Thaddeus’ jealousy of other departments obviously clouded his judgment. Even if Cassius didn’t meet his personal standards, his work in the class was competent. We’re still going over the complaint, but we are leaning Cassius’ way,” Rutherford said.

      “If you think his work was adequate, why are you still looking into it?” I asked.

      “Due to Cassius threatening Professor Hargrove.”

      This was interesting. “Threatening how?”

      “Oh, the usual posturing, the I’m-going-to-kick-your-butt outbursts. But there were rumors that Cassius was preparing to post some incriminating facts about the professor online. That might mean damage to the college, our reputation. That forces us to look deeper into the case.”

      “What did the police say about this? I mean, a physical threat—that’s pretty telling,” I said.

      “The police didn’t ask. In fact, they seem to be viewing Thaddeus’ death as an industrial accident. Your questions are far more probing,” the dean said.

      Which made me wonder if anyone at LVMPD had caught this case. I’d hit up Elwood and Emily, our contacts on the force, to see if they knew anything.

      “Well, that gives us a few people to talk to,” I said.

      Rutherford put his elbows on the desk and leaned forward. “I must admit, I was opposed to the board hiring you. And not just because they did it without informing me. There is, at this juncture, no reason to believe malice was involved in Professor Hargrove’s death. Hubris, maybe. Folly on his part, almost certainly.

      “Yet your questions make a point that is somewhat outside my perspective. Looking out from the inside, this college is awash with rivalries, with departmental struggles, the way any institute of higher learning is. From your perspective, I see that a man with many enemies. Such a man is very likely to attract violence. It’s something I’ve never had to deal with before,” he said.

      “It could turn out that the police are right about this being an accident,” I said. “That you’re right that Professor Hargrove did this to himself. Maybe he planned some kind of sabotage that went horribly wrong. Especially a man who hated technology—”

      “And dinosaurs,” Rosie jumped in.

      “But we still need to look into it. If the police eventually find that this wasn’t an accident, we’ll have a foothold already. That way this can be wrapped up quicker than if we didn’t investigate,” I said. “It would be better for the college that way.”

      “Agreed. Save one thing. You must keep a low profile,” Rutherford said. “I feel that things will run a lot smoother around here without troublemaker number one creating disasters behind the scenes. Let’s not mess that up by revealing that you are investigators. Your attire is appropriate, at least.”

      “Thanks,” Rosie said. “We do try to stay on the downlow.”

      “I will also warn you that anyone with an opinion about Professor Hargrove is probably going to be quite defensive and emotional. Thaddeus brought that out in those he crossed. Try not to take the hyperbole to heart,” he said.

      “We’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

      “I would appreciate any reports on your progress. Separate from the board of trustees,” he said.

      “No problem,” Rosie said. “It’s not like we’ll be far from the admin building.”

      The weather cleared when we left the administration building. Rosie looked back. “You know, of all the buildings on campus, this one is the least interesting. It reminds me of my high school. The rest look, I don’t know, esteemed? Stately?”

      I had to agree. This was the one building that didn’t look like it belonged with the rest. Maybe it had to be more functional. After all, there would be people working inside year-round, not just during the semesters.

      “I think we need to know everything about that ginormous 3D printer. Maybe it couldn’t even be manipulated enough to kill someone. This could really be just an accident.”

      “Yeah, I’m kind of with you on that. Because what do you think?” Rosie asked as we walked toward Old Dorm. “I don’t think a grade dispute, or academic infighting, are really motives for murder.”

      “We’ll have to talk to these people. It’s easy to get wrapped up in your job, take ownership. It can make people protective of their space. Overly protective,” I said.

      “Obsessive?” Rosie asked.

      “Yeah. For sure.” I saw our temporary residence appear from behind the museum as we walked.

      A campus police car pulled up to the curb as we crossed one of the campus streets.

      “Freeze. You’re under arrest,” a voice boomed over the vehicle’s PA system.

      Rosie and I exchanged a look. How had we broken the law?

      Then, a tall, athletic man stepped out of the car. His dark features creased in a smile.

      “Stone?” I said.

      He caught me up in a hug and gave me a kiss.

      “You’re a campus cop now?” Rosie said.

      “The owner of the firm that runs the campus department is an old friend,” Stone said. “And at this point, the campus police really need a hand, since one of the staff may have been murdered.”

      Stone had more experience with security, investigating, and murders than the rest of their force put together, I was certain of it. Whatever the campus police were paying him, it wasn’t enough.

      “Have you got anything yet?” He asked. “Let me walk you to the dorms.”

      “Oo. Security escort,” Rosie said.

      “I do love a man in a uniform.” Stone would look good in any uniform, even the dull brown one the campus cops wore.

      “So far, we’ve learned that most people on campus might have had good reason to kill Professor Hargrove,” Rosie said.

      “Why?” Stone said.

      “Money,” Rosie said. “Donations routed to line up with Hargrove’s personal opinions about science and learning. I mean, the guy didn’t like dinosaurs. What kind of person doesn’t like dinosaurs? It’s like not liking puppies.”

      “Money is a good motive,” Stone said. “The dinosaur thing… I’m not so sure.”

      “Just saying,” Rosie shrugged.

      “I think the catch is this, according to Dean Rutherford. This is academia. Motives are going to be skewed from motives outside this campus. It might make this one tough to solve,” I said.

      “You’ve looked into a university murder before,” Stone said.

      “Yes, but this feels different. Maybe because it’s a private school, rather than a state university. So far, we have at least two people at the tops of their professions. The victim is one, since he discovered fossil hominids early on in his career, a discovery that made this school world famous. The second is Dr. Margo Crane, who Rosie has seen on TV. She seems to be at the beginning of her career, but making a big splash. It could be that jealousy on the part of Professor Hargrove might have been an obstacle to her career,” I said.

      “I’ve seen Margot Crane on several science documentaries,” Stone said. “She’s quite striking. An attractive woman with an appealing personality who eschews a fascination with her field.”

      “Attractive woman?” I said.

      “Not as attractive as you, Tiff. Nor as appealing,” Stone answered correctly.
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      Skye examined the carafe of Mr. Coffee as I stared at her.

      “Do you think we could heat up Spaghetti-Os in this?” Skye asked.

      “We could,” I said. “But the likely outcome would be finding your strangled body behind the dumpsters because I couldn’t have a cup of coffee in the morning.”

      “Your aura is black as night,” Skye said, eyes wide. “I think I need to burn some incense.”

      “Burn away. Just don’t create any open flames,” I said.

      “How would I light it, then?”

      “Take it up with Sugar Stevens,” I said.

      Rosie burst into the room, her roommate Naomi following in her wake.

      “Did you tell her, Skye?” Naomi asked.

      “She was too busy threatening me,” Skye said.

      I pointed at her. “No one touches Mr. Coffee.”

      “Yeah, don’t do that, Skye,” Rosie said.

      “What’s the news?” I asked.

      “We got you and Rosie invited to a sorority rush!” Naomi said.

      “Isn’t that cool, boss?” Rosie said. “I mean, isn’t that boss, uh…”

      No, it wasn’t. I couldn’t care less about a sorority. “That’s not why we’re here, Rosie.”

      “Oh, c’mon, please?” Rosie said. “It sounds like so much fun! Like a real college experience.”

      “Fine. When is it?” I agreed before she could completely blow our cover.

      “Tomorrow night at the Beta Theta Zeta house,” Skye said. “Of course, if you don’t want to go, that would be okay, Tiffany.”

      “No, no, I’ll go.”

      I frowned at Rosie. Thus far, she hadn’t experienced much college life, at least not the way I remembered it. The board of trustees had our classes assigned. Textbooks were provided as well. Rosie missed out on the panicked crush of finding books in the campus bookstore a day before classes started, or getting put on a waiting list for the lectures you wanted to attend—or needed to attend in order to fulfill your requirements.

      She did get the dorm experience, and from what I’d seen, she would soon rule the third floor. Naomi was already following her around. Skye was sure to be next. Rosie was kind of a natural leader.

      “Who’s got a TV up here?” Rosie said. “There’s a submarine movie marathon on Comet.”

      “I think Susie and Maud in Room P have a television,” Naomi said.

      “Do you think they want to watch a submarine movie marathon?” Skye asked.

      “Why wouldn’t they?” Rosie said. “Who doesn’t love submarine movies?”

      I opened the laptop on my tiny bed. “I’m going to do some studying,” I said.

      “Classes don’t start until tomorrow,” Naomi said. “C’mon, join the fun.”

      “It’s a great opportunity to get to know the students,” Rosie said.

      “You go ahead. I’m going to get to know the faculty,” I said.

      Rosie nodded. “Gotcha. C’mon, Skye. Movie marathon.”

      “We have an eight o’clock class,” Skye said.

      “What are you, sixty-five? You can go to bed after ten, Skye,” Naomi said.

      Peer pressure got Skye on her feet. And out of my hair. “I’ve never watched a submarine movie,” she said as the door closed.

      There was probably some advantage to knowing your fellow students. It might get us around the college more easily. For now, I focused on our prime suspect.

      It didn’t take a long internet search to find Dr. Margot Crane.

      Stone was right. Margo had gobs of wavy brown hair, big blue eyes, and a voluptuous figure that not even safari clothes could suppress. And let’s face it—not every woman could pull off knee shorts and big clunky boots. By any standards, she was attractive. By academic standards, she was a total knockout.

      I watched a few clips of her from Discovery shows and other documentaries. There was even one of the styra—styrac—the dinosaur now getting printed up at the murder scene. I watched her and a grad student brushing away gravel and dirt from the skull of a baby dinosaur in some Utah badlands.

      Then I plugged in as much information I had on her into a skip tracing program we subscribed to. While that churned out the information I needed, I checked out another one of her videos.

      In this one, I recognized the background as the desert north of Las Vegas. There was a fossil bone site out that way. As the video rolled on, I found out that giant ice age animal bones were caught up in Tule Springs. Margot and company were working outside the national monument. They were uncovering another fossil bed. I saw some ground penetrating radar stuff, a portable X-ray machine. These had to do with the big 3D printer, Dr. Lee had said.

      The skip trace completed before the video did. I reduced some windows, then copy-and-pasted vital statistics into a more elaborate background checking software. This one would take a while. I let the software grind away and returned to Tule Springs.

      I blinked a couple times. Then I saw sunlight slanting through an unfamiliar window. Shaking myself, I remembered we were in a dorm. Skye was asleep in the other bed. The laptop was still running. I took a look.

      Dr. Margot Crane owned a house in North Las Vegas. She had no criminal record, no marriages or children. There was a list of credited universities where she had earned degrees. As far as I could tell, Margot Crane was exactly who she said she was.

      Of course, everyone lied on applications these days. But if she had something to hide, she was doing a good job of it. And soon, I would meet her in person.

      I hit the showers, empty in the early hour. Then I dressed in our college disguise. Back in the dorm room, I started up Mr. Coffee.

      The aroma aroused Skye from sleep. She looked at me with one eye.

      “What time is it?”

      “Coffee time,” I said. “You want a cup?”

      “I don’t drink coffee. I drink energy drinks,” Skye said.

      I waved a hand in dismissal. “Those are no good. You need coffee to start your day.”

      Skye sat up, her straight hair frizzed and mussed by sleep. “I don’t want to turn into a caffeine addict.”

      “What do you think is in energy drinks?” I said.

      “Taurine,” Skye said.

      “I don’t know what that is,” I said.

      “Not caffeine,” Skye said, still beneath the covers.

      Rosie busted into the room. She didn’t look like she’d spent all night watching submarine movies. Rosie really was good at the whole pretending to be young thing.

      “Hey, you’re up. Ready for class?” Rosie said.

      “Yep. Oh, hey, what’s taurine?” I asked.

      “It’s something found in cow gall bladders, in bear bile, in people, too, I think,” Rosie, queen of random facts, said. “It’s used in digestion. And energy drinks.”

      “Oh, ick!” Skye said.

      I held out a mug to her. “Coffee?”

      She tentatively took the cup and sipped. I had dosed it with shelf-stable vanilla creamer I stowed in the backpack pocket. Her eyes widened. “This is good.”

      “Give it a few minutes or so, and you’ll be more than ready for the day,” I said. “Welcome to the dark side, Skye. Very soon, you’ll discover why coffee is a student’s best friend.”

      “Plus, it’s plant-based,” Rosie said.

      Somehow, the four of us were all in the same class. We headed off for the Earth Sciences building half an hour later. The lecture hall was a large one. Old habits died hard. I sat in the very back. Academics was always more of a spectator sport than a participant event for me.

      Rosie sat in the front row, looking perky and interested.

      Soon, the seats filled with students. I was surprised to see an equal number of males and females. I guess all those STEM programs were working. After a while, chatter died as the lecture hall quieted.

      Dr. Margot Crane appeared at a side door near hidden by a curtain on the stage. Instead of outdoor clothes, she wore an emerald green dress. Her hair was pulled in an up-do. Even from the back of the room, I could see her blue eyes.

      Stillness in the air preceded her leaning over the microphone at the lectern.

      “Welcome to deep time,” she said. “This is Paleontology 101 and I am Margot Crane. Now, before anyone asks if I’m the same Margot Crane they’ve seen on TV, the answer is yes—that Margot Crane.” She smiled broadly.

      A chuckle rose from the crowd. I leaned forward, taking her measure.

      “Back in my day, geology classes were known as Rocks for Jocks. One of the easiest science classes to take, and thus a college athlete could maintain his GPA while engaged in a core science class.

      “However, the field has become cutting edge. Climate change, tectonic motion, natural resources, these all tie into geology. So does paleontology, of course, and we’ll get into the geological aspects. This course requires a pre-req or concurrency in Geology 101, by the way,” Dr. Crane said.

      I watched her, listened to her. All teachers, I felt, had a little showbiz in their blood. They liked to perform in front of a class. From where I sat, given her body language and easy delivery, Margot Crane enjoyed the spotlight. In this lecture hall, she played to a large crowd.

      “Let me tell you a little about the program at Golden Valley, and about myself as well,” Dr. Crane looked up from her notes. “Cassius?”

      An older student sat at a booth in front of the stage. He made the lights in the theater go down, a projection appeared on the screen at the back of the stage, a spotlight on Crane.

      Was this Cassius Reed? How common a name was Cassius? Dean Rutherford had mentioned his feud with the late Professor Hargrove.

      She talked about the huge 3D printer behind the museum, and how this benefitted the curriculum. Rosie and I had seen it in action. Funny that Crane focused on it, even though it had killed a faculty member.

      On the screen a few stills taken from science documentaries appeared. I’d seen the images, the safari getup, the big boots. Glancing around, I saw that her audience was rapt.

      “Recently, my book Cretaceous Herbivores hit bookshelves everywhere. I can’t use it as a textbook as of yet. But it is on the suggested reading list on your syllabus. You can find it here in the bookstore, in most other bookstores, and even on Amazon.

      “For those of you who feel you already do too much reading for your other classes, this one has lots of illustrations,” she said.

      I sat back. Dr. Crane seemed okay. Even at a distance, I found I kind of liked her. But I had to maintain focus. Even charming people committed murder. It was something to keep in mind.

      Images of the mother-and-daughter dinosaurs, Katy and Katrina, appeared on the screen. There were renderings of how the animals might look in life, as well as their final fossil forms.

      “You will all meet Katy and her offspring firsthand,” Dr. Crane said. “Both here at the college, and at our bone preparation lab in the city. While the larger bones have remained in Utah for logistics’ sake, we do have some smaller bones being prepped and scanned right here in Nevada.

      “In addition, we will take a trip up to Tule Springs. There is a new dig up north of the national monument. A herd of Camelops, a real mess of bones, and something of a mystery,” the instructor went on.

      I saw images of fossil animals. To my untrained eye, they could be horses, cows, very tall sheep. Other pictures portrayed a giant ice age camel. Ah. Camelops. Camel. I was more focused on the instructor than the instructions.

      She wrapped up with a reading assignment. Both from the required text, and from her own book. An image of her book remained on the screen, even when the lights came up.

      “Don’t forget, my office door is always open,” Crane said.

      I descended toward the stage. Rosie stood there, looking a little star-struck.

      “Let me get the classroom set up, Margot,” Cassius said. “I didn’t get your visual presentation. This will be all lecture?”

      “Well of course,” Margot scowled at him. Cassius hurried away.

      “Hi. I’m Rosie. It’s so amazing to see you in person,” Rosie gushed. Margot Crane shoved her notes in a tote bag.

      “Nice to meet you, too, Rosie.”

      “I love dinosaurs. Always have. And now I can make a career out of it?” Rosie said.

      Was this a play on her part, or was she really thinking of leaving the detection field and becoming a paleontologist? With Rosie, you never knew.

      “We were really inspired to come here by Professor Hargrove,” Rosie said. “Even though this school costs a lot more than UNLV. Do you know him?”

      Crane looked distant. “Yes, there was a time when Professor Hargrove inspired me as well. Back when I was a student.”

      We waited, but she didn’t elaborate. There were other students vying for her attention. But Dr. Crane looked at Rosie. “You said you wanted to make a living with dinosaurs. Do you have a period you want to focus on?”

      “I think the Triassic is underrepresented. And there are a lot of really weird animals from that period. But I think the Pliocene might offer better explanations about our current planet.”

      That Rosie. Spoken like a true nerd.

      “What about you?” Crane asked me.

      “The Jurassic,” I said, only knowing it from some famous movies.

      Skye pushed forward. “I already have your book, Dr. Crane. Can you sign it for me?”

      “We’ve got all semester for that. And I’m late for my next class. See you all in a couple days.” Crane grabbed her bag and walked back across the stage. In a moment, she disappeared behind the curtain.

      “Wow,” Rosie said.

      “She’s my hero,” Skye said, hugging the book to her chest.”

      “Speaking of, maybe we should get one from the bookstore,” I said.

      “Yeah, I have the feeling something from that book is going to be on the midterm,” Rosie said.

      We headed across campus to the student union and bookstore. At this moment, in between classes, the store was packed to capacity.

      “Give it a few minutes,” I said. “Some of these students will have to head off to class.”

      Sure as shootin', five minutes later, a herd of students filed out. Some with books, some without. But at least there was room to maneuver in the store. Dr. Crane’s book was featured on a display near the front.

      “Sixty-five dollars?” Rosie cried.

      “We’ll just get one,” I said. “Split it.”

      “This is highway robbery. Ooh. It does have a lot of pictures,” Rosie said, flipping through it.

      “It’s on me. I’ll write it off as an expense,” I said. “If we can get through this line before our next class starts.”

      “Y’know, I kinda wish the trustees had set us up with more classes. We only have three.”

      “Yeah, but it’s more than twelve units. That’s full time,” I said.

      Rosie squinted at me. “It takes four years to get through college?”

      “That’s how long it took me,” I said.

      “Well, maybe if students took this more seriously. Full time? Ha!” Rosie said.
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      I expected the Beta Theta Zeta sorority house to be stately, with columns or pillars, a Greek revival place or something. Instead, it looked like a house. It did have a nice porch. For a moment, I wondered why it said BOZ over the door, before I recognized the Greek characters.

      “Oh, speaking of social events, I got us all tickets for the Founder’s Ball,” Rosie said as we reached Fraternity Row. The row in question consisted of one frat and one sorority house.

      “The Founder’s Ball? That’s like a hundred-fifty bucks a pop,” Naomi said. “How’d you swing that?”

      “We met one of the big donors to the school,” Rosie said. “Hundred-fifty bucks? I wonder if I could scalp these.”

      “Wouldn’t we need gowns?” Skye said.

      “No problem. We could go thrifting,” Rosie said. “It’ll be fun.”

      There were Christmas lights decorating the porch. A legend on the porch roof read Always Seek the Foundations of Knowledge. Nice. Then a rumbling came from the deep shadows. I pulled Rosie aside just as a keg rolled across the boards and bounced down the steps.

      “Woo!” a couple girls shouted. I heard the door slam.

      There was a crash from inside. Muffled singing and booming music. The party had started.

      “That’s some fun,” Naomi said, hurrying toward the door.

      “Too much fun?” Skye asked, following.

      “Why are we here?” I asked Rosie. “We’re not going to pledge a sorority. No way are we going to be here that long.” No way could I take it, I didn’t say.

      “Well, students have their eyes everywhere. We should get in good with them. I’ll bet some of them know something,” Rosie said.

      “If they’re not too drunk to remember.” I moved across the dim porch to the door. Somehow, when we entered, the noise remained muffled. To my surprise, a few young ladies sat on plush furniture drinking punch.

      “Welcome to Beta Theta Zeta!” Someone called. “Are you here to pledge?”

      “We don’t mind older students.” A girl with curly blonde hair approached, handing us glasses of punch.

      “Tiffany’s not that old,” Rosie defended me.

      “I was talking about you,” the girl said. “I’m Sassy Lindsey, pledge coordinator this semester. What are your majors?”

      “Paleontology,” Rosie said, eyeing the girl.

      “Oh. Dirt school,” Sassy said. “How positively uncultured.”

      A chubby girl in a black dress with a red pepper print sidled up to us. “Ignore her. Let me introduce you around. The party’s going on downstairs. We’re the actual sisters up here, checking out potential pledges. I’m Susie. And we have plenty of serious students in the house.”

      “I’m not sure why we would join a sorority,” Rosie said.

      “Well, it beats living in the dorms,” Susie laughed. “But seriously, you’ll meet a great group of girls, network with other sisters, make lifelong friends.”

      “It looks good on your resume,” another girl, very tall with straight black hair, said. “Plus, there’s charity work we do. It makes a difference.”

      “This is Martina,” Susie said. “She’s an anthropology student.”

      Rosie raised her brows at me.

      “Sounds like a pretty good deal,” Rosie said. “Instant friends!”

      “Certainly you’ll live among women you have something in common with,” Martina said.

      To me, it sounded like a special kind of hell you had to pay for. A loner at heart, the idea of a sisterhood turned me off. Rosie was more social than me. I could see her as a Beta. But then, we weren’t here for any of that.

      “We decided to apply to Golden Valley because we were most impressed by a professor here. A famous professor,” I said.

      “Thaddeus Hargrove,” Martina said with a sigh.

      Susie whispered, “He died, you know.”

      “So tragic,” Martina said. “Such a great man.”

      “Oh, hey, why the long faces?”

      The other sorority sisters gathered around. Too many introductions were tossed around too quickly for me to match up names and faces. Conversation stuck to Thaddeus Hargrove’s death.

      “I heard the big printing machine in the museum fell on top of him.”

      “What was he doing in that awful place?”

      “The cops were here. Maybe it wasn’t an accident?”

      “Suicide?” someone whispered.

      “He was killed,” Martina said.

      I focused on her. “Why do you say that?”

      “Well, there’s no way a man who hated technology would be in a room with a giant 3D printer,” Martina said. “The man was a Luddite I don’t think he even owned a cell phone.”

      There was much shock in the crowd of sorority sisters at the idea of not owning a cell phone. It may have exceeded their shock at the professor’s death. I stuck with Martina.

      “Who do you think did it?” I asked.

      “It could be anybody. In the Earth Science college, there’s so much competition. But I don’t think it was another instructor,” Martina said.

      “You don’t?” Susie butted in.

      “Spill the tea, Marty!” a girl, I think her name was Ellin, said.

      “I don’t want to cast aspersions,” Martina said.

      Two more students walked in the front door. Most of the sisters went to greet them. Rosie and I corralled Martina in the kitchen.

      “What happened to Skye and Naomi?” Rosie said.

      “I think they went straight downstairs to the party,” Martina said. “That’s one of the measures of our sisterhood. If you’d rather drink and dance and whatever than take the time to meet the extant sisters in the house, it’s a strike against you.”

      “You’re about more than partying,” Rosie said. “I get it.”

      “Our philanthropy is stopping the abuse of children and supporting those abused. It’s the most important thing we do, and it’s not just limited to our four years at this college,” Martina said.

      No doubt important work. There was a more immediate problem facing Rosie and me.

      Before I could ask her, a door opened, blasting out dance music and shouted voices. Two girls appeared, carrying another empty keg. They rolled it toward the front door.

      “Sorority bowling!” they shouted.

      “Hey!” Ellin followed them. “Hey! We have to return those!” The girls all ran after the keg rollers. We were alone with Martina. Huge booms followed as the steel keg bounded down the porch stairs.

      Martina sighed. “Rush week.” She moved to the door and shut out the noise.

      I tried to get us back on track.

      “If you don’t think a faculty member killed Professor Hargrove, who do you think did it?” I asked.

      Martina leaned against the counter. “Thaddeus Hargrove was one of the foremost authorities in Australopithecus and related hominins. Predictions he made decades ago have been proven by subsequent research, DNA sequencing. He didn’t need any of that. His philosophy was that the study of ancient human relatives should be investigated by humans. Not computers, or genetic sequencing, but by further exploration, discovery. Digs.”

      “Yeah, you said there was no way he’d visit the room with the 3D printer,” Rosie said. “But that doesn’t mean he didn’t want the college to use it.”

      Martina sighed. “That’s where the bane of contention arose. Dr. Crane and the paleontology department raised the funds and received a partial donation of the printer. They are the ones responsible for it, and planned to, quite reasonably, preserve dinosaur fossils without needing to disturb them, not dig them up or free them from their matrices.

      “Science can be a destructive endeavor. To me, I lauded the idea of leaving the Earth the way it is and extracting the information non-invasively,” Martina said.

      “But Professor Hargrove didn’t see it that way,” I said.

      “He did not. However, specimens he recovered were fragile. Growing more so with each year. It was his position that such a tool should be used by the entire college, not just the paleontology department.

      “Dr. Crane argued that she had raised the funds, the publicity, and made a deal with the company that manufactured the experimental printer. Thaddeus said that without the framework of Golden Valley Liberal Arts College, there would be no way for her to acquire such a device. He demanded the first specimens printed were his own Australopithecus samples,” Martina said.

      “But you don’t think Dr. Crane is responsible for his death,” I said.

      “I don’t know. But her TA, Cassius Reed, argued with Professor Hargrove. You see, the printer is designed for remote input. The department was forced to spend more money on scanning equipment here at the college. Reed raged against this, saying that Hargrove should cover his own equipment costs.

      “Well, it led to Hargrove flunking Reed in his required anthropology class,” Martina said.

      “That’s not fair,” Rosie said.

      “No, it’s not. He might have been a great man, but Hargrove was plagued by all sorts of petty pet peeves and opinions. Cassius Reed took it to the administration. They, of course, would land on Reed’s side. It was obvious that Hargrove failed him out of jealousy and department infighting,” Martina said.

      “But Professor Hargrove died before the administration could make a decision,” I said.

      Martina nodded. “That puts Reed’s scholarship kind of up in the air. If his grade point average drops, he’ll lose it. Which would put the paleontology department in a world of hurt.”

      “Really?” Rosie said. “Because he’s Dr. Crane’s teaching assistant?”

      “No. The only reason the fight broke out between the professor and Cassius is that he’s one of the only students trained in the 3D printer operation. I heard the manuals for the thing are as thicker than my Renaissance Art textbook—and not half as many pictures.”

      Why were people so afraid of reading?

      “There have to be technicians or something to call,” Rosie said.

      “I’m sure they cost a ton of money. The thing is a bespoke machine. There isn’t another one like it,” Martina said.

      I heard raised voices. The two girls who rolled the beer kegs now carried them by the handles. Red-faced and grunting, they moved them back toward the door to the stairs.

      “Don’t scuff the floors,” Sassy said.

      “Yeah,” Ellin said. “Put your back into it.”

      Sassy followed behind. “This isn’t Animal House!”

      Martina went in the same direction. Rosie and I descended into the basement. Well, not really a basement. The lower part of the house was merely farther down the steep hill than the upper story.

      The noise was deafening. Karaoke blasted out. Three girls wrestled over the microphone. Two of them being Skye and Naomi. Girls at the mic, as well as most of the others in the big rec room, were belting out a Taylor Swift song so loudly I couldn’t hear the music.

      In one corner, a bunch of swaying women were pumping beers out of a keg. Red plastic cups rested on every horizontal surface, especially on the fireplace mantle.

      The opposite corner had a big-screen TV where two pledges were playing a competitive dancing game. Neither were scoring very high. Maybe because they couldn’t hear the game music over the lyrics shouted by the Swifties.

      Martina shook her head and moved through the noisy party. When she walked out a sliding glass door, I felt relieved. When we slid the door closed, the noise lowered to a dull roar.

      “I don’t like parties,” Martina said.

      Me neither. But I was here to listen.

      “Why do I bother? I’m sure everyone is too full of beer to eat.” Martina moved to a smoking barbecue grill. She creaked it open, then prodded whatever was cooking.

      “Cassius Reed is our TA in Paleo 101,” Rosie said.

      I jumped in. “You don’t really think he’s dangerous, do you?”

      Martina closed the lid and switched off the propane. “I’ve been in a lot of classes with him. Never have I seen him so emotional, so out of control as I did at the end of last semester. Red faced, swearing, hurting his hands when he hit the walls.”

      It sounded like Reed was totally out of control. But was he so unhinged that he could commit murder?

      “Why get so bent out of shape over a bad grade?” I asked. “He was already taking it up with the administration.”

      “Well, yes, but in my few years here, I haven’t seen the administration ever side with anyone opposing their star professor, Thaddeus Hargrove,” Martina frowned. “Chicken’s done. There’s potato salad in the cooler.”

      I grabbed a paper plate and the tongs. This had to be better than cafeteria food. Rosie lined up behind me.

      “Do you think Cassius was putting on an act?” I asked.

      “He might have been,” Martina said. “Everyone knows about his relationship…”

      She trailed off. I wasn’t about to let her.

      “Relationship? With whom?”

      Rosie opened the cooler and dug out some potato salad. “I’ll bet I know,” she said.

      “You do?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Dr. Crane. Tell me I’m wrong,” she turned to Martina.

      The sorority girl shrugged. “That’s the rumor. Maybe not even a rumor. It’s evident if you ever look at the two of them together.”

      “When I saw them together, she just seemed really short with him,” I said.

      “Maybe they had a spat?” Martina said.

      “That kind of relationship is inappropriate, if she’s a teacher and he’s a student,” Rosie said.

      “Yeah, I guess so. Even if Cassius is an older student,” Martina said.

      “Maybe he wasn’t just angry about his grade,” I said. “He could’ve been standing up for his girlfriend. After all, Hargrove made sure that the anthropology department’s artifacts were printed first.”

      Martina nodded. “Sounds like a reasonable theory. You’ll have to ask him.”

      And we would. After I ate some chicken and potato salad.

      Skye and Naomi came through the basement door onto the patio. They were still singing Taylor Swift songs together.

      “Hey, maybe you could stick some barbecue chicken in your mouths,” Rosie said over the singing.

      Martina opened the grill and started tonging chicken parts onto a tray. “You want some?”

      “I don’t know,” Skye said. “Everything is so spinny.”

      “That’s because you’re drunk,” Naomi said, nearly missing the chair she tried to sit down on.

      I looked out from our vantage. Luminance rose from the horizon. A single beam of light penetrated straight up. That was the top of the Luxor resort. From up here, the Strip looked pretty at night.

      Martina set the platter down on a picnic table. Next to it went the potato salad. “Are you two old enough to drink?”

      “Nope,” Skye said. “But look at the stars! I feel so insignificant. Don’t you, Naomi?”

      Naomi flailed her arms for a moment, as if she had wings that would propel her from the chair. “I’m just hungry.”

      It took her two tries to get both legs over the picnic table bench. Then she dragged the platter over and dug in.

      “There’s paper plates, bunkie,” Rosie said.

      Naomi ignored her, focusing, tucking in.

      Skye sat up straighter. “Are they doing ‘Sweet Caroline?’” she said.

      I listened. Heard the dum-dum-dummm! part.

      “We gotta get back in there, Naomi,” Skye said, struggling toward the door.

      Naomi gave her a blurry look, lower face covered in barbecue sauce. “Right behind you.”

      She let out a long belch.
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      It wasn’t as hard as I imagined, getting our roommates back to the dorm and putting them to bed. I could sort of recall the first time I’d gotten drunk. At the time, I put up more of a fight. The usual, ‘I am not drunk!’ fight followed by a lot of ‘I love you guys!’ I think I wanted to go to the airport to watch the planes land. Then I got sick in some bushes. End of a glorious evening for me.

      Naomi and Skye were more docile. However, my roommate’s snoring kept me awake most of the night.

      The next day started with English for me, Drama for Rosie, and hangovers for Naomi and Skye.

      “Here. This will help.” I pushed a cup of coffee at Skye.

      “I said I don’t want to turn into a caffeine addict,” she complained, but sipped anyway.

      “Yes, you do, Skye. You just don’t know it yet,” I said.

      On our schedule, Rosie and I shared Paleo 101 and Archaeology 101 Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Plus labs we would never go to. Tuesday and Thursday, we were split up. It gave us a chance to interview other students. But there was one in particular we needed to talk to.

      “I’ll meet you in the cafeteria at lunch,” I said. “We’ll try to track down Cassius Reed from there.”

      “Shouldn’t be too hard,” Rosie shrugged. “Not if he’s got a thing for Dr. Crane, and he’s a TA in the paleontology department.”

      Freshman English, in probably every college and university in America, was always packed. Especially in the fall semester or trimester or term. This lecture hall in the Arts and Letters building was even bigger than the one where we’d heard our first paleontology lecture.

      English was never my favorite subject. I had to force myself to stay awake after the all night snore-fest. Someone in the front row asked the instructor, an older gentleman who resembled the Monopoly Man, what he meant by a gerund. He said it was a word derived from a verb but acted as a noun. Then the student asked what he meant by verb.

      When did we stop teaching kids anything?

      To avoid screaming, I took out my notebook and made a list of what we’d learned so far. Professor Hargrove had made this little college world famous. He used that reputation to move funding around as he saw fit—even money that wasn’t in the anthropology department coffers.

      Dr. Margot Crane was young, pretty, and aggressively ambitious. She was threatening to take over as the college’s star instructor, both in her scientific methods and cable television appearances.

      Our teacher’s assistant, Cassius Reed, was caught in the middle. He was rumored to have a romantic relationship with Dr. Crane. Known to be violently angry at Prof. Hargrove. He also had access, and familiarity, with the murder weapon.

      Looking at the lectern, I saw the teacher’s eyes elsewhere. I pulled out my phone and texted Rosie.

      Need manual for the 3D printer

      I made sure my phone was on vibrate, and held it below the level of my desk. After a moment, I received a reply.

      My scene is coming up

      Drama class. Right. I had the feeling Rosie was going to throw herself into the dramatic arts whole hog.

      Sighing, I tried to follow the instructor. He was going on about the essays we were to write, some during class. Could I still write a college essay? For years, the only thing I’d written were reports, and those were almost always in police talk.

      How would that go? Linton, Heathcliff, white male; address, Wuthering Heights, Thrushcross Grange, Yorkshire. History of cruelty and heartbreak. Domestic dispute reported by Earnshaw, Catherine AKA Linton, Cathy, with priors for breaking and entering through a window.

      I was not ready to revisit the world of English composition.

      When the class rose with a murmur and a clatter, I found that I had lost the battle and nodded off. Glancing at my notes, I realized we had next to nothing. I made for the cafeteria and hopefully more coffee, trying to rub the sleep out of my eyes.

      Rosie sat centrally. She already had a tall cup of joe waiting for me.

      “How was English?” she asked.

      “Same as last time,” I said. “How was Drama?”

      “We played a game called Name Dodgeball. Then I pretended to be a narwhal for ten minutes. Fascinating stuff,” she said.

      “Narwhal?”

      “You know, the whale with the horn?” She touched her thumb to her nose and extended her pinky. “That’s my favorite animal. Nobody guessed it. Maybe I should have laid on my stomach and kicked my feet around.”

      “Maybe on Thursday,” I said. “Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Well, if your roommate had a case of the drunken snores like mine did, I’m sure you need it,” Rosie toasted me with her own cup.

      “Why didn’t we just dump them into one room, and the two of us take another?” I said.

      Rosie’s mouth turned down, face becoming serious. “Sugar Stevens, RA,” she said.

      “Oh. Right.” Somehow, getting on her bad side seemed a terrible idea.

      The cafeteria at lunch time was a crush of students, some hurrying to a table, tray in hand, some sitting, eating a sandwich and reading a textbook.

      “Hey, look,” Rosie pointed.

      Our paleontology TA and leading suspect Cassius Reed walked across the crowded room, balancing a tray.

      “C’mon. Let’s see if we can sit at the cool kids’ table.” I grabbed my coffee. We chased him over to the tables near the windows.

      “Hi,” Rosie said as he sat. “We’re paleontology majors. You’re our TA.”

      His brows lifted. “Yes…?”

      “We have loads of questions.” Rosie pulled out a chair and sat. “Can we sit with you?”

      I took a seat before he could answer.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “We think Dr. Crane is straight fire,” Rosie said. “It must be great working for her.”

      He dug into his chicken noodle soup. “She’s the best. I think Golden Valley is remiss in not making her a professor.”

      “Why don’t they?” I asked. “Academically, she seems to be on the cutting edge. Plus she brings in the donors.”

      “Politics. This college is so bound up in mysterious alliances it’s impossible to get things done,” he said. “Every time you think you’re following the rules, a whole new set pops up.”

      “Is that what happened to you?” I asked. “The rules changed?”

      He shot me a look, eyes hot.

      “We were really impressed by Professor Hargrove when we toured the school,” Rosie said. “He’s also got an incredible reputation in the anthropology field.”

      “Man’s a petty, jealous little man.” Cassius’ voice went tight. “Was, I should say.”

      “Why were you even in his class?” I asked.

      “I got sick, couple semesters back. So I fell behind. I’m here on an academic scholarship. If I can’t get it done in four years, I’m out. There’s no way I could afford to go here, even with my work-study gig.

      “I needed to work over the summer semester, full time, to bring me back on schedule. One of the only classes in the geology college available was Anthropology and World Politics. Anthro 305. It was a BS class. Mostly just Hargrove tooting his own horn. I told him as much. So he gave me a failing grade,” Cassius said. “Which I’m fighting.”

      “Do you think he had something against paleo students? Against the paleontology department?” Rosie asked.

      Cassius scoffed. “He hated paleontology. He really had it in for Margot. Dr. Crane. It was all jealousy, really. She’s the star on campus now. The one on TV. The one with the program people want to donate to.

      “Anthropology has a new focus. Denisovans, the ritual burial site of H. naledi. These are the discoveries pushing the boundaries of the field. No one cares about Hargrove’s upright monkeys anymore,” Cassius said. “Hargrove was a has been. He knew it. But that didn’t stop him from interfering with real progress at this college.”

      “And so you think he had it out for you,” I said.

      “You better believe it. He tried to sink me completely. Make me lose my scholarship by failing me, even though I did the work. End my work study program with the 3D printer. Interfere with Margot’s work through me. What a loser,” he said.

      Rosie cast a look my way.

      “We heard you’re one of the few people on campus who can work the printer thing,” I said.

      “It’s a great machine, a great tool for study. Do you know we can take GPR scans and print them? Full fossils from just a signal from the ground,” he said.

      He seemed to be dancing around the fact that the machine had been used as a murder weapon. Potentially, anyway.

      “What do you think Professor Hargrove was doing in there?” I asked.

      “Sabotage, no doubt. Not like he had a modern enough brain to do that. That thing is mostly automated. You give it a three-dimensional image and get out of the way,” he said.

      “If you did get in the way—” I started.

      “Would it kill you?” He jumped in. “No way. I mean, you’d really have to mess with it. Hargrove didn’t have the skill.”

      “Would you have the skill?” I asked.

      Cassius rolled his eyes. “Have you seen the thing?”

      “We have, yes,” I said.

      “Well, if you’ve seen that horrible track system for the build tables, you see how slow they move. The media coming from the print heads is essentially molten plastic. If you could get in there, it might kill you. Frankly, the printer has been crippled by safety measures. Measures Hargrove made sure were in place,” he said.

      “Like what?” Rosie asked.

      “The build tables are mobile so no one has to move or lift anything heavy. A weak vacuum holds the printed piece in place. But once it moves, there isn’t much holding it in place but a thin lip of plastic. It has the capacity to print an entire dinosaur skeleton. But because of Hargrove trying to make it safe, we can only print objects that will fit on a three-meter square platform. And because the vacuum cuts out once it moves, you don’t want to print anything over eight feet tall.”

      We’d seen the half-skull sliding around when the automated table moved. That was, in fact, what allowed the other half skull to slide off and crush the professor. That, and one of the wheels failing.

      “I guess anything can kill you, given the right circumstances,” Rosie said.

      “If it were up to me, I’d make it one big printer. No moving tables. It would be safer for a few people to move one heavy object than to move a bunch of puzzle pieces around and stick them together,” Cassius said.

      “With Hargrove out of the way, do you think that might happen?” I asked.

      Cassius shook his head. “He already poisoned attitudes about the printer. Him dying in front of it probably cemented some of those preconceived notions. Now, you have to get permission to go in there from the dean. It’s really a matter of old thinking, old ways, getting in the way of progress. Think about it. All you need is a 3D scanner, and you could scan fossils anywhere in the world and print them out here. Eventually, all colleges and universities will do the same thing. Best of all, if you finish studying a fossil, you could recycle it, use the media to print a whole new fossil.”

      “It’s like faxing a T. rex,” Rosie said.

      “Right?” Cassius said.

      “It sounds like Professor Hargrove went above and beyond to try and screw over Dr. Crane and the paleontology department,” I said. “How did she feel about it?”

      “She was hot,” Cassius said. “We were always waiting for the other shoe to drop. What kind of restrictions would come next? How much of our funding gets rerouted? Who would Hargrove attack next?”

      “Attack?” Rosie said.

      “Figuratively. Either through damaging reputations, starting rumors, going to the administration to yank one program or another from an instructor. It was constant. Ongoing,” Cassius said. “For as much as Thaddeus Hargrove did to get this school started, I think we’re much better off without him now. I know that’s a terrible thing to say. But I’m a scientist. Sometimes truths are harsh.”

      “Margot had her own way of dealing with him. They say success is the best deodorant. Dr. Crane would appear on a science documentary, and thousands of donations would pour into the school. The public wanted to support her, to see more of her work.

      “No matter how much of a bigshot Hargrove thought he was, he couldn’t compete with that. Not for long,” Cassius said.

      “Guess not,” I said.

      “I don’t think people at this school are much concerned about his death,” Cassius said. “Not even the police seemed interested. He was more of a fossil than the plastic fossil that fell on him and killed him.

      Cassius pushed his tray away, done with his soup.

      “Thanks for talking to us,” I said.

      Rosie smiled. “See you in class tomorrow.”

      He muttered something inaudible and walked away across the cafeteria.

      “What, he’s not even going to bus his tray?” Rosie said. “That’s kind of rude.”

      “I’m trying to figure out if he just made himself more of a suspect, or less,” I said. “On the one hand, he’s one of the few people who know about the ginormous printer.”

      “Oh. I’m working on getting the manual. My cell phone didn’t have enough memory to download it. Hope you don’t mind it going on the laptop,” Rosie said.

      “Didn’t have enough memory?” I asked.

      “Thousands of pages,” Rosie shrugged.

      That was incredible. “He also fully admits to hating Hargrove. That this school is better without him. He’s loyal to Dr. Crane, whose department was most threatened by Hargrove.”

      “On the other hand?” Rosie said.

      “The printer is a terrible murder weapon, first of all. We saw it working. I think Cassius’ description was accurate. Big tables on slow-moving tracks. Industrial accidents happen, I know. That might be especially true for a person with no knowledge of the machines in question.”

      “What I’m thinking is that Reed is so forthcoming with his opinion of Prof. Hargrove that he has no worries about being caught as a murderer,” Rosie said. “That might mean he didn’t do it.”

      “It also might mean he has no doubt he can get away with it,” I said. “We need to talk to Dr. Crane. See if we can verify if her relationship with Cassius was more than teacher-student.”

      Rosie tapped her fingers on her paper coffee cup. “That might make either one of them want to act out. Cassius protecting Crane’s work. Margot out to avenge Hargrove’s treatment of Reed.”

      “Like usual, it will come down to who had more reason,” I said.

      “It’s just weird that a school this small would have a machine as cutting edge as that printer,” Rosie said. “If this was the University of Nevada, it might seem more normal. Why does a school this tiny get two academic luminaries?”

      “I’m guessing it was a serendipitous occasion for Hargrove. The start of this school coinciding with his major discovery. The opportunity to make this college his, in a way,” I said.

      “Dr. Crane is more modern, media savvy, and good-looking on camera,” Rosie said. “It’s a new kind of academic celebrity. Even if she did only discover a styracosaurus mother and baby, not a T. rex or something, and a bunch of ice age camels, it’s the printer that makes the difference. And the TV shows.”

      I didn’t see them coming, but our roomies suddenly appeared at the table.

      Skye, I noticed, had a tall cup of coffee.

      “What are you guys up to?” Naomi said.

      “I have to memorize some lines for drama class,” Rosie said.

      “Do you want me to do some scenes with you?” Naomi said. “I took drama in high school.”

      “Um. Sure,” Rosie looked at me. I shrugged. There was Dr. Crane’s expensive book to peruse.

      “You talked about thrifting?” Skye said. “There’s the big welcome freshmen event in the oval tonight. It’s supposed to be a dress-up thing.”

      “We could catch the bus downtown,” Rosie said. “There was just the one class today. Maybe hit up Alt Rebel, or the antiques mall on Main.”

      “We’re all going to the welcome freshmen thing, right?” Naomi asked. “There’s going to be a band. All the school big shots will be there. Free drinks.”

      “Virgin drinks,” Skye said. “My head is still killing me.”

      Rosie and the roomies got up. “You wanna come, Tiff?”

      “Nah. Pick up something in my size. Not too glamorous. You should put it on…” I almost blew it and said put it on the company card so we could expense it out. Undercover work was tough. “…Um, that card you paid off.” Lame finish, but at least I caught myself.

      “Oh,” Rosie said, catching my meaning. “Right. That card. Okay, see you later then.”

      I watched them walk across the dining hall. On their way out, another girl approached them. I recognized her from the third-floor dorms. She happily joined the foray to the thrift shops.

      Rosie was taking over, one girl at a time.
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      I was startled awake. My face had been pressed in a book. Dr. Crane’s book about herbivorous dinosaurs during the Cretaceous period. The instructions to my Ikea bookshelf were more engaging. The illustrations were clearer, too.

      “Hey, boss, taking a nap?” Rosie said.

      I groaned and rolled over. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Right. I forgot. We’re alone, anyway. Naomi and Skye are in the lavatory, getting ready for this shindig.” She put a little black dress on the bed. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks,” I said, getting up. “What does my hair look like?”

      “Like you were sleeping with your head in a book,” she said.

      “Awesome,” I said.

      I held the dress up to me. It looked like it would fit. But a little black dress didn’t go very well with sneakers.

      “How is that book, anyway?” Rosie asked.

      “Well, if you want to look at a bunch of pictures of Margot Crane in safari gear standing over a bunch of rocks, it’s riveting. Otherwise, I would recommend it for insomnia.”

      “That bad, huh?” Rosie said.

      “If it’s supposed to be for popular consumption, it’s a total flop,” I said.

      Rosie sat on the bed. “Maybe it’s just because you aren’t that into dinosaurs.”

      “If I wasn’t before, I’m certainly not now,” I said. I flipped through and found I’d read all of five pages before being overwhelmed by boredom. Most of those pages had big pictures.

      “Well, this freshman welcome party might be fun,” Rosie said. “I know this is all old hat for you.”

      “Not exactly,” I said. “I never got a welcome freshman party. I had student orientation. The Greek system didn’t interest me, so I never went to a frat or sorority party. The campus was much bigger, so I spent my first weeks trying to figure out where I was supposed to be.”

      “You must’ve made friends in college,” Rosie said.

      “Yeah, a couple. But I certainly wasn’t shopping with a bunch of girls on my second day of classes,” I said.

      “Well, some girls need a leader, I suppose,” Rosie said.

      “Good for you. Enjoy it. Maybe think of actually taking some classes in the future,” I said.

      “No way. I could never do college,” Rosie said. “I couldn’t find just one subject to major in. I’d have to have a quadruple major, or make up my own degree.”

      That sounded like Rosie. I had no doubt that she could accomplish either of those things.

      I dressed in my little black dress and sneakers. Maybe no one would notice. We were supposed to be poor students, right?

      “Where is the oval, anyway?” I asked.

      “Between the museum and the library,” Rosie said.

      “They sure do cram a lot of stuff on this tiny campus,” I said.

      Naomi and Skye bustled in. Skye’s baby blue prom dress was offset by a lavender hat with a wide lace brim. Naomi was busting out of a navy cocktail dress. At least her shoulders were free. Only Rosie, in a burgundy sheath dress and matching flats, looked like she was used to dressing up.

      It was all her disguises, I thought, yanking at the black fabric of my dress. Shouldn’t it go down past my knees? There was a slit up the side. I was glad there wasn’t a mirror in the dorm room.

      In the hallway, I heard excited voices. The third floor of the dormitory was all freshmen. I saw a crowd in front of the elevator.

      “We could take the stairs,” I said.

      “In these heels?” Skye said.

      “Hey, what are you wearing on your feet?” Naomi said.

      “The same thing I always wear on my feet,” I said. “We have to walk to the oval. No way am I doing that in stilettos.”

      Skye looked at Rosie. At Naomi. “Can I change my shoes?”

      “No,” Naomi said. “You have to suffer. C’mon, Skye, you’re a woman. Let’s hear you roar.”

      “I don’t mind roaring, but I don’t want to be all whiny about my hurting feet,” Skye said. “If someone told me I’d have to dress up at college, I would’ve brought more suitcases.”

      She was right about that. My entire wardrobe for this gig had been provided by the student union bookstore.

      “C’mon, Skye, we don’t want to be late,” Naomi said, pulling her toward the elevator.

      A small parade of female grad students left Old Dorm, joined just past the admin building by the male freshmen coming from whatever dorms they inhabited. There was some commingling, students already befriending each other.

      The oval was kind of a tiny Greek theater, a few rows of curved terraces leading to a flat area. Tiki torches burned. There were refreshments set out on one table, drinks at another. No doubt some of the waiters were on a work-study program. A few of them skillfully moved through the crowd balancing trays of drinks.

      As we neared the bottom, I heard a deep voice.

      “Hey, baby, do you come to the oval often?”

      Before my outrage could ignite, I saw Stone smiling at me. He was dressed in a campus cop uniform. I hurried over to him, giving him a hug and kiss. Then I quickly pulled away. That probably wasn’t a usual interaction on campus.

      “Hey, Stone,” Rosie trotted over. “What’s with the French Foreign Legion cap?”

      “All part of the uniform, ma’am,” he said.

      “I love a man in a uniform,” Naomi hurried over. “You know this hunka man?”

      “This is our, uh, yeah,” I said.

      “Nerves are running a little high,” Stone said. “The campus police force is keeping a tight watch on the school.”

      “That makes me feel safer, knowing you’ve got our backs,” Rosie said. “Er, I mean, knowing you’re remaining ever vigilant.”

      Both of us were screwing up.

      “Guess if you’re on duty, you’re not allowed to dance,” Naomi said. “Maybe some other time?”

      Back off, girl!

      I couldn’t say this out loud, of course.

      Stone was smoother than both Rosie and I. “Sorry, ladies. I’m spoken for. Have a good time at the event.”

      Just after he said this, a band wandered up to the top tier and picked up their instruments. After a quick count-off, oldies blasted across Golden Valley Liberal Arts College.

      At the bottom part of the oval, a bunch of people broke into dance.

      Reluctantly, I left Stone behind. Even if he was in on this investigation, it wouldn’t serve our cover to be seen with him. Especially in uniform.

      Then, I caught sight of Dean Rutherford and Dr. Crane, sipping punch. I moved behind the drinks table, trying to get close enough to overhear their conversation. The band was making it tough.

      “…If Hargrove didn’t have the old man’s ear. But with him out of the way, you can make your move, Margot. The school needs it,” Rutherford said to Crane.

      “Give me tenure first and we’ll talk,” Crane said.

      “Of course that would be part of the bargain. And a five-year contract to seal the deal. That way everything will appear to be on the up and up,” Rutherford said. Then he stopped talking when he saw me.

      “Excuse me,” he said and hurried away.

      Confused, Dr. Crane turned toward me.

      “Tiffany, isn’t it? You’re in the intro class,” she said.

      “Yes, looking forward to class tomorrow,” I said. “I’ve been reading your book.”

      Her eyes turned hard. “What were you doing with that campus police officer? His behavior is fully inappropriate.”

      “Oh. No. I sort of know him. He’s a good guy. Helped my Nanna and me around campus,” I said.

      “He’s new,” Crane said. “I may need to speak to his supervisor.

      I wanted to defend Stone. This was my fault. But I knew I couldn’t. “He’s just being nice,” I tried.

      “Why were you trying to eavesdrop on my conversation with Dean Rutherford?”

      She changed tack almost too quickly for me to respond and not sound like an idiot.

      “Was Hargrove keeping you from a promotion?” I said. “That sounds like a lawsuit waiting to happen. Men!”

      It was a bit of a gambit. But Crane bit.

      “Regardless of Thaddeus Hargrove’s standing with the college, I would eventually rise to the top of the ranks. His day was over. My day is just dawning.”

      “Five-year contract and tenure sound good,” I said. There was no point pretending I hadn’t heard.

      “It’s something of a back-handed promotion,” Dr. Crane said. “Five years is how long a college needs to maintain a graduate program in order to reach university status. My promotion to professor would allow me to form a graduate division of the paleontology department. We wouldn’t need to work with grad students and post docs from other schools.”

      “Seems odd that Professor Hargrove would stand in the way,” I lied. From what we knew, it sounded just like Hargrove.

      “Unless the graduate program was attached directly to the anthropology department, there was no way he would let it happen. And he was in no position to begin a grad division. No matter how much he thought of himself, he didn’t have the pull he needed. But he did have the connections to keep me from rising in the College of Earth Sciences,” she said. “A stupid kind of stalemate brought on by male ego and an old man finding himself pushed to the back of the line.”

      “Wow,” I said. “That’s pretty harsh.”

      “Sometimes, things have to be broken down before they’re built up again. Perhaps on one level, his death is a blow to the Earth Sciences college. But his passing leaves a path open to the future. I won’t be coy about it. I’m looking forward to a new day.”

      I had encountered similar situations in my life. Yet I never celebrated the fact that someone died violently. “Why did Thaddeus hate your department so much?”

      “My department? Get with the program, kid. Thaddeus Hargrove hated every college and department on this campus. He had a beef with everyone. Pulled funding from everyone. Do you know who his worst feud was with?” she asked.

      “Not you?”

      “Hardly. Even he couldn’t ignore my contributions to this school,” she said. Was it all ego? Maybe not. “He was always fighting tooth and nail, at every board meeting, at every budget discussion, with Evangeline Chambers.”

      I blinked. “Who?”

      “Precisely,” Dr. Crane said. “She’s the college librarian.”

      She toasted me with her plastic cup and walked away.

      I picked up a mocktail, thinking it over. Why would a professor of anthropology fight with a librarian? Why would anyone fight with a librarian, for that matter?

      From the bottom of the oval, the library was in full view. Lights were on inside, students studying late, no doubt. It was about as big as the community library in my neighborhood. Nothing to write home about.

      Rosie joined me, grabbing a plastic cup of her own. She sipped, made tasting sounds. “Tropical punch. The college went all out. Nice vintage.”

      “It’s not like most freshmen are old enough to drink,” I said. “Just us, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “What are Rutherford and Crane on about?” she asked.

      “Something about getting this college moved up to university status,” I said.

      “How can you hear that over the band?” Rosie asked.

      I looked through the crowd and saw the two of them deep in dark-faced conversation. Rutherford was pointing at Rosie and me. He stopped when he saw me looking back.

      “Oh. I didn’t know they started talking again,” I said. Margot Crane hurried up the terraces of the oval. Rutherford looked like he wanted to do the same. But the band stopped playing. A very old man stood at the microphone, lowering the stand to his stature.

      “Welcome freshmen!” The old man’s voice was a croak, but an enthusiastic one.

      “Who’s that?” Rosie asked.

      The octogenarian answered for me. “I’m Dr. Jasper Golden Valley, president of this fine facility. Who would’ve guessed that fifty years later, all new students would still be attending this little start-up school? I welcome you all to my dream come true.”

      This was applauded lightly. I don’t think most of the freshmen understood what was going on.

      “I’m told we will be celebrating Founder’s Day here at the college. To my surprise, it’s a birthday party for me. Because of course! I’m the founder! I hope you can all attend,” he chuckled. “Oughta be a hoot and a half!”

      Dean Rutherford moved from behind the bass amp. He nudged Jasper out of the way.

      “This is your night, freshmen,” Rutherford said. “Let’s see some mingling, some dancing. This is the start of a bright future. Welcome, all of you.”

      With that, the band started playing the oldies again. Rutherford led Jasper Golden Valley away from the gathering.

      “Seems like a nice old guy,” Rosie said.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dr. Crane. This time, she was in an animated discussion with the oil man, Archie Vale.

      “He does,” I said. “I wonder how much he knows about what goes on at the college he founded?”

      “I gotta say, he seems a little dotty,” Rosie said. “But nothing against him. I seem dotty a lot of the time, too.”

      True enough.

      “What do you think? Was Prof. Hargrove really an obstacle for this college moving forward?” I asked Rosie. “And if he was, would that be worth killing over?”

      “I can’t tell you what the advantages of being a university over a college are,” Rosie said. “We’d have to ask someone about that. But Cassius Reed’s anger, his urge to protect Margot Crane, that’s motivation I can understand. Plus he had the means, because he can work the gigantor 3D printer, and he had access. Reed was in Hargrove’s class, they were seen fighting, and so on.”

      “From what I can make out, it’s Margot Crane with the most to gain,” I said. “I just heard her talking to Dean Rutherford about a promotion, and tenure, and a graduate program. I think this is all in motion because Hargrove is dead.”

      “That doesn’t mean Margot Crane couldn’t play the helpless female. You know, ‘Oh, Cassius, whatever am I to do? The evil Professor Hargrove is blocking my every attempt to advance!’” Rosie had her head tilted back, wrist against her forehead, pained eyes skyward.

      “Really? All that after one day of drama class?”

      “Just saying.”

      I pursed my lips, thinking for a moment. “You know, you might be right. Melodramatic or not.”

      “Melodrama!” Rosie said. “Now, that’s a class I would take.”

      “I can see that.”

      “So, what now? You want to do some sweatin’ to the oldies?” She raised her fists and shook her hips.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “You know that’s an old workout video, right? Richard Simmons?”

      “Oh,” Rosie said. “I just thought it sounded fitting.”

      “Since we’re right here, we might as well brace Evangeline Chambers,” I said.

      “Who?” Rosie asked.

      I pointed at the library. “The college librarian. Seems she was the one Thaddeus Hargrove really had it in for.”

      “A librarian? Who goes after a librarian?” Rosie said. “My sympathy for the professor is sinking swiftly.”

      “Don’t you two look adorbs!”

      Martina the sorority sister snuck up behind us.

      “Oh. How’s it going?” Rosie said.

      The girl gave me a sympathetic look. She lowered her voice. “Do you need to borrow some shoes?”

      “Absolutely not,” I whispered back.

      She seemed puzzled. But Martina got it together. “Anyway, I’d like to invite you two for round two of the sorority rush. I mean, you’ve both got a bid from me, no problem. The rest of these girls hardly seem like they belong here.

      Ironic, I thought.

      “This is going to be the charity round. All we’re doing is stopping by the secure house we’re supporting. Let the women and children know that we’re thinking about them. There’s supplies to drop off,” she shrugged.

      “That sounds good,” Rosie said. “What do you think, Tiff?”

      I wasn’t interested in getting bid into Beta Theta Zeta, but helping out people who were fleeing abuse was something I couldn’t easily push aside, case or no. Evangeline the librarian would have to wait.
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      During our second paleontology lecture, Dr. Crane ignored Rosie and me. Cassius Reed went out of his way to avoid us. I hadn’t done the reading. The stratification of rock and the passing and dating of geologic time was new to me, and interesting enough to keep me awake.

      Maybe I should crack a book.

      But the books we were cracking today were in the library.

      We made it through the archaeology lecture, just barely. The talk on Howard Carter and other early famous archaeologists—and their destructive, barely scientific methods—seemed like something I’d heard before. The class was presided over by the TA. Already, the instructor seemed to be slacking. So was my interest.

      Sun hammered down on the campus in the hills, a few dust devils blowing around the pathways. Whatever moisture left by the summer storm was already gone. It felt like regular ol’ Las Vegas again.

      Luckily, part of our disguise wardrobe included shorts and T-shirts. Rosie wore a GVLAC ball cap backward and big stunna sunglasses with white frames like Paris Hilton.

      At any other time, I might have chided her for looking like a dork. In this instance, she managed to look like a student. Maybe there was more to this disguise business than I gave credit.

      She stopped, blew a big pink bubble at me, and sucked it noisily back in.

      “Did you bring enough for everyone in the class?” I asked.

      Rosie fished out a wrapped chunk of Bazooka bubble gum from her backpack pocket.

      “Oh, no thanks,” I said. “Carry on.”

      The last thing the Golden Valley library looked like was a library.

      “Where are the books?” Rosie whispered.

      Right inside the door, two life-sized Australopithecines glowered at us from a glass display. The two monkey people were armed with large femurs as clubs. Low trees and tall grasses served as a background.

      We had to sidle around it.

      On the distant side of the library were standard stacks. Even these were separated by museum-style exhibits. In the middle of the library, a bunch of shelves looked to be missing. You could still make out marks on the floor where they had stood.

      “First, cave men. Now, baby dinosaurs!” a voice called. “How about some freaking books, Rutherford? How about finding room in the stupid museum? We need resources. Computers. Kids don’t know how to read these days.”

      From behind a half-opened office door, a tiny woman strode out. She had a shock of black hair that stood straight up and too many earrings. Even though her clothes were business wear, you couldn’t help but see bunches of tattoos on her neck, wrist, face, and legs beneath a skirt and stockings.

      Rosie cocked her shades on her hat and stared.

      “Well, where did the books go? There were four guys in here, they packed up the philosophy section, hauled out the books in boxes, and then they came back for the shelves.” The woman held the phone to her ear and walked outside. “No, they didn’t. Where are my books, Kingsley? Those were reference books!”

      We stood in her wake, silent for a moment. Outside the glass doors, we could see her pacing and puffing out huge clouds of smoke from a vape.

      “Kingsley is Dean Rutherford,” I finally said.

      “He took books out of the library?” Rosie asked.

      “Maybe all the books,” I said, looking at the obvious missing stacks.

      The short woman returned, muttering under her breath. “That SOB. That dirty so-and-so.”

      Fierce eyes took us in. I had the instinct to step back. But I held my ground, standing slightly behind Rosie.

      “We’re looking for Evangeline Chambers,” I said.

      “Why?” the woman asked.

      “We had a couple questions.” I considered using Rosie as a shield if the situation became desperate. Looking at the tiny woman was like staring down an angry Doberman pincer.

      “Well if they’re questions about books, apparently we don’t have those anymore,” she said.

      Rosie was better at diverting crazy people than me.

      “Yeah, where are all your books?”

      “Right?” tiny, angry woman said. “Where indeed? Do you know what they want to put in here now?”

      “I heard baby dinosaur,” Rosie said.

      “Freakin baby dinosaur fossil. Katrina, the baby styra… styra… I can’t even pronounce what it is. Guess it’s more important than books,” she hiked her shoulders with a jerk.

      “Well, what we heard was something about Thaddeus Hargrove giving the library some grief,” I said. “What’s going on now?”

      “There was a donation. A big one. We were going to modernize this library, computerize it, make students want to come in here rather than run away when faced with book spines. This is supposed to be a research facility, not an amusement park. Instead of the three dozen computers I put on my budget, I got Fred Flintstone and Barney Rubble over there.” She thumbed at the display with the hominins.

      “Now, they move out more books to make way for Dino,” she yelled. “We got a museum on campus. Put your stupid displays in there!”

      “Oh, wow, you really need to take a breath,” Rosie said.

      Red faced and furious, the librarian showed Rosie her teeth.

      “No, seriously. Hand on your tummy. Feel it expand…”

      To my surprise, the small woman listened to Rosie. She took a few deep breaths.

      “Now, you could probably use a double scotch,” Rosie said.

      This brought out a smile. The small woman didn’t look half as threatening. “Being a librarian at this school? I'm surprised I’m not an alcoholic.”

      “Talk to us about Thaddeus Hargrove,” I said.

      “Vaunted Professor Hargrove,” the librarian said. “The renowned scientist who made this school famous. One big discovery, and he traded on it for his entire academic career.”

      “You had a problem with that?” I asked.

      “No, I wish he stuck to it. Instead, he decided that he was the one running this school. For four years running, I managed to raise the funds to bring this facility into the digital age. A few computers, strong internet, accessibility, connectivity, the whole shebang, the way the world works now.

      “And for four years running, Hargrove hijacked my funds. We were forced to purchase first edition out of date books about anthropology. To resurface the Earth Science building. Rework the landscaping around the building. Repaint the offices in the Earth Sciences building. And, hey, while we’re at it, let’s replace the floors that are perfectly fine!”

      “Breathe,” Rosie said gently.

      The small woman nodded.

      “He’s got someone on his side. Either in admin, or on the board. They are stealing my library funds. Every year we put it off, the more expensive the computers are going to be. But I guess it’s more important that faculty parking get repaved than to serve the students,” she said.

      “Are you Evangeline Chambers?” I asked.

      “Yes. Sorry. I get a little caught up.” She scowled and glanced around. “I really take my duties here seriously. Take ownership. I need to let go.”

      “Yeah, before you have a myocardial infarction,” Rosie said.

      “We’ve heard you’ve mixed it up with Prof. Hargrove,” I said.

      “You better believe it. The guy didn’t bother denying it. He said the college has needs beyond my petty fiefdom. This is the library, buddy. Where your published papers live—if he wrote papers and books anymore.” Evangeline shook her head, her features loosening from anger to sorrow. “This is an institute of higher learning. Learning, not displaying past glories. And now…”

      She stared at the open space in the library.

      “I guess dinosaur studies are bringing in the donations,” I said.

      “Well, sure,” Evangeline said. “The way anthropology did back in the day. If you want the truth of it, despite all the hoorah surrounding it, our regular donors are pulling out. It’s fine that someone’s kid watches a dinosaur show on TV and convinces mom and dad to throw a few bucks at the college’s online donation systems. But our bread-and-butter donors don’t care about dinosaur discoveries. One of our major donors has been hinting around about getting on the board of trustees. He’s donated millions to this library, maybe trying to get it named after him. But with Hargrove’s chicanery, he pulled all his endowments last year.”

      I thought for a moment. Who did that sound like? “Archie Vale,” I said.

      Evangeline blinked at me a moment. “Yeah. That’s the guy. He graduated with the first class from Golden Valley. Majored in geology. Hit it big in the oil business. Those are the kinds of donors that make this school run, not Hargrove fans. Certainly not dino fans. Frankly, and this isn’t well known, the college nearly had to file for bankruptcy. Hargrove’s cronyism and interference could have foundered this institution.”

      “I guess if you pay loads of money to a library, and your cash ends up paving a parking lot, it might tick you off,” Rosie said.

      And the library in question was getting taken over by leftover exhibits from the museum. The museum had given up a lot of space to the newfangled printer. A domino effect. And speaking of:

      “The rest of the big donors would’ve followed suit if we didn’t nip it in the bud,” Evangeline said.

      Those words made me zero in. “How did you nip it in the bud?”

      The librarian paused. “The administration, the board, the dean must have made some assurances.”

      Was that pause telling? Her phone rang.

      “Sorry, I gotta take this,” she said and turned away. “Yes, reference books. Dictionaries, thesauri, atlases, style books, encyclopedias, Bartlett’s, Gray’s, Abramowitz, and Stegun—what? Yes, we still use encyclopedias!”

      I gave Rosie the sideways nod. We’d heard enough for now.

      We stepped past the cavemen. Outside, a forklift moved a baby dinosaur skeleton across campus. “I don’t remember college life being like this,” I said.

      “Maybe you went to the wrong school,” Rosie said.

      “Or the right one.”

      The forklift moved closer. I didn’t want to be around when the driver met up with the librarian.

      “It’s lunchtime, isn’t it?” I said.

      We power-walked to the dining hall.

      “I’m going to work on my scene for drama class with Naomi this afternoon. Do you want to come? I think we’re just going to sit in the oval.”

      “A nap is on my agenda,” I said. “I just can’t sleep with a roommate.”

      “We did okay when we shared a bedroom in the guestroom of the haunted house,” Rosie said.

      “You did okay. I hardly got any sleep. You snore,” I said.

      “Do not!” Rosie said.

      “I recorded you with my phone,” I said. “You do strange things at three in the morning when you can’t sleep.”

      “Are you recording Skye snoring?” Rosie asked.

      “Of course,” I said. “I might need it for leverage.”

      Rosie cleared her throat. “You know, I think it’s weird that Dr. Lee didn’t say anything about Hargrove screwing up donations to the college.”

      Good subject change, I thought.

      “Especially when the angry donor in question met up with us in the faculty parking lot,” I said. “Maybe that’s how they nipped it in the bud. By promising him a place on the board of trustees.”

      “Might make someone want him out of the picture,” Rosie said.

      “I think it definitely would. Just as much as Dr. Crane having her department shoved to the side, Evangeline Chambers having her library torn up, or—”

      “Hey.”

      Just before I could say his name, Cassius Reed met us at the cafeteria door. I was surprised when he politely held it open for us.

      “Thanks, Cassius,” Rosie said.

      We moved together toward the line. It was a hot day. I was thinking ice cream for lunch. More coffee.

      “I heard you two are pledging at Beta Theta Zeta,” he said.

      “Sort of,” I said, grabbing a tray.

      Rosie fell in line behind me. “It is a nice house. Mostly nice girls. Their charity thing is really impressive.”

      “Right. Their philanthropy,” Cassius said.

      I grabbed a Drumstick and a Good Humor Strawberry Shortcake bar. Because fruit is healthy.

      Rosie eyed my choices. She had soup and a ham sandwich. Following my lead, she grabbed an M&M Cookie Ice Cream Sandwich.

      “Well, I guess I’d better invite you to our frat party. It’s part of the stages for a pledge. The Beta sisters will be there,” Cassius said.

      “The sorority sisters will be there?” I asked. “Are we being graded on our party abilities?”

      “I never thought of it that way,” Cassius said.

      “You’re gonna get an F, Tiff,” Rosie laughed.

      “Hey, I party,” I said.

      “Well, you don’t have to worry. This isn’t going to be like the Beta’s parties. The fraternity members are more academically inclined. We have a lot of bull sessions, discussions about issues facing the world, the future,” he said. “We’re not a bunch of out-of-control Animal House guys throwing a toga party.”

      We carried our trays into the dining hall. A hand waved us over: Martina.

      “Oh. Looks like you were already invited,” she said. When she looked at Cassius, her expression fell.

      “Well, if it’s not going to be a wild toga party, we’re going to have to think about it,” Rosie said.

      “Your roomies are going to be there. I think Sassy already talked to Skye and Naomi,” Martina said.

      I unwrapped the paper from my ice cream lunch, crunched into the chocolate-and-nut-covered ice cream ball. Catching a few falling chocolate flakes, I tossed them into my mouth. “I guess we’ll be there. It’s right next to Beta house, right?”

      “Yeah. Mu Mu Omicron. It’ll be fun,” Cassius said.
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      Cassius Reed was a liar.

      Mu House must have been built by the same person as Beta House. There was a big open rec room on the ground floor in back. The moment the glass slider opened, we were barraged by bass-heavy music. It felt loud enough to sweep my hair back.

      Rosie said something I couldn’t hear. Probably wow, or maybe woah.

      The lower room was dominated by a full-sized dinosaur rib cage. Frat brothers dressed like cavemen, and their dates like cavewomen. Cave people sounded more inclusive. Faux fur to Fred Flintstone, Sheena of the Jungle to Raquel Welch, they all danced around a pretend fire formed of red and yellow paper streamers blown by a hidden fan.

      “Bull sessions and discussions about issues facing the world my butt,” I said. But the music was too loud for anyone to hear me.

      Sassy Lindsey danced past. She wore a faux fur-kini and flip-flops. Her date wore a leopard fur loincloth and Ugg boots.

      When I turned, I saw that Rosie was throwing her arms up in the air and thrusting her hips around to the beat. Her mouth shape said either woo, woah, or wow. My eardrums pulsated painfully.

      Across the room, I saw Martina huddled in the corner. She didn’t wear caveman gear, but jeans shorts and a cute purple top. Wide eyes swept over the primal dance scene.

      Rosie grabbed my arm, shouted and pointed.

      “Sure, whatever,” I said, unheard.

      I caught Martina’s eye and angled my head toward the stairs. She nodded eagerly and picked her way through the crowd of primitive revelers.

      Together, we hurried up the stairs and shut the kitchen door on the noise.

      Martina took a seat at the kitchen table. “I really wasn’t prepared for this.”

      “Obviously,” I said. “Otherwise, you’d be dressed like Betty Rubble.”

      “Mu Mu Omicron is usually so sedate,” she said.

      The house was remarkably well insulated for sound. Still, I could feel the bass drum shake the linoleum. I pulled a bowl of chips closer.

      “Do you think they 3D printed that dinosaur skeleton?” I asked.

      A young man with glasses peeked around the corner. His eyes were wide, mouth invisible. After studying us for a moment, he walked into the kitchen. “You aren’t dressed like cavewomen.”

      “Hello, Captain Obvious,” I said.

      He sat at the table. I pushed the chips his way. “I don’t know what’s going on. We were supposed to have a party, you know, a few beers, talking, maybe some dancing. Then all these guys dressed in fur loincloths showed up carrying a dinosaur ribcage and a bunch of beer kegs.”

      “The party has gone out of bounds,” I said.

      “I’ll say.” He dug into some chips. “It must be the paleo brothers. I mean, cavemen and dinosaurs? Doesn’t everybody know that’s an anachronism?”

      “You’re not a paleontology major?” Martina asked.

      “No. Anthropology.”

      “Did you have any classes with Professor Hargrove?” I tried.

      “Well, yeah. His death was so sudden. The department’s still in shock,” the guy said.

      “Sorry to hear that,” I said. “Sounds like you really admired him.”

      “Of course. The discoveries he made are right up there with the Leakeys, Dubois or Toth. His contributions to the study of human evolution are incalculable.”

      “Your frat brother, Cassius, didn’t like him much,” I said.

      “Prof. Hargrove was very protective of his department. His students. If you showed an interest in becoming a serious paleoanthropologist, he would do just about anything to help you advance. But he didn’t put up with anyone who stood in his way,” the guy said.

      I nodded. “He stood by you.”

      “He had a flair for the dramatic, traipsing across campus, long silver hair flying. Anyone seeing him would think he owned this school,” the guy said. “But he was more than passionate about his field. I found that an admirable quality.”

      We were blasted by music as the downstairs door opened. A group of cave people entered the kitchen. Some of them hunted and gathered snacks. A raiding party hit the fridge.

      “No other instructor I ever had could bring the subject to life like he could,” the guy said.

      “Who?” One of the prehistorics turned out to be Cassius Reed. With the warpaint on his face and bone in his hair, I hadn’t recognized him.

      “Prof. Hargrove,” I said.

      “That self-serving jerk.” Cassius pointed, the gesture making him stagger. His words slurred together a little.

      “Hey, baby, we’re here to party.” A young woman in a zebra fur onesie, blonde hair in a dozen ponytails, put a hand on Cassius’ shoulder.

      “I’m happy he’s dead,” Cassius said.

      “That’s totally out of line,” the guy said. “He was a leader in his field.”

      “Shut up, Matt. You always were a suck-up.”

      “That is pretty inappropriate, bae,” the blonde cavewoman said.

      “He was the prime example about how the old boy network and cronyism stunts real scientific advancement,” Cassius said.

      “Really? We’re talking about the study of human evolution. How is that not advancement?” Matt, the shy guy, said.

      “Hargrove had to have everything his way. He couldn’t compete anymore. His ideas were outdated. His discoveries were stale,” Cassius argued.

      “Stale? You mean as stale as the Mesozoic?” Matt challenged. “Hargrove was at the heart of what makes us human. Is it intelligence? Communication? Altruism? Tool use? Creativity?”

      “Well, if that’s the case, Hargrove didn’t have any of those attributes,” Cassius said. “He poached other department’s funding. If he didn’t get his way, he’d run crying to the president, or his lackeys on the board of trustees. Obviously, he wasn’t in the game anymore.”

      Martina pulled the bowl of chips toward her. She ate them mindlessly, as if the argument was a movie she was fully focused on.

      “You know, I like dinosaurs. But they stopped being important to me when I was six years old, Cass. Studying them just isn’t as important as the origins of our species,” Matt said.

      “Hargrove wasn’t doing that anymore. He was getting a better office. Showing off discoveries decades old. His way of thinking was just as extinct as styracosaurus. The irony that one fossil took out another doesn’t escape me.”

      Matt shook his head. “I can’t believe you.”

      “The guy deserved it,” Cassius said.

      Which made me jump in. “Deserved to be crushed by a plastic dinosaur skull?”

      “Maybe.” Cassius weaved in place.

      “You know, it’s weird that you seem to be the one person who really had it out for Hargrove,” I said. “And the fact that he was killed by a machine you operate. Suddenly, he’s out of the way. You talked about irony.”

      “The old man certainly didn’t belong in the printer room,” Cassius said. “It wouldn’t surprise me if he was trying to wreck the printer and got what was coming. He didn’t know anything about the machine. Nothing about technology. Ignorance can kill you.”

      “You didn’t help?” I asked.

      No one spoke in the kitchen. All eyes turned toward us. Martina slowly put another chip in her mouth.

      “Help?”

      “Maybe you programmed that wheel to fail.”

      “Why would I do that? How would I know he’d go in there?” Cassius stood straighter. My words sobered him up.

      I shrugged. “Given what you say, the irony of technology taking out a Luddite, the old giving way to the new, the young replacing the elderly. It kind of sounds like you had it in for him more than you’re letting on.”

      “Are you accusing me of something?” His words were still slurred.

      Actually, I was more hoping to trick a confession out of him.

      “Maybe I should,” I said. “Where were you on the night that Professor Hargrove died?”

      “You aren’t the cops,” Cassius said. “I don’t have to talk to you.”

      “Hey, that’s right. Where were you, Cass?” Matt said. “You weren’t in the house.”

      “That’s none of anyone’s business.”

      “Might be police business,” I said.

      How far could I push this? If I stepped over the line, I’d blow my cover. The students were staring at Cassius. Staring at me. Martina ate another chip. The crunch was loud in the silent kitchen.

      Then, footsteps pounded up the stairs. When the basement door burst open, I realized the music had stopped.

      “Tiffany, you’d better come.”

      Skye stood there in the doorway. She was out of breath, face flushed. I noted that she got the memo about the caveman party. She wore a leopard print fleece blanket belted and pinned together and a dog collar as a headband.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s Rosie,” she said.

      I followed her wobbly path down the stairs. Skye acted like she’d had more than a beer or two. As we descended, I heard the chant:

      Chug! Chug! Chug!

      What in the world?

      Beneath the overarching dinosaur bones, a group stood around. Central, was a beer keg. Also central was Rosie. Upside down. One caveman held her legs. A cavegirl held the tap to her mouth. Another caveman worked the pump. Rosie had her hands on the keg handle, standing on her hands.

      “What the heck are you doing, Rosie?” I shouted.

      “She’s doing a keg stand,” Skye turned toward me. “Duh.”

      Chug! Chug! Chug!

      After imbibing an impressive amount of beer, foam spurted out of Rosie’s upside-down mouth. The caveman holding her legs set her down.

      Rosie raised her fists triumphantly. “Woo!”

      And the tribe called back. “Woo!”

      She tried to take a bow. Stepped sideways six steps. I thought she might be a little drunk.

      Grabbing her elbow, I moved her out from under the dinosaur ribs.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Well, I thought I would interview some of the frat brothers, but you can’t actually have conversations when the music is on,” she said.

      “So you thought you’d do a keg stand?”

      “I didn’t know I was doing one. But like I said, when the music plays, you can’t hear or speak. Guess the cave guys thought I was in line?”

      Chug! Chug! Chug!

      We faced the keg and saw Naomi upside down. With her muscular arms, she was not only able to hold herself upright unaided but also do a couple dips for show. She accepted the tap in her mouth.

      Chug! Chug! Chug!

      Her drinking time was much shorter than Rosie’s.

      “Who would go near that keg with beer spit all over it?” I said.

      Skye was who. She moved into position in her homemade cave getup.

      “I don’t think she wants to be upside down, wearing a blanket like that,” Rosie said.

      The cave guy lifted Skye’s legs as she gripped the keg handles. In a quick motion, he flipped her upside down. As Rosie predicted, her makeshift costume flopped, revealing her underpants. They were plum colored with a lot of Hello Kitties everywhere.

      Since the cavewoman costume now covered her head, we couldn’t see her drink.

      “Remind me to ask her where she got those underpants,” Rosie said, leaning against me.

      “I get the feeling we aren’t going to learn anything more here tonight,” I said.

      Rosie tried to focus on me. “Did we learn anything so far? Other than how to do a keg stand.”

      Naomi raised a finger. “And Skye’s undergarment preference.”

      “We knew that Cassius Reed had a beef with Professor Hargrove. I didn’t realize how much Cassius hated the guy,” I said.

      “Hated him enough to…?” Rosie shut up and looked at Naomi.

      Wolf whistles, cat calls, and the ubiquitous woos followed Skye’s turn at the keg stand. She wobbled away, pulling her cavegirl dress back into place. It was hard to tell if the flush on her face was from alcohol or embarrassment.

      Or being upside down.

      “That was the best one yet,” Rosie congratulated Skye.

      “Did my dress fall up?” Skye asked. “I felt a breeze.”

      “Just a little,” Rosie said. Her face paled. “I think I’d better sit down.”

      Rosie plopped into the chair where I’d found Martina.

      After Skye, no one wanted a turn keg standing. The music returned, pounding into my skull. Dancers danced beneath the prehistoric rib cage, around the fake fire.

      “Are all frat parties like this?” I said, with no one to hear me.

      When I looked at Rosie, her head was tilted back against the wall. Eyes closed. Breathing evenly.

      “How can you fall asleep with music this loud?” I shouted pointlessly.

      Naomi said something to me that I couldn’t hear. So did Skye.

      Time for sign language. I circled my index finger, pointing at the four of us. Then I pointed my thumb over my shoulder, toward the steps.

      Our roomies nodded. I poked Rosie’s shoulder.

      She didn’t react.

      When I patted her cheek, she weakly swatted at my hand like it was a bug.

      Naomi tugged on my sleeve. Held out a palm. Pointed to herself. Then in one easy motion, she swung Rosie over her shoulders. The four of us headed upstairs.

      The kitchen was no longer silent. It seemed the cave dwellers had taken sides. Some were pro Hargrove, the rest pro Cassius. Now it sounded more like what Cassius had described. A quasi-intellectual bull session. Just louder than usual.

      Martina saw us and joined our drunken parade. We headed out the front door.

      “Hey, you can’t leave,” a voice stopped me.

      I faced Cassius, his features dark, eyes burning.

      “Watch me,” I said.

      “You come into my house, accuse me—”

      I got into his face. “Okay, fine. Let me make it official. Did you kill Professor Hargrove, Cassius?”

      “No,” he said.

      “Not even to stop his interference in other departments? To keep him from messing with Margot Crane?”

      He took a half step back at the name. I knew I’d struck a nerve. But his expression didn’t falter.

      “I didn’t do it,” he said.

      I shrugged. “Okay, fine. See you in class.”

      Naomi, carrying Rosie, Skye and Martina walked down the street to Beta Theta Zeta. Rosie shook her head. “Hey. Where am I going?”

      With a grunt, Naomi set Rosie on her feet.

      “You fell asleep,” I said. “Or maybe passed out.”

      Rosie groaned.

      “You guys want to come in?” Martina asked. “I have to apologize. The Mus never throw parties like that.”

      “Mooo!” Skye said.

      “Apologize? That was awesome!” Rosie said.

      “Turnt,” Naomi said.

      “Straight fire,” Skye nodded. “Mooo! Omicron!”

      “I think I’d better get these girls to bed,” I said. “Thanks, though.”
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      The showers were crowded the next morning. I tried to do something with my hair. Brown waves had become a tsunami on the left. That would teach me to sleep with wet hair. But sharing the showers with this crowd…

      I gave up and opted for a hat.

      In the corridor, Rosie was talking to an excited group of girls about the frat party. She looked perky and fresh. Ah, youth. Skye and Naomi were adding their parts, talking about the caveman theme, keg stands, music that probably damaged our hearing.

      Rosie gave me the nod. Still, she was having trouble breaking away.

      “Hey, you were at that party.” Next to me was a girl I didn’t know. “I heard you talking with Cass Reed.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Well, there’s something you should probably know,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      She had honey blonde hair cut short and hazel eyes behind thick glasses. “From what I heard, I think you’re more than just a student here.”

      Oh, no, I was blowing my cover after less than a week!

      “I don’t know where you get that idea,” I said.

      She pressed her lips together and nodded. I reminded myself that this was a college. It wasn’t all partying. A lot of these kids were smart.

      “Anyway, I wanted you to know that Cass was the one who planned that party. He did it to mock the anthropology department. It was a celebration that Professor Hargrove was dead,” she said.

      That would explain the anachronism. If Cassius Reed went that far out of his way to make a mockery of Hargrove, what else might he be capable of?

      “That’s cruel,” I said. “Disrespectful.”

      The unknown girl nodded. “I’m an anthropology major. Professor Hargrove really inspired me. I know Dr. Crane is kind of the celeb on campus now, but that isn’t a reason to disparage other instructors, other departments. It’s just wrong.”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “I gotta go. I’m late to class.” She hurried away, not toward the elevators but the stairs.

      “Who was that?” Rosie asked.

      I walked with her toward the elevators and told her what the girl had said.

      “Wow. Now I feel bad about having so much fun,” Rosie said.

      “About that,” I said. “I know you’re having a good time. But it’s going to take both of us to solve this case.”

      Rosie sighed. “You’re right. I think I’m trying to cram in four years of higher learning. I signed up for four clubs. We’re still in contention for Beta Theta Zeta. Two parties already.”

      “Let’s try to stay on track,” I said. “Which is odd that I’m saying that, since we’re both heading off to two different classes that are both a waste of our time.”

      We rode down to the ground floor. Students milled about the campus, the air already warming. They gathered on the steps of buildings, chatting, or hurried off to a class about to start. There was something about morning on campus. Nostalgia? Maybe a rush of hope for the future?

      “I got something on the librarian, Evangeline Chambers,” Rosie said as we paused at the intersection of the walkways. “We need to talk to her again.”

      “How did you dig anything up?” I asked. “When?”

      “Oh, last night. I had a snack, and I couldn’t sleep. But I’ll meet you after class. I need to go be dramatic,” Rosie said. She put on an accent and gazed skyward, pain in her eyes. “Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow creeps in its petty pace from day to day…”

      “Whatever,” I said, and crept in my petty pace to my English class.

      I managed to stay awake this time. Not because of the fascinating lecture about essay writing. Cassius Reed was on my mind. We needed to dig into his relationship with Dr. Crane. If the two were romantically linked, it would give him even more motive to get rid of her campus rival and fund-stealer.

      Proving that would take sneakiness. I’d done my share of divorce work. It wasn’t my favorite kind of detecting, but I knew the ropes.

      Since Cassius lived in the fraternity, I was pretty sure we could brace one of the brothers and learn about Reed’s movements. His absences.

      The more I thought about it, the more I realized there really wasn’t anyone else who could have committed the murder. While I believed that there were other students, or hired technicians, who could run the 3D printer, I didn’t believe anyone else would have the motive.

      What I really needed was the opportunity. How or why was Hargrove in that overheated industrial room? He could’ve been lured by Cassius. Or maybe the opportunity was on the professor. Maybe he did want to sabotage the prize gear of the paleontology department. Cassius followed him in, did something…

      That something was even more important than the opportunity. We didn’t even know that it was possible to make the machine fail on command. Rosie said she had to download the manual on the laptop because the file was too big for her phone.

      It would take a long time to read, longer to understand. Was I even capable of learning how an automated machine the size of a house operated? Luckily, I had Rosie. Her mind was more analytical than mine. She loved technology. All I needed to do was pull her off the popularity track and get her to hit the books.

      Class ended without me realizing it. People stood in the lecture hall and headed out. I looked down at my notes. None of them were about English. One good thing about this undercover gig—it gave me plenty of time to think.

      I caught up with Rosie outside of the campus theater.

      “How was drama?”

      “Fun,” Rosie said. “Funny, but a lot of the things we do on our investigations would be considered acting.”

      “We do occasionally play small parts,” I said.

      “I know, right? Snooty antiques buyers, tough-as-nails hitwomen, airheads without a clue. I’m not even sure I need instruction,” Rosie said. “Plus, the disguises. My instructor said costumes can really bring out the character you’re trying to play.”

      I was still up in the air about disguises. They sort of worked, even if they made me feel dumb wearing them. We wandered through throngs of young people on the way to the library.

      “What did you find on Evangeline the librarian?” I asked.

      “Plenty,” Rosie said. “Prior to this gig, she was the head librarian in a small city near Dallas, Texas. There were several charges of assault.”

      “Assault? Someone talking too loud?” I asked.

      “No, against some of the employees. She had a temper. Like to break things like coffee mugs. Charges were dismissed. But eventually the powers that be ousted her. She sued them and won, getting paid for the rest of her contract,” Rosie said.

      “Usually, I think of librarians as quiet and meek,” I said.

      “They say that knowledge is power,” Rosie said. “Librarians are the exception that proves the rule.”

      Near the front entrance, two large objects stood. One was a display with two Australopithecines. The other was a glass case full of baby styracosaurus skeleton.

      We were surprised when an old man wandered around the side of the hominin display. His eyes widened at the sight of us. “Students actually visiting the library? Now I’ve seen everything!” Archie Vale chuckled.

      “Guess Evangeline got rid of the museum exhibits,” I said.

      He nodded at the cases. “Good for her. This is supposed to be a library. Although I don’t think just leaving them outside is going to work out.”

      “Probably not. Someone is going to be annoyed,” Rosie said.

      “Well, Evangeline is a fighter,” Archie said.

      “You know her?” I asked.

      His face went blank for a moment, eyes shifting. “Well, she’s been the head librarian here for years. I know her that way.”

      I didn’t believe him. But I didn’t want to pursue it. “Of course,” I said.

      “We hear there’s been something hinky about donations to the college library,” Rosie said, leaning on the dinosaur case.

      “Hinky? Good word. Seems like all the department heads think they can jam their pet projects into this building for everyone to see. It was this library that got me through my years here. A quiet place to study, all the knowledge at your fingertips. ’Course, that was before the internet and all. But I feel strongly that libraries are the most important facility on a campus,” he said.

      “You’ve donated money slated for the library,” I said.

      His mouth widened, brows lowering. “That’s the truth, yes. And seen that money dumped into a bunch of BS projects. That Dean Rutherford is a doormat. Some of the board members, too. That’s why they need to install a guy like me. I don’t give money to a library to have it turned into someone’s personal trophy room.”

      “You didn’t like Thaddeus Hargrove?” Rosie asked.

      “Oh, he was a fine man. A stellar scientist. But way too egotistical. The admin of this school never had the spine to take him down a few pegs,” Archie said. “And now Margot Crane with her dinosaurs?”

      “You don’t like her trying to put a display in the library,” I said.

      “Heck no. If she didn’t take up so much room in the museum with her big toy, there’d be plenty of room for this thing. I never should’ve contributed to that.” He scowled at the fossil model in its case. “When I make an endowment to improve the library, it sure isn’t for a bunch of oversized decorations!”

      “And you think the board of trustees and the administration just lay down for any request made by the more famous instructors?” I said.

      “Listen. I may have graduated from this little upstart college in the desert. But I’m in the energy business. The most cutthroat, ruthless business there is. But when I started, my fellows all had business degrees. I was the geologist. Made a tiny company a major concern by knowing the Earth and how she hides her treasures. Traded up to be CEO of some of the biggest companies in the world. You think I don’t know a shakedown when I see one?”

      “Shakedown?” Rosie made an exaggerated frown.

      “I don’t know who’s got what on whom, but there’s some backbiting, blackmail, shady deals behind the scenes. Maybe Thaddeus Hargrove crossed the wrong person, or took his money games too far,” the old man said.

      “You really think that’s why he was killed?” I asked.

      “If he was killed,” Archie held up a finger. “Then yes. I mean just look at this. I donated millions for a new computer system. And the library gets a couple of monkey guys and the world’s largest plastic dinosaur toy!”

      “Mr. Vale! Mr. Vale!” A young woman in a summer dress came hurrying around the building. “Where have you been? We have a symposium to attend.” She waved the clipboard in her hand at him.

      “Sorry, Judy. Just revisiting my youth,” Archie chuckled.

      “Well, come along. It’s way too hot out here, Mr. Vale,” Judy said. When she led him away, my impression was that the oil tycoon transformed into a toddler. I hadn’t realized how old the man was. When he was speaking passionately about his alma mater, the years somehow melted away.
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      We wound around the discarded displays. Once we got past those, entering the library was easier than it had been.

      In the center of the vaulted space, Evangeline stood with a three-tiered cart. She filled empty shelves that hadn’t been there on our last visit. Apparently, she’d ousted the invading displays and got her reference section back.

      “Did you forget something, Archie?” She glanced up at us, and then did a double take. “Oh. You two.”

      I nodded. “We like libraries.” Often, we solved cases by visiting a library.

      “Well if you’re looking for work-study, I already have a full staff,” she said. “Although I have little faith.”

      Evangeline shook her head and returned to stacking thick reference books on the recovered shelves.

      “Shouldn’t your student staff be doing this?” I asked.

      “Yes, they should. But I don’t trust them to. There’s an order things have to go in, and my helpers aren’t meticulous.”

      Rosie eyed me. “That would make me furious.”

      “Don’t they know the Dewey Decimal System?” I caught on and joined in. “They never visited a library before going to college?”

      “Right?” Evangeline paused in her task. “Once they’re asked to write a research paper, and find they can’t simply do it by Google search, they freak out. And then it’s, ‘Oh, Miss Chambers, where can I find this? Oh, Miss Chambers, where can I find that?' You think any of my student workforce can help them? Ha!”

      “I’d go crazy!” I said.

      “I bet they can’t even reshelve books in the right place,” Rosie said.

      Evangeline roughly shoved a book on the shelf. “You gotta keep on them the whole time. All it would take is for some additional funding, hire another real librarian.”

      “It isn’t like they aren’t spending money on dinosaur printers,” Rosie said. “Why can’t they slip the library a few bucks?”

      “That would make me want to break something,” I said, looking closely at the librarian.

      She looked up from her work. But Evangeline didn’t face me. “I don’t know what he told you.”

      Rosie lifted a brow at me.

      “Who?” I asked.

      Chambers turned hot eyes on me. “No matter what Uncle Archie says, I got this job on my own merits.”

      Oops. Put on the brakes.

      “We weren’t suggesting—”

      “What do you know about me? Sure, I had some issues at my old library. But that was years ago. You have no idea about that situation.”

      I folded my arms. “There were insinuations of violence.”

      “Those charges were dropped. So what, I got frustrated with my inept staff and threw some coffee mugs around. I never hit anyone. Even if a shard of ceramic bounced off someone’s shoe, that hardly counts as assault.”

      Actually, it did. But I didn’t press the issue. “But they let you go. Fired you.”

      “They tried. But I had a contract. Guess they didn’t think a little librarian would fight the county.” Evangeline folded her arms. “What do you want? You’re obviously not students. I can tell because you’re inside the library.”

      Of all the ways we might have blown our cover, visiting the library never occurred to me as one. Times change.

      Might as well jump in. “Thaddeus Hargrove stole library funding again and again. Your job at this library seems personal. There’s violence in your past.”

      “I’m supposed to have killed him?” Evangeline said. “With that thing in the museum?”

      “Did you?” Rosie pressed.

      “No!” she said. “Of course not. He was an egomaniac, and he loved self-promotion—with library funds especially—but I didn’t hate him. I just hate what he did.”

      “Uncle Archie is partial to the library,” I said.

      “His sanctuary during his college years,” Evangeline said. “He’s donated enough money to buy this place several times over. I mean, the college should’ve already named the place after him.”

      “Except the donations keep getting diverted.”

      Evangeline shrugged. “That doesn’t change anything. The intent was there, no matter what the high muckety-mucks do with the funds. Although I still want my dang computers!”

      “You told us your Uncle Archie pulled his endowments over the inscrutable money trails,” I said. “Computer money diverted. Heck, just about all the money getting diverted.”

      “That’s right. He was really angry. I have to admit, he blamed Hargrove. Even though as a professor, he didn’t have much say about the college’s finances,” Evangeline said.

      I thought about that for a second. It didn’t seem the old man had it in him to murder someone. Yet here I was, talking to the most ferocious librarian I’d ever heard of. It could run in the family. “He blamed the professor because all the funding seemed to go his way,” I said.

      “Why wouldn’t he? Hargrove reaped the benefits. Even if he was disconnected from the money, the spending was evident,” Evangeline said.

      “None of the money was used for the 3D printer?” I asked.

      “Uncle Archie did donate toward that project. Supposedly, Dr. Crane came up with the majority. Her media appearances and so forth make her a charity magnet,” the librarian said.

      “Funny that none of those funds got sidetracked,” Rosie said. “That printer must’ve cost a fortune.”

      “I don’t think the admin or the board could touch Crane’s fundraising. And technically, Uncle Archie donated to the same private endowment. I’d have to guess that it was legally structured to make sure the paleo department had sole access,” she said.

      “You couldn’t do that for the library?” Rosie asked.

      Evangeline shook her head. “Not up to me. Besides, this is a private college. I’m sure there are all kinds of abstruse loopholes I’m not aware of. Not that I want to be.”

      I rocked on my heels, thinking. “So who really is in charge of the school funds?”

      “Supposedly, Dean Rutherford in conjunction with the board of trustees. They produce the budget. But from what I’ve seen, the president, Jasper Golden Valley, weighs in. He owns the place, so I guess he has the right,” Evangeline said. She returned to putting books on the shelf.

      “Tangled,” Rosie said.

      It was no wonder we couldn’t follow the money. That was usually a quick way to find a prime suspect. We’d been chasing ghosts in this case. There had to be a better approach.

      “Let me ask you this,” I said. “Where were you when Professor Hargrove died?”

      “Oh, I have an alibi for that,” Evangeline said. She trotted across the library to the desk. After a moment, she fished out a cell phone. “Here.”

      Rosie and I moved closer, looking at her screen. I saw a group of people standing in front of the Golden Gate Bridge.

      “The annual conference of private college librarians was held in San Francisco this year,” she said. She swiped more photos. It seemed like her alibi would pan out to be airtight.

      Rosie said, “That must’ve been fun.”

      “It’s a beautiful city,” Chambers said.

      I sighed. “Could you do us a favor?”

      “Not tell anyone you two aren’t real students?” Evangeline correctly guessed.

      “If you could keep it under your hat,” I said.

      “Hargrove wasn’t my favorite person, but if you could figure out who killed him, it would be a good thing,” she said. “For the college, and for his reputation.”

      Rosie and I headed out. We watched a forklift moving the baby dinosaur to some other location.

      “What do you think?” Rosie said.

      “I think she’s a liar,” I said.

      “You don’t think she killed the professor.”

      “No. I think she’s lying about her uncle getting her a job here. There’s no question that there’s some nepotism at work here,” I said.

      “So what next?” Rosie said. “There’s about three thousand pages of manual for that printer. I probably should get on that. Figure out if there’s a modus operandi there.”

      “MO or accident,” I nodded. “That would help a lot.”

      We walked toward Old Dorm.

      “I think I should give Dean Rutherford an update.”

      “Update on what?” Rosie said. “It doesn’t feel like we’re any closer to solving this than when we started.”

      “Aside from the sub rosa financial transactions, we do have a solid suspect in Cassius Reed,” I said.

      “Rutherford already knows about him,” Rosie said.

      “Speaking of, I poked around a little online. Wasn’t there some threat of Cassius posting some damning information on Thaddeus Hargrove?”

      “I didn’t see anything. There’s nothing worth mentioning on any of his social media. Surprisingly few photos of him on digs, or with Margot Crane. Mostly family stuff, fraternity stuff,” Rosie said. “I did background him. Nothing there, either. He’s just a regular college student as far as I can tell.”

      “Crane?”

      “Loads on her. Mostly what you’d imagine. IMBD, Discovery Channel, Science Channel, zillions of profiles, big Wikipedia page. Nothing suspicious.”

      Dang it. “Well, I’d better see him anyway. At least let him know we’re still working the case.”

      “Try to turn it around on him,” Rosie said. “I doubt there’s any way to follow the money from the outside. Heck, most people who work here can’t figure it out.”

      “I’ll try to twist him a little,” I said. “If he’s not too suspicious.”

      “You go, girl. I’ll wade through the dense printer manual. Meet me back at Old Dorm,” Rosie said.

      I watched her go. Then I turned toward the admin building. As I walked along the campus road, a marked car pulled alongside.

      “Need a lift?”

      Stone buzzed down the window.

      It made me smile. “I’m walking about two hundred yards. As little as I exercise, I think I can make it.”

      “I’ll let you play with the lights and siren,” he said.

      “You’re on.”

      I hopped into the passenger seat. But it wasn’t the bells and whistles of the vehicle that drew me. I tried to lean past a dash-mounted computer to give him a kiss.

      “Hey, now, are you trying to bribe an officer?” Stone smiled.

      “Is there a better way of getting out of a ticket?”

      “Yes,” Stone said. “Don’t break the law in the first place.”

      “Yessir, Officer,” I said.

      “You’re headed to the administration building?” Stone said. “Have you got something?”

      “No. I’ve got nothing. Just more speculation about Cassius Reed and his animosity toward the professor,” I said.

      Stone put the car in gear and started driving around. “I’ve heard talk at the station. Some of the cops speculate that Reed was trying to protect Margot Crane. Or fight for her honor. They don’t have any specifics.”

      “They can join the club,” I sighed. “I’m sure they also say that he’s one of the few people who can operate the 3D printer that crushed Hargrove.”

      He shook his head. “They haven’t mentioned it. But then, they aren’t on the case. Neither are the cops, pending a tox screen. Or some other evidence.”

      “It might be about money. That’s the major complaint about Hargrove. Stealing funds from other departments. But I can’t get a straight answer about how he could do that. Just a lot of talk about secret deals between the administration, the board, and the president, Jasper Golden Valley.” I shrugged. “Hargrove is probably the reason this college exists. I can see them wanting to make him happy. But I can’t see them letting Hargrove’s ego drive away contributions and endowments.”

      “You’re right. That doesn’t make sense.” Stone took the loop around the outside of the college. We passed the short Greek row, the theater, library, museum, and back to the admin building.

      I sighed. “Maybe it was just an accident after all.”

      “Do you really think that?” Stone pulled over near the spot he picked me up.

      “No.” I didn’t need time to think about it. “Even if Metro wants to pass on this, my gut tells me this is murder.”

      “I have that same feeling,” Stone said. “Oh, there is one tidbit I picked up.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The reason this whole case is so up in the air. Video surveillance in the 3D printer room went offline at the time of Hargrove’s death,” Stone said.

      “No one mentioned that to me. That’s probably a major clue,” I said.

      Stone shook his head. “Maybe yes, maybe no. The problem is the temperatures inside the printing lab. Cameras overheat and shut down.”

      “Really?” I said.

      “A couple years ago, the college wanted to update the security system. I bid on the project. But they went with someone else. The problem is that the print lab’s temperature can rise to a hundred thirty Fahrenheit during the process, and remain there for several hours.”

      “It is super-hot in there,” I said.

      “Cameras in the print room are the same as the rest of the campus. No one thought to update them to self-cooling cameras, or, what I would’ve suggested, less complex cameras. They’re cheaper and because they’re more basic, they never overheat,” Stone said.

      I leaned over and kissed him. “They were fools not to hire you.”

      “Agreed,” he said. “But a question remains. Did the cameras overheat, as they have frequently in the past, or did they get shut down?”

      “Is there a way to find out?” I asked.

      “This campus police force is small. They outsource their video surveillance to the company that handles UNLV’s police. I could take a trip over there. See if I can find anything,” he said.

      “That would be awesome!” I said and gave him another kiss. This one was longer.

      After a while, we pulled apart. Stone tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “No guarantees. It could be malfunctioning hardware.”

      “It’s a lead,” I shrugged. “That’s more than I have right now.”

      “I’ll let you get to it,” he said.

      I looked at the admin building. “Aren’t you going to drive me over there?”

      “I thought you said you needed the exercise,” he said.

      Giving him the hairy eyeball, I said, “When have I ever said that?”

      Stone dropped the car into gear and drove thirty seconds to the building entrance.
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      “I don’t have the time, Miss Black,” Dean Rutherford said. “I’ve got both forklifts from Receiving driving museum exhibits around the campus. I’ve got an emergency budget meeting with the board, interviews to replace Professor Hargrove, a dispute with the police union to mitigate, all on top of the usual beginning of term issues.”

      Good. I didn’t have much to say. “I won’t take up much of your time. So far, the only obvious subject is Cassius Reed. He had the grade dispute, made the threats, and as far as I know, he was the only one on campus who could work the 3D printer.”

      “Hmm.” Rutherford fidgeted in his chair, moving over a couple inches. “I’d hate to think that a student murdered an instructor.”

      “There’s nothing concrete yet,” I said.

      “You realize we can’t keep you on indefinitely,” he said.

      “Of course not. If it comes to it, we’ll resign the case,” I said. “Can you tell me how Hargrove managed to tick everyone off by stealing their funding?”

      “That would be one of his cronies on the board of trustees. You would have to look into who that might be. The obvious source is Dr. Golden Valley. In the school bylaws, he has the right to make any changes to the budget.”

      I nodded. “He and Hargrove were tight. Do you know if he in fact did steal resources for his own department?”

      “As you say, nothing concrete,” Rutherford said. “I do believe any scrutiny would reveal a conspiracy involving both parties. It’s doubtful any penalty would arise, given we’re speaking of the college owner, and its preeminent scholar. Do you really think that’s why Hargrove was killed? A financial dispute? Some interdepartmental jealousy? The idea boggles the mind.”

      From what I’d seen, the head of every department here was more protective of their assorted areas of responsibility than a mama bear. Why would that be so surprising to the dean?

      The office door opened. “Excuse me, Dr. Rutherford, but your online meeting with the board?”

      “I remember, Jessica. We’re just finishing,” he said.

      Taking my cue, I got up. “I’ll report anything new,” I said.

      “Thanks for checking in,” he said.

      “Oh. There is one thing. The security cameras. No one told us about them when we started this investigation.”

      Rutherford opened his laptop and tapped the keys. “There was no reason to. We’re consulting with our security firm to get those cameras replaced. It was a simple malfunction. Something that should’ve been taken care of a long time ago.”

      “The cameras are making it difficult to determine what was going on the day, the night, Hargrove was killed.”

      “Honestly, there was very little going on at all on campus that day. It was the end of summer break. The instructors, by and large, took advantage of time off before the start of the semester. There were no students here, of course. The police reviewed security footage outside of the print lab. They uncovered nothing. Now if you’ll excuse me?”

      “When you refurbished the old security system, did that come from an endowment?” I plowed on.

      “Young lady, every financial transaction related to this college is the result of endowments and donations. Have a good day.”

      Dismissed.

      I headed out, shutting the door behind me.

      Jessica—that was her name, right?—looked up at me from her reception desk.

      “I’m so sorry to rush you out of there. There’s just so much for the dean to tend to at the beginning of the term.”

      I shrugged. “Next time, I’ll make an appointment.”

      An idea hit me like lightning.

      “Dean Rutherford didn’t even have time to check a date on his calendar,” I said.

      Jessica smiled. She was probably in her mid-forties maybe. Despite her obvious maturity and efficiency, she didn’t wear that seen-it-all institutional patina. She actually seemed helpful. “I maintain Dean Rutherford’s calendar. What date were you looking for?”

      I gave her the date and time that Hargrove was reported to have died. Waited for a reaction. Didn’t get one.

      “He was at a fundraising dinner. Like he isn’t at a fundraising dinner all the time. I probably could’ve told you that without looking.” Jessica chuckled.

      “Thanks for that,” I said.

      I was about to head out. But she stopped me. “I’m not supposed to pry… Are you the private eye hired by the board of trustees?”

      Seeing the dean repeatedly was probably not usual for most students at the college. I hadn’t thought about how suspicious it would look. But I turned over another thought. Maybe instead of feeling stupid for the receptionist busting me, I could flip it around on her.

      Moving closer to her desk, lowering my head, I said, “You can’t tell anyone.”

      She made the zipper motion across her lips, a locking twist, the throwing-away-the-key gesture.

      “You probably know as much about the faculty as Dean Rutherford,” I said. “What do you know about the spat between Professor Hargrove, rest his soul, and Dr. Crane?”

      Jessica took on a sly expression. “Y’know, most people in the administration probably thought the two hated each other. But it wasn’t like that. Margot Crane was the professor’s student at one time. He thought she might follow in his footsteps. Instead, she did her postgrad work with dinosaurs.”

      “Professor Hargrove hated dinosaurs,” I said.

      “They weren’t serious science,” Jessica said. “I think that cut Thaddeus to the quick, her turning to the dino side. He called her a lightweight.”

      “How did Margot take that?” I asked.

      “Not very well. She made several complaints to the dean, and the board. A lot of it was just her feathers ruffled over some name calling. But there were serious allegations,” Jessica said.

      “I’d guess those were over funding.”

      Jessica nodded. “You’d guess right.”

      “And I’m guessing that if Dr. Golden Valley was involved, the charges got pushed under the rug.”

      “But I never told you that,” Jessica said.

      I made the same zipper, lock, key gesture that she had.

      “The whole situation made me feel bad for both of them,” Jessica said. “At first, she was so happy to return to teach at her alma mater. And I think it warmed Thaddeus’ heart to have her back. But their relationship soured quickly. Both of them made offhanded remarks to students, each trying to undermine the other. Oh, goodness, what a mess,” Jessica said.

      “Did they ever resolve their issues?” I asked.

      “Not exactly. You know that Margot became a media darling. And she got her big toy, her experimental printer. That made her happy enough. I can’t say what made Thaddeus calm down. Maybe the wisdom of age?”

      “Right…” I said.

      Jessica chuckled. “Maybe he met someone.”

      “Speaking of which… Okay, this is a little on the hinky side.”

      “Cassius Reed and Margot Crane,” Jessica said right away.

      I was taken aback. “You’re awfully sharp, Jessica. Maybe you should be the dean.”

      She laughed. “Oh, everybody has heard the rumors. The teacher-student relationship taboo is one thing, but Cassius is an older student. Oops. I almost said like you!” Another chuckle.

      It was good to know that at least all of my cover hadn’t been blown.

      “I’m doing my best. Was it visiting the dean that gave me away?” I asked.

      “You probably should’ve come up with a few clandestine meeting spots,” she said. “But then, nobody ever asks my opinion.”

      I shrugged. “I’ll ask your opinion. Cassius and Margot?”

      Jessica sighed. “Cass, Cass, Cass. He’s a boy genius. I mean, he’s hardly a boy anymore. There isn’t anything he couldn’t succeed at. He’s driven, intelligent, loyal, but…”

      Conspiratorially, I leaned ever closer. “Yes…?”

      The dean’s secretary angled her head. “Margot Crane isn’t a media darling just because of her dazzling knowledge of dinosaurs, or her adventures in the badlands. She’s a total hottie. Even if you’re a twenty-something student.”

      “You’re saying she doesn’t reciprocate his attraction?” I said.

      “Cass is a good-looking boy. But he lacks confidence. That’s something of a turn-off.”

      “Tell me about it,” I said.

      She smiled. “He can stand up for himself. That’s for sure. He’s been a thorn in the dean’s side. That whole grading scandal. I just get the feeling she’s way out of his league. Margot is an academic rock star. What does Cassius have going?”

      “I haven’t thought about that,” I said. It was probably my own prejudice, but in my mind, an older woman would be flattered by a suitor so much younger. Maybe Margot Crane was above that.

      Did that make Cassius more, or less of a suspect? Was he trying to prove himself to Margot? Or if the rumored relationship wasn’t a thing, did that take him off the suspect list? It was something I had to think about. I needed to bounce some ideas off Rosie.

      “Well, thanks for your time, Jessica. If I want to make an appointment with Dean Rutherford, can I go through you?”

      “Of course,” Jessica said. “I’ve always wanted to be a spymaster. Let me set up some secret meetings.”

      “I think I left my cloak and dagger at home, but sure, that sounds great,” I said.

      Feeling a little better about the case, I walked home to Old Dorm.

      Rosie was in her room with the laptop, staring at the screen. Our roomies weren’t around.

      I sat on the bed. “What have you learned? Anything?”

      “The imaging software and hardware for that thing is utterly incomprehensible,” Rosie said.

      Never did I expect to hear those words come out of her mouth.

      “You don’t understand it?”

      “You’d have to be a radiologist, a GPR expert, and a medical imaging doctor just to understand the inputs,” she said. “The software is designed only for this printer, and it’s intense. I was expecting some advanced CAD program, not all this medical-related stuff.”

      “Why medical stuff?”

      “Well, we were told that the printer uses all kinds of imaging. Not just 3D scans, but really complex MRI data, things like that. So they don’t have to dig up the bones. They can just radar or X-ray them and send that information remotely to the machine. But I don’t understand any of this stuff,” Rosie said.

      I nodded. “Guess that puts us back on Cassius Reed.”

      “Well, there are techs who are contracted to work with the printer, too,” Rosie said. “It could’ve been a complete unknown, coming to do some maintenance.”

      “Do maintenance and kill a guy?” I asked.

      “Just saying. Our suspect pool doesn’t have to be so small,” Rosie said. “Let me keep reading. Maybe it gets dumber later on.”

      Suddenly, I realized how much I relied on Rosie for things like technology. Maybe going back to college would be a good idea. But if Rosie couldn’t figure it out, who could? I didn’t believe Cassius Reed was smarter than my assistant. No matter how many keg stands she did, how many obsessive rabbit holes she went down, or weird disguises she put on, no one was smarter than Rosie.

      If my assistant was stymied, we would need to take another tack. Understanding the murder weapon was out. We had to focus on the operator.

      “Knock, knock!”

      In the doorway, Martina stood with Sassy Lindsey. “S’up, dorm rats?”

      Martina gave her sorority sister a frown. Then she turned to us. “We’re here to invite you to another rush event.”

      “Oh, man. Not another one. How does anyone get any studying done around here?” I asked.

      Rosie looked up from the screen with enthusiasm. “Another party?”

      The last thing we needed was another party. We had to get some traction on this case. “Will we need togas?” I asked.

      Sassy tilted her head. “Togas? What for?”

      “This will be more sedate. More mature,” Martina said. “I promise.”

      It couldn’t be less, I thought.

      Rosie turned puppy dog eyes on me. She was enjoying this college thing way too much.

      “Hey, sisters, what’s going on?” Naomi’s voice came from the hall. She had Skye in tow. They shoved past the sorority girls. Skye sat on the bed next to me. Naomi looked over Rosie’s shoulder. Her eyes bugged.

      “The Betas are inviting us to another party,” I said. “A more sedate one.”

      “Sedate?” Naomi said. “Why?”

      Sassy scowled. “Part of campus life, especially sorority life, is preparing for the future. Appreciating the finer things in life. Socializing, networking, and making connections in social situations is something you won’t learn in a classroom.”

      Nor would I want to. I held my tongue.

      Skye’s eyes went big. “That sounds so sophisticated.”

      “I’m not sure we’d fit in,” Naomi said.

      “Well, if you’re pledging Beta Theta Zeta, you’d better learn to be cultured young ladies,” Sassy said.

      I recalled Sassy dancing around in a cavegirl costume. Maybe you could call that culture.

      Martina looked hopeful. As if our roomies’ hesitancy was what she was after. I realized she had come to invite Rosie and me. Not our dorm mates.

      Did I want to sit with a bunch of entitled girls pretending to be sophisticated and cultured? No, I didn’t. What I needed to do was… An idea struck me. I needed to text Stone.

      “Well, I’m in if Skye is,” I said.

      Martina’s face fell. Sassy’s frown deepened.

      “What’s the theme?” I asked.

      “No theme. Just cheese.” Sassy’s eyes moved both ways down the hall. She bracketed her mouth with the back of one hand and whispered, “And wine.”

      Wine was a big deal when both Greek parties we’d been to featured full kegs of beer? Maybe she was being secretive and naughty because all of the pledges were underage.

      “Woah, wine and cheese,” Skye whispered. “Count me in.”

      Martina sighed.

      Sassy was already headed toward the elevators. “See you at eight. Wear something nice.”
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      “You can’t wear that same little black dress again,” Rosie said.

      “Why not?”

      “It—it’s… It’s just not done!” she said in a shocked voice.

      “I don’t have anything else, Rosie. Nothing but college-branded athletic wear.”

      Rosie’s lips disappeared, her eyes bugging.

      “Going to parties isn’t what we’re here for,” I said. “Who cares what we look like?”

      “I care!” Rosie whined.

      “We’re wasting time with this. If you can’t figure out the murder weapon, we need to look for another angle,” I said.

      “Then why did you agree to go?” Rosie asked.

      I shrugged. “Maybe to pursue another angle.”

      “At a wine and cheese party?” Rosie eyed me.

      “At a wine and cheese alibi,” I said.

      She sat up straighter. “Oh?”

      “So far on this case, we’ve been watched. What we need to do is get out from under prying eyes. From the other parties we’ve attended, I figure once it gets going, no one will miss us,” I said.

      Rosie nodded. “Not a bad idea.”

      “Let’s go put in an appearance.”

      “Not dressed like that,” Rosie got back on that track.

      “It’s not like we have time to find other dresses,” I said.

      “We’ll swap,” Rosie said. “You wear the sheath dress, I’ll wear the little black one.”

      Rosie and I were not built the same. If clothes were interchangeable they wouldn’t bother selling them in different sizes. Still, even if we would both look ridiculous, we were alike enough that it wasn’t a complete impossibility. We could fit—we’d just look terrible. At least my hair looked great. I’d stolen Skye’s shampoo when I took a shower.

      “If that makes you happy,” I said.

      We got dressed. The burgundy dress didn’t exactly hug me like a sheath and the little black dress didn’t look quite so little on Rosie. Her shoes matched my dress. I wore sneakers again.

      “Perfect!” Rosie lied.

      I had no comment.

      Skye returned to the dorm room, wearing a pretty sundress. Which was good. Rosie and I had different body types, but Skye and Naomi were polar opposites. Naomi was cut and fit with shoulders out to here. Skye was a beanpole.

      “We ready to go?” she asked.

      “Where’s Naomi?”

      “Out here.” A voice came from the hall. We headed out. Naomi wore a white button shirt and plaid skirt. Low heels. She looked like she was going in for a job interview, not a wine party. Her skin reddened. “It was all I had.”

      “Don’t panic,” Rosie said. “We can zhuzh up your look a little.”

      “Zhuzh?”

      “Make you fancier,” Rosie said. “I’m good at this.”

      Naomi looked Rosie up and down. A look of barely concealed panic rose in her eyes.

      “Did you bring that pashmina?” she asked me.

      “What’s a pashmina?” I said.

      “Oh, that’s my scarf,” Skye said.

      “I’m supposed to wear a scarf on my head?” Naomi’s voice squeaked.

      “Stop,” Rosie chided her. “Just stay here. Skye, grab the scarf. I’ll be right back.”

      Both girls looked at me.

      “No idea,” I said.

      A moment later, Rosie returned with a pillbox hat. She set it on the computer desk. Taking the broad sheet of paisley fabric from Skye, she whirled it around and draped it over Naomi’s shoulders. From inside the hat, she grabbed a pin nearly as big as an Eggo waffle. It had a cameo on it, with a blue background. She pinned the scarf together with this. Then set the hat in place. Tilted it one way. Then the other. Tousled the veil. Tugged the scarf down on one side.

      “Quit fussing already,” I said.

      “Perfect!” Rosie said.

      But I’d heard that not long before.

      “I like it,” Skye said.

      She did look fancier. “Let’s go.”

      We headed out, cutting across the quad to the traffic loop and up to Greek Row.

      “Why didn’t you just zhuzh our dresses?” I asked Rosie.

      “You can’t just zhuzh a dress you wore and pretend it’s a new outfit,” she said.

      “Why not? Who makes these rules?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s just instinct,” she said.

      I was no expert on zhuzhing.

      This time, Beta House was calm. Classical music played. Sisters dressed very much alike in pretty dresses. To my untrained fashion eye, the only difference was the color. I’m sure Rosie could explain how wrong I was.

      Pledges wore what they had as far as the fancy department went. They were more of a mishmash and easy to sort out from the sorority residents.

      Platters of cheeses and meats stood on tables, in the kitchen, the living room. Ladies wandered around the upper level of the house, swirling and sipping large glasses of wine. At least they weren’t spitting. Wasn’t that supposed to be a thing?

      Sassy Lindsey held court, giving her wine a delicate sip. From the ruddiness of her cheeks, she was well into her cups.

      “This one has undertones of hibiscus and mud,” she pronounced.

      The girls standing with her nodded in silent agreement.

      “What cheese would you recommend with this?” she asked the gathered.

      “Uh, Winnimere?” one of the girls suggested.

      “Wrong!” Sassy shouted.

      The girl looked cowed. Another dared speak up. “Germain Epoisses?”

      “Foolsh!” Sassy slurred. “The correct answer is horse cheese.”

      “Ah,” one of the pledges nodded.

      “What do you know about horse cheese?” Sassy demanded, pointing at the girl with a glare.

      “Caciocavallo podolico is from Italy. It isn’t made from horse milk, but from a rare breed of cow,” the girl said nervously.

      “Excellent. Get this girl another glass of wine. Put her on the list.” Sassy staggered away leaving the pledges to marvel after her.

      Rosie went pale. “If I knew there would be a cheese test, I would’ve studied.”

      “Don’t worry. You’re good,” I said.

      We found Skye and Naomi in the living room stuffing their faces from a cheese platter and sucking down wine.

      Rosie made herself a ten-dollar sandwich with two crackers, a hunk of horse cheese, and a see-through slice of Jamón Ibérico ham.

      “Little rich,” she said, crunching.

      From the other end of the room, the girl I thought was Ellin clanged a fork against her glass.

      “Attention sisters and pledges,” she said. “As some of you know, our annual wine and cheese fete is the time when we announce girls who have been bid for entry in Beta Theta Zeta.”

      Ah. That’s what this was about. There was a stir.

      “Omigod,” Rosie said. “Do you think we got bids?”

      I didn’t know. I didn’t care.

      “Just so no one gets too disappointed, even if your name doesn’t appear on the list, that doesn’t mean you are eliminated. There’s still time, until the end of the week, to impress us.”

      Martina and Sassy walked what looked like a veiled easel from upstairs and set it by the fireplace in the living room.

      “This is our chance,” I said. “No one is paying attention. Nearly everyone has had too much wine,” I said.

      “You don’t want to know who’s got bids?” Rosie said.

      “No. C’mon.” I led a reluctant assistant back to the kitchen. We opened the cellar door and fled down the stairs. It was dark in the recreation room, but enough Vegas light flooded through the sliders. In a moment we were outside and hurrying across the campus.

      “Where are we going?” Rosie asked.

      “The Earth Sciences Building,” I said.

      “What are we going to do there?”

      “Break and enter,” I said.

      We followed our route to Beta House, then turned past the quad. Soon, we stood in the shadow of the building at a side entrance.

      “This building is secure,” Rosie said. “How are we going to—oh no, cheese it! It’s the fuzz!”

      Before she could dive into the bushes, I grabbed her arm. “We aren’t doing this unaided.”

      The police vehicle parked, Stone getting out. “I can give you half an hour,” he said.

      “Stone!” Rosie sighed.

      “What about the video surveillance?” I asked.

      “You’ll be on tape. Nothing I can do about that,” he said. Opening the back door of the car, he came out with hoodies. “Here.”

      “This doesn’t go with my dress,” Rosie said, pulling it over her head.

      “Again, there’s only so much I can do,” Stone said. “Set a timer. Thirty minutes.”

      Rosie punched it into her phone. Stone used his enormous set of keys and unlocked the door. Before the door closed, I stopped it.

      “I don’t even know where Professor Hargrove’s office is,” I said. The plan had been spur of the moment.

      “Third floor, east side of the hall, last door on the right. Don’t take the elevator. Good luck.”

      He shut the door before I could ask why we shouldn’t take the elevator.

      Hurrying, we found the door leading to a staircase halfway down the hall.

      “They hired us to investigate. It’s not like we’re going to get in trouble,” Rosie said, taking the stairs.

      “We don’t know if the people who hired us might be behind this,” I said. “Best to keep it on the down low.”

      It had to be the third floor.

      By the time we reached the office, I was huffing and puffing. Rosie eyed me, breathing easy. I considered this my exercise for the week.

      The door, though unlocked, opened on a bunch of yellow crime scene tape. It was hastily hung between bookcases and not hard to get past. I ducked under. Rosie switched on the light.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “We’ve been hired for this,” Rosie said. “C’mon, we don’t have to do every search in the dark.”

      Maybe she had a point.

      I scouted around. It was a typical professor’s office, books stacked around, small desk, a few photos and displays that represented a field of study.

      “Doesn’t look like they took anything,” Rosie said.

      She was right. On the desk was a cup of tea, half full. Next to it was a plain white book. I looked closer. There was no title on the spine, only the cover.

      “Golden Valley Liberal Arts College Experimental 3D Printer Maintenance and Operation, Vol. 3,” I read.

      “Volume three?” Rosie took a closer look. “There’s three volumes of instructions for that thing?”

      “You didn’t know that?” I asked.

      “Nuh-uh.” Rosie grabbed it and thumbed through. “Okay, this is more like it.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s like Computer Aided Design for Dummies,” she said. “The manuals I’ve seen are all written in obscure technobabble.”

      “What was Professor Hargrove doing with this?” I asked. “He was supposed to be a Luddite.”

      “This is the manual that you use to make the machine print. To make the tables track. The print head print. Simple stuff. No MRI image transfer via secure satellite uplink encryption and bilateral segment reconstruction stuff.”

      She riffled through the pages slowly with her thumb. I saw a flash of yellow. Rosie paged back until we found the highlighted section.

      “He was trying to sabotage the printer,” Rosie said.

      I read over her shoulder. Tilt servos on motivators must be activated in pairs in order to maintain a correct zero point. Using a single tilt servo will cause printer failure. These were the highlighted words.

      “That sounds kind of like what happened to Professor Hargrove,” Rosie said. “The table tipped on one corner, and the heavy model slipped and crushed him.”

      “Does that mean he did it to himself?” I said.

      “It looks like he was working on a way to break the machine,” Rosie said. “Motivators are the posts and wheels that tilt the tables and move them around. That’s what we were told was broken. The cause of the accident. So if Thaddeus fooled with the motivators, he may well have caused the fatal accident.”

      I folded my arms. “So this isn’t a murder,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Rosie said.

      “Why not?”

      “Do you know how to operate a motivator to make it malfunction?” she asked. Then she pushed the book closer to me.

      I read a few more paragraphs. Gibberish, all of it. “I’d say no, I wouldn’t know how to do it.”

      “Someone wants us to believe Hargrove tried to sabotage the 3D printer.”

      For a few moments, I thought it over.

      “They highlighted the exact method. Left the book right on the desk. But the cops didn’t bite,” Rosie said.

      “Because as far as they know, it was an industrial accident,” I said. “No sign of foul play.”

      She closed the book and put it next to the teacup. “This is shouting ‘Look at me, I tried to break the paleontology toy and got hoisted on my own petard.’”

      I nodded. “A red herring no one paid attention to.”

      “Yet.” Rosie held up a finger.

      “Looks like murder for sure,” I said. “No matter what the police think.”
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      We continued searching the office. A few things out of place gave the impression that it had been searched before. Not very thoroughly.

      “Guy sure liked his tea,” Rosie said, holding up a tea chest.

      “That looks like a good hiding spot,” I said. “Check it out.”

      There were other books on his desk, including a familiar one. It was Dr. Crane’s new book. I opened it. Even on the introductory page, criticisms in red ink jumped out at me.

      Boring!!!!! Underlined a score of times. Unoriginal. Could dryer prose be conceived? Reiterated.

      I paged through, finding angry red scrawls on most of the pages. If I had to guess, I’d say Professor Hargrove didn’t like the book.

      “Here we go,” Rosie said. “Found it under the Darjeeling.”

      I glanced up. “A little black book. Girlfriends’ names and numbers?”

      Rosie read for a moment. Turned a page. “Nope. More like evil plots.”

      I closed Dr. Crane’s book.

      “Promo to PE,” Rosie read. “Physical education?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “What else is there?”

      “On the next page, there’s a header that says Deal With: It’s followed by a list.”

      I took a look.

      The first few items on the list were crossed off. Library Grant, Library Entry Display—

      “Cassius Reed?”

      Rosie nodded. “Seems like having it out for the guy was part of some larger plan.”

      “It’s between Library Entry Display and Office Reno.” It made me shiver. “That’s a human being in there. How cold was this guy?”

      “Dr. Crane isn’t crossed off yet,” Rosie said.

      “Archie Vale, the wealthy alum, is underlined a bunch of times. Dean Rutherford is circled. This guy loves his red pen. Huh. Wonder why he needs to deal with them?”

      Rosie checked her phone. “We’re running out of time. Let me get some photos.”

      Her flash lit up the room as she moved around the office, shooting. It made me notice the new tile on the floor and fresh paint on the walls. The windows looked like they were double-paned. One still had a sticker on the glass. New.

      My phone rang, nearly making me jump out of my socks. Stone.

      “Time’s up,” he said in my ear.

      “We still have ten minutes,” I said.

      “No, you don’t. There’s another campus cop pulling up. I can stall him, but you and Rosie need to get out of there right now. Go out a door on the other side.” He disconnected.

      “Trouble?” Rosie looked up. She’d pulled out the desk drawers to photograph the contents.

      “We need to run. Come on.”

      “What about the tea chest? The little black book?”

      “Leave them. They’re evidence. It would be silly to hide it again.” We ducked back under the crime scene tape. Rosie reached for the light switch.

      “No, don’t. If the light goes off, they’ll know we’re up here.”

      “Won’t they know because it’s on?”

      “People leave lights on all the time.” We moved into the hall and headed for the stairs. “If the cops see it go off, they’ll know for sure.”

      Our footfalls echoed crazily in the empty building. On the second landing, we paused, listening.

      Voices, distant, indicated that the cops were inside. Stone was probably one of them. It was good to have him on our side, but if we got caught, there wasn’t much he could do. Getting arrested would blow our cover completely.

      “What do we do?” Rosie whispered.

      I wasn’t sure. There was no way of telling which way the cops would come upstairs. Then, there was a hum and the whine of a motor. “The elevator,” I said.

      “Quick!” Rosie darted down the stairs, taking them two at a time despite the too-long little black dress.

      On the ground floor, we pushed open the door. I saw a wide back in a gray uniform and pulled us both back. Stopping the door from closing with my hand so it wouldn’t make a noise, I held my breath.

      Rosie got up close to the window to get a better angle. A tense minute passed.

      “Go!”

      She rammed the door open. The two of us scurried down the hall. Rosie turned toward the door we entered by.

      “No, that’s where the cops parked. We need to go out the other side.”

      She slid to a stop, feet pumping, and changed direction. Together, we raced down the hall. Luckily, we’d had classes here. Knew the layout. Pushing through the side exit, we continued trotting into the night.

      When we reached the quad, I looked over my shoulder. In the lit, third-floor window, I saw shadows moving. The campus cops were in Hargrove’s office.

      “Old Dorm?” Rosie breathed.

      “No. Back to the party. Even a bunch of drunk sorority sisters is a better alibi than none,” I said.

      “I could use some more horse cheese,” Rosie said.

      It didn’t take long to cross the small campus. In a few minutes, we were back at the Beta House. We could hear laughing, loud music, and talking from outside. We crept into the silent downstairs room and upstairs to rejoin the wine and cheese event.

      In the kitchen, the cheese and prosciutto were cleaned out. We headed into the living room. A bunch of girls in nice clothes were playing Twister in a corner, giggling their heads off. Music roared from the sound system.

      “The whole neighborhood can hear you,” I yelled.

      No one paid me any attention. The lower room was sound insulated. Up here, doors and windows were open. The noise invited complaints and scrutiny.

      “You wanna play Twister, Tiff?” Rosie asked.

      “Maybe next round. If I get a few glasses of wine down me first.”

      My assistant folded her arms. “That I would pay to see.”

      “I’m a regular Twister pro,” I said.

      Naomi was crashed out on the sofa. Skye sat next to her. She used the remote to scroll through the cable TV. Beside her, Martina was drinking wine straight out of a bottle.

      “Right foot blue!” someone called after the spinner spun.

      The Twister crowd moaned collectively and squirmed around.

      Martina sniffed the bottle. “This has a lovely bouquet.”

      “What does it smell like?” Rosie asked.

      “Wine,” Martina said.

      “There’s nothing on,” Skye said, continuing to scroll through the cable channels.

      Rosie shook her head. “It’s not like you could hear a program over this music.”

      “What?”

      Naomi snorted and turned her face.

      “Let me ask you something, Martina,” I said.

      She toasted me with the wine bottle. “Go ahead.”

      “Do you know what PE stands for?”

      “Phys ed?” Skye said.

      I ignored my roomie. “If a professor was talking about PE, what do you think that would be?”

      “Oh. Well, if it’s a tenured professor, probably professor emeritus,” Martina said.

      Rosie’s brows went up. “What’s that?”

      “It’s how professors retire but are still attached to the university. Most get to keep their houses and salary, or some of their salary. They might still do some fund-raising. Essentially, they get paid for doing little to nothing,” Martina said.

      “Sounds like a sweet gig,” Skye said.

      “That’s why professors want to get on tenure track.” Martina hiccoughed.

      “There’s tenure at this college, right?”

      “Yep. There are tenure track positions for some instructors. Especially department heads,” Martina said.

      Rosie angled her head and stepped back into the kitchen.

      “That’s what Hargrove was planning,” Rosie said. “Retiring.”

      “That’s hardly sinister,” I said.

      “I’ve never heard of anyone having to ‘Deal With’ people in order to retire. Maybe your boss, like Dean Rutherford. An investment banker,” Rosie said. “But a student or co-worker?”

      “Good point.”

      She took out her phone and started swiping through photos. I glanced at them upside down. There was nothing as easy as a bloody fingerprint. When she scrolled through pictures of his desk drawers, I began to lose interest. You never knew what little thing might break an investigation. But it was late. It was loud. I wanted to get out of here and go to sleep.

      “Aah!”

      We whirled around. Naomi appeared in the kitchen. Her eyes were glassy and she looked around wildly. Striking a pose that looked like she was ready to sprint away, her eyes seized on us.

      “Hide!”

      “Naomi, you’re still asleep—” Rosie started.

      “It’s the cops!” Naomi cried.

      Until she said it, I didn’t notice the blue light flickering through the windows. The music shut off.

      From the living room, a stampede began. Sorority sisters ran upstairs to their bedrooms. So did the pledges. But a few seconds later, the pledges, who had no rooms, ran back down, eyes sweeping the house.

      A heavy knock fell on the door.

      “Campus police! Open up!”

      “What do we do?” Naomi’s eyes were wide and wet, her jaw trembling. “I can’t get caught drinking! My parents will kill me if I get kicked out!”

      Skye opened the door to the lower room. She slammed it immediately. “They’re standing at the sliding door! We’re trapped!”

      “Okay, okay, everybody calm down,” I said. “I’m going to answer the door—”

      “No! We need to hide!” Skye said. “Where can we go?”

      Four pledges I didn’t know seemed to have the same idea at once. They darted out of the kitchen and ran into the half-bath. Skye ran after them. She grabbed the knob.

      “Hey! Let us in!” she called.

      “No room,” a muffled voice said from behind the door.

      “Jerks!” Skye said.

      More pounding sounded on the door. “Open up!”

      Rosie squinted at me. “Should I be panicking?”

      “You’ve over twenty-one,” I shrugged.

      “We should be panicking!” Naomi slurred.

      “Maybe so,” Rosie said. “Here. Get in the pantry.”

      She opened the pantry door. There wasn’t much room between the shelves of food. Naomi and Skye had to crush together for Rosie to get the door closed again.

      “What the heck is going on?” Martina swayed in from the living room. Her eyes had trouble focusing.

      “Cops,” I said. “You have a bunch of underage pledges in here.”

      “This isn’t some frat party. This is a Beta soiree.” She weaved her way to the front door and flung it wide. “What do you want?”

      “We’ve had some noise complaints from the neighbors.” A tall cop with a beer gut hanging over his gun belt tried to bull his way in.

      “Hey, flatfoot, we’ve got Fourth Amendment rights. You can’t just bust in here,” Martina said. I was impressed that she wasn’t slurring her words. Although she was gesturing with the bottle of wine.

      “Probable cause,” the cops said, stepping inside. “Considering my ears are still ringing from the loud music, let’s call it reasonable suspicion.”

      “I’m of legal age. This is my residence. And I… listen to music too loud sometimes.” Martina frowned at her own lame explanation.

      I was happy to see Stone walk in behind the other officer. He gave me a quick glance before pretending not to know me.

      “We’re all adults here, Officer,” Rosie said.

      “Yeah? I got reports of minors being in this house,” the officer said.

      “Reports?” I asked. “From whom?”

      “This is all student housing,” the cop said. “We can assume other students. They might want to get some sleep, considering classes start in the morning. Since this is a small school, minors might have been recognized.”

      “Now you’re stepping way beyond probable cause,” I said. Of course, not really way beyond.

      Yet it gave the cop pause. He turned to Stone.

      Stone sighed. “Just to maintain the safety of students, would it be all right if we took a look around?” he asked.

      Martina pointed at him with her wine bottle. “Where’s your warrant?”

      “Attached to your charter,” Stone’s face went flat. His gaze was steady on Martina. He oozed authority. It was kinda sexy.

      “Oh.” Martina backed down.

      Out of the other cop’s sight, Rosie angled her head at the pantry door. I saw Stone’s subtle nod.

      “You want to check the lower level, Stan?” Stone said. “I’ll check up here.”

      Stan seemed to gain more of his bluster following Stone’s pronouncement. “You bet, Stone.”

      When Stone opened the door, I saw Naomi and Skye in an awkward, uncomfortable hug.

      “Get out of here,” Rosie said. “Stay out of sight and get back to Old Dorm.”

      They needed no encouragement. Quickly untangling, they staggered out of Beta House.

      “Where are the others?” Stone whispered to me.

      “Locked in the half-bath,” I said.

      “If I let them all go, I’m going to blow my cover,” Stone said.

      As it stood, with Martina staring at us, I figured our own cover was completely shredded at this point.

      “I guess you need to do your pretend job,” I said.

      Stone frowned. “Stan’s been on the force for a while. I’m sure he’s going to let them go with a warning. But there’s no way we’re fooling him.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      Stone walked halfway down the hall, looking at the bathroom door. Then he returned, calling down the stairs. “Stan.”

      Stan ascended, followed by another cop. He must have been the one Skye had seen outside. Stone nodded at the bathroom door. Stan knocked.

      “Come on out, ladies,” he said.

      The door opened on four sheepish girls crammed in the tiny room. One by one, with matching hangdog expressions, they exited. All of them were well dressed, as if going to a friend’s wedding.

      “It started out so sophisticated,” a dark-haired girl with big, wet blue eyes said. Her lips trembled. A single tear rolled down her cheek. “I felt like such an adult.”

      “Now there’s a girl who’s gotten out of a few traffic tickets,” I whispered to Rosie.

      “This is a heck of a way to come up with an alibi,” Rosie said.
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      After classes the next day, we met up with the family for dinner at a nearby diner. Rosie and I stood at the entrance to the campus.

      “We could just walk there,” Rosie said.

      “It’s too hot,” I said.

      “Like we’re not waiting in the sun for your mom and dad to pick us up,” Rosie said.

      “It’s too hot,” I said again.

      Neither Skye nor Naomi questioned us about their escape from Beta House. The rest of the pledges had been given the “We have a zero-tolerance policy for underage drinking on this campus” speech from Stan the cop before he let them go.

      I was hoping Martina was too intoxicated to clearly remember the end of the evening. So far, our cover remained in place.

      At the same time, I’d found that it was when my cover was blown that I learned the most relevant information about this case. It made me wonder. Maybe the board of trustees wanted to hamper our investigation by asking us to go undercover as students. Of course, they probably didn’t know better either way.

      Rosie and I got in the back seat as Dad pulled up.

      “How’s the case going?” Mom asked from the passenger seat.

      “About average,” Rosie said.

      “We’ve got suspects. One in particular who seems good for it. But nothing concrete yet,” I said.

      We drove to a nearby diner. I saw Wes’ truck parked in the lot, which meant he was already there with Nanna.

      “Why didn’t you have Stone drive you?” Mom asked. “Isn’t he working on campus, too?”

      “Well, considering how many times our cover has been blown, I figured we could act like students at least this one time,” I said. “We’re already getting associated with a campus cop. It isn’t a big stretch from there to figure out we’re investigating.”

      “Oh, well, I don’t mind,” Dad said. “It’s good to get out of the house once in a while.”

      “Nice to have someone else do the cooking,” Mom said.

      “Your cooking is the best, Mom,” Rosie said. “If not for leftovers, Tiff would probably starve to death.”

      “Hey, I can order Chinese takeout with the best of them,” I said.

      We went in. Already seated were Nanna and Wes, my cousin Amber and her little girl Angel, and Stone in plain clothes. A bunch of tables were pushed together to accommodate us all. But at this early hour, it probably wasn’t a big deal.

      “How are your classes, girls?” Nanna asked.

      “Side-tracking,” I said.

      “Really great!” Rosie said.

      “Have you made any new friends? Did you get invited to any parties?” Nanna went on.

      “Hon, they aren’t attending college,” Wes said. “They’re working undercover.”

      “Oh, I know that,” Nanna said. “Who’s your favorite teacher?”

      Angel held court from her booster seat. “I want to go to college like Rosie and Tiffany.”

      Amber chuckled. “I’ve no doubt you’ll go to college. You might want to get through kindergarten first, honey.”

      “I could skip some grades,” Angel said. “I’m a total brainiac.”

      “You are a smart girl,” Nanna said. “But the college Rosie and Tiffany are going to is very expensive.”

      Angel put a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Better start saving up, Mom.”

      “Have you tried out for any athletics, Tiff?” Nanna said. “Maybe you could get a scholarship.”

      “Mom,” Mom said, “They aren’t going to college. They’re working a case undercover.”

      “Oh, I know that,” Nanna waved her away. “How about lacrosse? You like lacrosse, Tiffany. Is there a lacrosse team?”

      “I like to watch lacrosse, not play it,” I said.

      “Yeah. It’s like hockey, but not cold,” Rosie said.

      Nanna made a sad face. “Aw, too bad. You could’ve gotten a scholarship.”

      Wes shook his head and sighed. Nanna caught my eye and gave me a sly grin. She sure loved to tease.

      We took a few minutes to study the menu, although we ordered the same stuff we always did. I got huevos ranchero. Rosie got the biggest breakfast combo on the menu. Dad went with a French dip. Stone ordered some healthy-sounding salad. Wes got the Monte Cristo. Amber liked eggs over easy with sausage and home fries. Angel went with chicken tenders from the kids’ menu.

      “What’s the fish?” Mom asked when the waitress came over.

      “Fish?” The waitress blinked. “Um. The fish and chips are whitefish, I think. And there’s tuna salad.”

      “That comes from a can, honey,” Nanna said to her.

      “I know where tuna salad comes from,” Mom told her.

      Nanna turned to the waitress. “Can I order off the menu? I’d like the baba ghanoush.”

      Baba ghanoush?

      “Um,” the waitress said. “I’ll check.”

      “Speaking of canned fish, I’ve seen some sketchy looking guys outside your apartment building,” Nanna said.

      I could only look at her speechless. What did canned fish have to do…?

      “Fishy, huh?” Rosie said. Oh.

      “Tracksuits and greasy hair,” Nanna said. “Here, I got a picture.”

      She handed me her cell phone. I saw the legs of two men. “This picture isn’t very helpful.”

      “Well, I didn’t want them to see me,” Nanna scoffed.

      “You can see the reflection,” Rosie said. “May I?”

      “Of course, hon.” Nanna handed over her phone.

      For a moment, Rosie swiped around the screen. When she handed it to me, I saw a ghostly face reflected in the glass of the front door.

      I sighed. “That looks like Sebastian,” I said.

      Sebastian was muscle for the Lindsey Syndicate. They’d been harassing me for a while. Recently, I had their butts handed to them in court. Prior to that, of course, they had me chasing after a lost dog. Some tit for tat. The stinky animal hadn’t actually been missing. It was just a wild goose chase leading to a trap.

      “What are the Lindseys doing outside your apartment building?” Stone said.

      I shrugged. “Nothing good.”

      “I’ll say,” Nanna said. “They were poking around the parking lot. Sneaking into the building. I got the idea that they were looking for you.”

      There was more than enough on my plate. Worrying about the Lindsey Syndicate would have to wait.

      “What were you doing at our apartment?” Rosie asked.

      “Oh. I ran out of cat food for Snowflake. I thought you might have some,” she said.

      Rosie eyed her. “I gave you all the cat food I had before we came up here.”

      “I thought you might have a secret stash,” Nanna said. “And Tiffany, you really need to water your plants.”

      “Did you think I had a secret cat food stash? I don’t own a cat,” I said.

      “Oh, I thought since I was in the area…” Nanna pursed her lips. “Do you use bleach on your whites?”

      “You were snooping,” I said.

      “I was absolutely not snooping. But when did you start dying your hair?”

      Stone was looking at me, bemused. I couldn’t meet his gaze. “Were you snooping in my bathroom?”

      “Nope,” Nanna said. “Not in Rosie’s either. Although those strips that go on your nose don’t work for snoring. You should get a sleep study done. Maybe get a CPAP machine.”

      “Uht.” Rosie went involuntarily mute.

      “And what’s with all the gas relief pills?” Nanna asked.

      Angel put the heels of her hands together and blew through them. Rosie turned bright red at the flatulent sound.

      “All right, we all know how to behave at the dinner table,” Mom said. “Let’s all act like polite adults.”

      “I’m not—” Angel started.

      “Polite adults,” Mom said, eyeing the girl.

      The little girl relented. “Okay.”

      An unpleasant idea came into my head. “You don’t think the Lindseys have broken into our apartments, do you?” That would be much worse than Nanna finding our hair dye and Gas-X pills.

      “I’ll take a look,” Stone said. “See if I can see any burglary tool marks.”

      “Oh, but I feel secure knowing you’re on campus,” Rosie said. “You saved our hides a couple times already.”

      “And nearly blown your cover in the process,” Stone said. His face colored a little at Rosie’s praise. It was adorable.

      “I’m with Rosie,” I said. “But it would be good to know if they are breaking in. They could be planting bugs. Looking through our personal stuff.”

      “Eew,” Angel said. “Bugs.”

      “Listening devices,” Wes said. “Tiny microphones.”

      “Oh!” Angel said. “Like on ‘Mission: Impossible.’”

      Nanna scowled at her beau. “Tell me you’re not watching ‘Mission: Impossible’ reruns with a six-year-old.”

      Wes pooched out his lower lip for a second. “Okay,” he finally said.

      “It’s got Mr. Spock,” Angel said.

      And then our food arrived.

      “I think it’s a good idea for you to check the apartments, Stone,” Dad said. “The idea that someone is poking around while the girls are away is unsettling.”

      He dipped his sandwich in the au jus.

      “Honey, stuff a napkin in your collar,” Mom said. She picked up and napkin and made a makeshift bib on Dad’s shirt.

      “I’m not a baby—”

      “Do you know how hard it is to get au jus out of your shirts?” Mom said.

      My parents were getting weird.

      “I’ve got time before my next shift,” Stone said.

      “Do you know how to get in?” I asked him.

      He smiled. Raised his brows.

      Of course he did.

      “Well, it sounds like you two are busy. Maybe I should come help you,” Nanna said. “I could pretend to be another one of your friends, Tiff.”

      “Frederica Lopez?” Rosie asked.

      “That’s what they think my name is on campus,” Nanna nodded. “My nom de plume.”

      “Nom de plume is for writers. It’s a pen name,” Wes said. “Yours would be a nom de guerre.”

      Nanna frowned in thought. “That does sound a lot cooler.”

      Mom looked at her mother. “Don’t you think it would make more sense to be Tiffany’s grandmother?”

      “What?” Nanna said. “Who’d believe that? We’re supposed to be undercover.”

      “It doesn’t sound like they need your help, hon,” Wes said. “At least, not until the going gets tough.”

      “Right,” I said. “The going isn’t tough at all. But we’ll call you if it does.”

      “Fair enough,” Nanna said. “Frederica Lopez to the rescue.”

      After our early dinner, Dad drove us five minutes back to campus. The car bumped over the tiny bridge over a dry bed of rocks.

      “Do you want to come up and see our dorms?” I asked.

      “We’ve done that before, honey,” Mom said. “Back when you were an actual student.”

      I looked at Rosie. “I gotta say, sometimes, I feel like I’m right back in the student grind. It’s a little distracting.”

      “Maybe we should get Nanna to help,” Rosie said.

      “Yeah. No. I’d prefer less distraction,” I said. Now that we heard about the Lindsey Syndicate possibly sneaking around our apartments, it added more stress to my already over-stressed brain. I didn’t need Frederica Lopez adding to my worries.
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      When we returned to our rooms, our bunkies were out. We headed into Rosie’s room.

      “Did you want to see if you can find that third book for the 3D printer manual?” I said. Rosie seemed to understand the one we found in Hargrove’s office. That was a relief.

      “I was thinking maybe we should go through Professor Hargrove’s ‘Deal With’ list,” Rosie said. “It could be that he brought it on himself. But it sure seems more like someone wants us to believe that he brought it on himself.”

      It made sense. “The thing is, supposedly, according to that list, our prime suspect was already dealt with,” I said.

      “Cassius,” Rosie said. “Well, maybe he wasn’t as dealt with as the professor thought.”

      “Maybe not. I get why he would need to deal with Dean Rutherford, his boss I suppose, but why Archie Vale?”

      “That’s who I wanted to look into first,” Rosie said. “He’s a rich guy, so it might be harder to dig up dirt on him.”

      I thought back to the last time we had a wealthy person involved in one of our cases. In that case, the man in question was the victim. We hadn’t had to dig too deeply into his background. People with money, however, could more easily cover their tracks, even online. Vale seemed straightforward. And why not? He was probably a billionaire. Probably had nothing to worry about.

      Even if he could clean up his image online, investigating had taught me a valuable lesson. Even if things didn’t end up online, or in the media, people still remembered. It was people you had to get out and talk to. I pulled out my phone.

      “Who are you calling?” Rosie said.

      “A person who actually might have the straight dope on Archie Vale,” I said.

      “Mihi Kim?” Rosie asked.

      I nodded and hit the speed dial.

      “I’m going to let the usual programs grind away in the meanwhile,” Rosie said.

      “Always good to have a Plan B,” I said.

      Dr. Kim agreed to see us. Coincidentally, she wanted to meet at the same diner where we had early dinner with the family. And this time, we had no choice but to walk.

      While the sun was low in the sky and the desert night winds had begun to stir, it was still too hot. Instead of concentrating on how oppressive the heat was, I went over the details of the case. Hargrove had what appeared to be some evil plot written down. He had the tracking manual for the experimental 3D printer. The function that had taken his life was highlighted.

      It was all too pat. Too neat. I had never investigated a homicide or a death with an easy solution. This perfect comeuppance didn’t ring true. It didn’t sit right with me. There was something else at play here.

      What, I had no idea.

      It didn’t take long to reach the diner.

      “Oh, if it isn’t the baba ghanoush girls,” the same waitress said with a deep glower. Her nametag read Cindy.

      “That wasn’t us, that was my—”

      “Frederica Lopez,” Rosie jumped in.

      Right. Whatever.

      “Table for three please,” I said. “We’re meeting someone.”

      “What a treat for me,” Cindy the waitress said.

      Rosie side-eyed her. “I think she’s speaking sarcasm.”

      I had no doubt. We ordered coffee. Then pie. It took half an hour before Dr. Lee walked through the door. Her hair was mussed, her stride quick.

      “Sorry that took so long. I’ve had meetings all day,” she said.

      “Thanks for meeting with us,” I said.

      “Don’t order the baba ghanoush,” Rosie said.

      “They serve baba ghanoush here?” Dr. Lee asked.

      “Not willingly,” Rosie said.

      “Anyway,” I said, wanting to get on track. “We recently found some information that was a little disturbing. I can’t go into it. But one of the people it pointed to was Archie Vale.”

      Dr. Lee scoffed. “Archie Vale. He’s a bit of a troublemaker.”

      “In what sense?” I asked.

      “I’ve told you he’s trying to get on the board of trustees. That he’s a significant donor. Vale is very proud of his alma mater. He believes the school gave him a real leg up in the world. On the one hand, he rewards Golden Valley. In fact, there were some lean years when his donations were the only thing getting us by.

      “On the other hand, he’s not an educator. He has no real background as an administrator of higher learning. Nothing to offer us in that regard. But he’ll eventually wear us down, or buy his position on the board,” Dr. Lee said.

      “What was his relationship like with Professor Hargrove,” I asked.

      Cindy wandered over. Dr. Lee ordered coffee. The waitress frowned.

      “They weren’t close. I’m pretty sure Thaddeus went to him on more than one occasion to fund some program or another. But usually, the professor’s relationship with Dr. Golden Valley was his path to money.

      “More recently, there was a falling out. There was an alumni fundraiser, a private silent art auction at the MGM Grand. Archie showed up. As an alum, he was invited of course, but he wasn’t expected.

      “During the course of the event, talk of the library expansion came up. Thaddeus had too much to drink. He said that if anything should be expanded on campus, it was the museum. That the library expansion was just Archie’s pet project. He wanted to use his dirty oil money to get his name on the building. Hargrove said Archie had no respect for science. All he learned to do in college was violate the Earth.”

      “Archie was keeping a low profile, but he definitely heard it. He in fact pulled all of his endowments from the school. If not for Dr. Rutherford and Jasper Golden Valley pleading with Archie, we’d be financially strapped right now,” the trustee said.

      “We’ve heard something about all that,” I said.

      “I don’t think we heard it was directly Professor Hargrove’s fault,” Rosie said.

      “There has been a big fight over the library funding,” I said. “Supposedly it’s Archie’s baby, but Hargrove seemed to feel it was something more like an addition to the museum or something. We saw one of his displays there.”

      Dr. Lee looked skyward. “And now Dr. Crane is up to the same shenanigans.”

      “Does she have the same opinion about the library? That it should reflect the success of the Earth Sciences college?”

      “Not out of some egotistical show of glory. The truth of the matter is, her 3D printer has taken up so much space that exhibits got pushed out. While the paleontology department may be able to print full-sized dinosaur fossils, there’s no place to put them,” she said.

      “So they get stuffed in the library,” I said.

      “There are no actual rules about exhibits in the library. It’s all up to the discretion of the librarian.”

      “Then the department heads just take it upon themselves to display things there?” I said.

      “Yes. And then Evangeline Chambers throws a conniption and goes to the dean. The department heads argue why their exhibits are vital to the reputation of the school or public or alumni donations. The dean takes it to Jasper Golden Valley. While he remains president of the school, he hasn’t functioned in that capacity for a decade—”

      I interrupted Dr. Lee. “So Evangeline goes over everyone’s head, and into their wallets, by complaining to her uncle Archie Vale.”

      Dr. Lee sipped her coffee thoughtfully. “You really have been investigating.”

      “So it is up to her discretion,” Rosie said.

      “We've seen the anthropology and paleontology departments try to force exhibits on the library," I said. "Hargrove and Crane were bitter rivals, which raised Cassius Reed’s ire. This alleged sabotage of the paleo printer could have led to Hargrove's death. But if he and Archie Vale had a falling out, what would that mean for the professor?”

      Mihi Lee looked taken aback by my roundabout questioning. I wanted her a little off balance.

      “Why, it could mean a serious reduction in the anthro department. I’m not sure how that relates to Dr. Crane and Professor Hargrove’s dispute,” Dr. Lee said.

      “Does Margot Crane have tenure?” I said, coming at her from another side.

      “Right now? No. She’s technically an instructor, even if she does lead the paleo department. But her contract is ending soon. We’ll have to make a decision about appointing her as associate professor. Usually, we’d make her an assistant professor, but assistant to whom? She’s the head of her department.”

      “What would that do to other tenured professors?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Nothing. Well, it might delay a few promotions.”

      I tapped my fingernails on the table. “How much of Archie’s donations go to tenured salaries?”

      Dr. Lee sat back. “I’m not at liberty to discuss that.”

      “Some?” I asked.

      Mihi Lee looked into the depths of her coffee.

      “I’ve told you that Archie pulling his endowments would cause us a great deal of financial harm.” She looked up. “You can put the rest together.”

      “Can Archie stipulate where his donations go?” I asked.

      “Yes. To a point. He makes regular donations to the college in general. Then he likes to promote various aspects of the school. But look, I can’t discuss school finances any further than that with you. Not without permission from the board and the dean.”

      I nodded. “I get it. I’m not even sure if it’s important. Thanks for talking to us.”

      “Is there a way to talk to Mr. Vale?” Rosie asked. “Does he have an office or something?”

      “I believe he’s retired,” Dr. Lee said. “As far as an office on campus, no, he isn’t affiliated. Yet. But he does like to pretend he’s on the staff.”

      “How does that work?” I asked.

      “He gives… Archie calls them seminars. He holds them once a week in the dining hall. Should I check the schedule for you? He insists I have them on my calendar,” the trustee smirked.

      “Could you? That might work out for us,” I said.

      Dr. Lee fiddled with her phone. “They’re quite informal.”

      “What does he talk about?” Rosie drained her coffee. She looked at Cindy. The waitress pointedly ignored her.

      “Oh, you’re in luck. He’s giving one tomorrow at one p.m. in the cafeteria,” Mihi said. “This one is on philanthropy in education.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      I guessed that Archie normally gave talks along the same lines.

      “He usually has free coffee and pastries or cupcakes,” Dr. Lee said. “So at least there’s that.”

      “Cupcakes? Why haven’t we heard of this already?” Rosie asked.

      We let Mihi Lee go and walked back to campus.

      “If a guy as wealthy as Archie Vale held a grudge against Thaddeus Hargrove, I think the professor would get the worst of it,” I said as we hiked.

      “Do you think he did something?” Rosie asked. “You don’t think he hired some guy to kill Hargrove, do you?”

      “I’m not leaning that way, no. But it would still be good to talk to him.”

      “It’s so hard to figure out the ins and outs of this college,” Rosie said.

      I agreed. “And no one will share information willingly. We’re still in the dark here.”

      “Archie’s an outsider,” Rosie said. “Do you think he’ll know anything?”

      “I’m hoping his donations over the years have given him some insight,” I said. “Plus possible cupcakes. But there is one thing I want to know.”

      Rosie nodded. “Why Professor Hargrove thought he had to deal with Archie.”

      “Even if Vale isn’t privy to the college finances, I’m guessing he’s savvy enough to know why he made Hargrove’s ‘Deal With’ list,” I said.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I could be way off base, but let me lay it out.” We reached the driveway of the campus. “Tell me if you think this makes sense. Hargrove was planning on getting appointed professor emeritus. Essentially retiring. He’s built up his department. Possibly tried to tear down the paleontology department. Now, he has to convince Dean Rutherford that he’s worth the college’s money as an emeritus professor. He might have to secure his retirement funds.”

      “But then he insults the college’s biggest donor,” Rosie said. “And you’re thinking Archie might have been able to say where his money went. Or maybe more importantly, where it wouldn’t go. Like toward retirement salary.”

      “That’s my thinking,” I said.

      “I think that makes sense. It’s probably as much as we can learn without actually digging into the college budget,” Rosie said.

      “So you think I’m on target?”

      “Well, yeah. I guess that sort of gives us what Hargrove was doing during his last days. But there is one problem.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “How does this lead to Hargrove’s murder?”

      That was a problem.

      “I have no idea,” I said.
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      “He looks as clean as an oil baron can look,” Rosie said.

      After classes, we headed to the dorm. Rosie looked over the software we used to background people. It had taken the programs a long time, because there was a lot about Archie Vale to know.

      He owned dozens of properties. He bought and sold many businesses. Owned scores of vehicles. Had a bunch of bank and investment accounts. Probably more than any person we’d ever looked into.

      Currently, his official employment status was listed as retired. His income was from passive investments. And there was a lot of income.

      Charity donations were off the charts. The majority was to Golden Valley Liberal Arts College. But there were others as well. St. Jude, United Way, and a lot of standard charities. But Rosie pointed out that the Beta Theta Zeta philanthropy received a regular endowment.

      “He doesn’t seem to be a bad guy,” I said.

      “Nope,” Rosie said. “Of course, I don’t think that Professor Hargrove was wrong about his involvement in the oil business. I don’t think you could call anyone like that an actual good guy. Not with the current state of the planet.”

      “I don’t want to go into that,” I said. “It’s a legitimate point, but it doesn’t have any bearing on our case.”

      Rosie shrugged. “I s’pose not. But we should get down to the cafeteria before all the cupcakes are gone.”

      “Good plan,” I said.

      There were plenty of cupcakes. Mostly because there were very few students. At least a couple of them looked like they weren’t students at all. Just people who had heard about free food and wandered onto campus.

      Unfortunately, Archie Vale held the refreshments hostage while he gave his symposium.

      His talk was given in a corner of the cafeteria. It was after lunch, so there weren’t many students in the building. Rosie and I took a seat.

      “Oh, I remember you two,” Vale said when we sat. “You’re friends of Mihi.”

      “We know her,” I said. “But we’re not exactly friends.”

      “Friends of your parents, huh? Well, young and old people can be friends. She’d be a good one to have,” he said. “Anyway, let’s get started.”

      What followed was a detailed talk about how to fully take advantage of charitable donations when you were a multi-millionaire. By some incredible show of fortitude, I didn’t fall asleep in front of him.

      He had a laptop with a projector. Various bar graphs and pie charts were presented on the wall behind him. However, the room was too bright. The images could barely be seen. Not that I was particularly interested.

      “There are far too many successful people, wealthy people, who don’t give back,” he said, wrapping up. “This goes beyond tax credits. Those who have so much money, perhaps even more than they could spend in a lifetime, need to find it in their hearts to give to those less fortunate. Especially the least fortunate. If not for a grant from this school, an academic scholarship, I wouldn’t be the man I am today.

      “For those of you who may one day be in my shoes, I highly recommend remembering where you came from. Thank you all for listening. Who wants cupcakes and coffee?”

      After that talk, coffee was a necessity.

      Archie Vale packed up his projector. A woman we’d seen by his side before, Judy, helped him put the laptop away. I drank coffee to cover a yawn.

      “After a career in the oil business, what do you think about new energy sources, Mr. Vale?” Rosie asked.

      “Archie! Please!” the old man said. “I actually have a lot of investment funds that come from solar and wind companies. When I initially invested, I had no idea how much they would pay off. But I do have consideration for the future. Perhaps, I feel a little guilty that I didn’t pursue alternate energy sources during my CEO days.”

      Rosie nodded. “That sounds good.”

      He eyed her. “That was a pointed question, young lady.”

      “Oh, well, I was thinking about joining the school newspaper. I was going to do a little write-up on your symposium. See if the editors liked it,” she said.

      Which was crazy genius.

      “A write-up?” Archie stood straighter. “That would be most excellent. Say, how would you feel about a whole interview?”

      I had to hand it to Rosie. It was rare that a suspect would request us questioning them. It was a clever play.

      “I’m sure a man like you doesn’t have time to be interviewed by a wanna-be college reporter,” Rosie said.

      Okay, pull it back, Rosie.

      “Frankly, I have time right now,” Archie said. Then he stopped and turned to Judy. “Don’t I, Judy?”

      “Nothing on your schedule, Archie.”

      “We could all drive up to my Vegas home. It’s not far. Do you like watermelon? I grow them myself. I especially like when my chef cuts it into little triangles.”

      “I like watermelon,” Rosie said.

      “Well, let’s go. Is the driver out front, Judy?”

      “Ready to go,” she affirmed. The woman picked up the laptop and projector cases and led the way out.

      We took the side door out of the cafeteria, the one nearest the campus loop road. A long, black limousine idled, taking up most of the roadway.

      Upon seeing our parade, the driver jumped out and opened the doors all the way in back.

      “Suicide doors,” Archie said, sliding in to give Judy room. “Don’t you love it?”

      “They are pretty cool,” I said.

      It was a short drive to Summerlin. The limo entered a gated community. Then headed for the largest house.

      “None of this was here when I attended college,” Archie said. “Made it tough to find a café for a good ol’ fashioned bull session. Golden Valley used to be so isolated. What a great environment for learning.”

      “Not many distractions,” I said.

      The car pulled into a porte-cochere. “Might as well go straight to the pool,” Archie said, letting himself out before the driver could open the door.

      “I’ll have the chef prepare a snack,” Judy said, bringing the cases into the house.

      We followed Archie through a gate and up some wide stairs. He pointed to a garden patch next to the curved staircase. “I grow my own watermelons. There’s nothing better.”

      The steps led to a wide pool deck. I looked at the infinity pool, the edge showing an unobstructed view of the desert ridge. At the bottom of the pool, a mosaic in the form of a scarlet shield with the entwined letters GV showed Archie’s school spirit. It was the Golden Valley Liberal Arts College symbol.

      We grabbed some lounge chairs around a table with an umbrella.

      “I was an alumnus of the first graduating class at Golden Valley, did you know that?” he asked.

      “Why Golden Valley?” I asked.

      “Frankly, it was the closest to my home,” he chuckled. “But I was dang lucky. The place was new. Everyone else I’ve been in business with have been to Yale or Harvard. Not me. I learned everything I needed to know right here in Las Vegas. I got in cheap. I was a Nevada resident. I got an academic scholarship.”

      “You’re a native?” Rosie asked.

      “Yep. My dad was a construction worker. He helped build some of the resorts on The Strip. But he wanted a better life for me. He encouraged higher education. Mom was a teacher. She also pushed me toward college,” Archie said.

      Rosie leaned back in her pool chair. “You sure are a booster for the school.”

      “Oh, I want to be more than that,” Archie said.

      A woman arrived with a tray holding a stack of plates and a platter of sliced watermelon. Archie dug in.

      “We’ve heard something about you wanting to be on the board of trustees,” I said.

      “Oh, that would be a step,” Archie said, munching his fruit. “What I’m really hoping to be is president. If the founder, Jasper Golden Valley, ever decides to retire.”

      That was a lot more ambitious than I thought. And it made me think more on Hargrove’s list of people to “Deal With.” How would he stand with the school if the man he insulted was put in charge of the place?

      Or maybe, in order to run the school, Archie Vale might have to get rid of its first and arguably most famous professor.

      “Isn’t Dr. Golden Valley the owner of the school?” Rosie asked.

      “Only in a technical sense. He’d long ago given control over to his board of trustees. They handle the budgets, the hiring, the day to day. Jasper wanted to make sure the school carried on without him. Hopefully that won’t be for some time!” Archie said, grabbing another wedge of melon.

      The woman who brought out the tray of watermelon returned with glasses of iced tea. I took a sip. On a warm day like this, it hit the spot. Fortified, I dove in. “What do you think of Professor Hargrove’s death?” I asked.

      “A tragic accident,” Archie said. He eyed me with suspicion. “Truly, a very sad business.”

      “We heard you two didn’t get on,” I said.

      Archie leaned away from me. “Thaddeus had strong opinions about how I made my fortune. But what’s done is done. Perhaps, in some way, I’ll make amends. It’s not like I can hop in my time machine and go into the alternative energy business.”

      “He apparently didn’t think much of you,” I said. “What did you think of him?”

      The old man sipped his iced tea slowly. “The man made this school. He was young when he made his discoveries in the Great Rift Valley. When I arrived here, we were probably close to the same age. He seemed a hundred years older, and wiser. A great man.”

      “I guess Jasper was lucky to have him,” Rosie said.

      “And vice versa,” Archie said. “It isn’t likely that another school would’ve promoted such a young man to a tenure track, making him a professor almost from the get-go. Jasper and Thaddeus needed each other back at the start. Make no mistake about that.”

      “They both traded on it,” I said.

      “Indeed,” Archie said. “And for these past decades, it worked out very well for the both of them. Until young Dr. Crane managed a similar discovery in her early career. I believe people are fascinated with dinosaurs, that they can relate to them. They aren’t as scary as our earliest, ape-like ancestors. For some, that’s a difficult concept to embrace.”

      “The two of them were feuding,” I said. “One of her students got caught up in it. Cassius Reed.”

      “Don’t know him.” Archie shrugged. “But you’re right about Margot Crane. She didn’t like Professor Hargrove one jot. Especially after he had his office remodeled.”

      “Because she didn’t get her office remodeled?” I asked.

      “No. The entire building was supposed to be fixed up. Not just one office. But Thaddeus insisted on the finest woods, tile, preservation-quality glass. And certainly not a parking lot. Margot should hold a grudge. She’s at the beginning of her academic career. Unless the college lets her go, which seems unlikely, she will be stuck for years in the Earth Sciences Building. Thaddeus was about to retire.”

      “You know about that?” I asked. “Do you think the school would have promoted him to professor emeritus?”

      “Professor emeritus? On this tiny campus? We don’t have any other emeritus professors. Those others who believed enough in this school at the beginning. What use would Golden Valley have for that?” Archie asked.

      “Honestly, I don’t know how any of this academia stuff works,” I said.

      “My dear girl, it would mean that he could maintain his salary, his house on campus. How could we afford such a thing?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said again, although I knew that much. “Maybe he would help raise funds?”

      “Ha!” Archie’s face went red. “The man knew how to spend money. That’s certain. But as far as raising it, he doesn’t know better than to insult the school’s primary source of revenue. Of course he thought he deserved it, the self-serving leech!”

      Archie’s opinion about the late professor sounded more personal than political now.

      “All the times he diverted funds from the library. The campus library!”

      Judy appeared through the French doors and hurried across the deck.

      “Archie, try not to get so upset. You know what your doctor told you.” Judy gave both Rosie and me a look that could murder, if not disintegrate.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know how we got on the topic of Thaddeus Hargrove,” Rosie tried some damage control.

      “That man again?” Judy said under her breath. “Come along, Archie. Let’s get you under the air conditioning. I’ll put on some music.”

      The French doors closed. Rosie and I sat alone on the sprawling pool deck.

      “Do you think we’re getting a ride back to campus?” Rosie said.

      “From the dirty look we just got, I have to say no,” I said.

      Rosie and I got up. We went back through the gate, through the porte-cochere, and onto the street. It wasn’t a long walk back.

      “You calling Stone?” Rosie asked.

      “It’s only a ten-minute walk,” I said.

      “So you’re calling Stone,” Rosie said.

      I pulled out my phone. “You’re darn tootin’ I am.”
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      “On the night Thaddeus Hargrove died, Archie Vale was at an art auction in the Hamptons.” Rosie whispered to me, leaning close. She showed me a picture of Archie on her phone.

      I had no idea what obscure web site she’d found it on, but there stood Archie with a champagne flute. He was never really considered a suspect, but we at least had a better perspective on Thaddeus Hargrove.

      Up on the stage, Cassius Reed set up the podium, tapping a stack of note cards neatly together. Then he dropped down to work the projector. On the screen, the incredibly boring sounding title, Fossil Foliage Variations in the Mid-Cretaceous, appeared.

      “How can you make dinosaurs dull?” Rosie said. “You’d really have to work hard.”

      “I think Dr. Crane is good at it,” I said. “Have you read any of her book?”

      Students filed in, chatting as they took their seats. Cassius handed the clipboard with the attendance sheet on it to the woman nearest him. Once he saw that it was getting passed around, he headed back up the steps to the stage and disappeared behind the curtain.

      “Do you know where the stage door is?” I asked Rosie.

      She shook her head. “No idea. Why?”

      “Just wondering what’s going on backstage,” I said.

      “The stage just takes up a corner of the room,” Rosie said. “I don’t think there is much of a backstage.”

      “It would be good if we knew what Dr. Crane and Cassius talked about back there,” I said.

      Rosie raised her brows. “You think he’s whispering sweet nothings to her?”

      “We don’t really have a solid idea what their relationship is. Could be teacher-student, but we’ve heard rumors that it’s more than that,” I said.

      “Right, which gives Cassius that much more motive. Let’s see if we can find it after class,” Rosie said.

      Murmurs in the lecture hall quieted as Dr. Crane walked out to the lectern. She looked over her setup and frowned. Cassius moved past her toward the stairs. She put her hand over the microphone.

      The two of them had a whispered conversation. Then Cassius hurried back behind the curtain.

      “What’s that all about?” Rosie asked.

      Dr. Crane leaned forward. “Has everyone signed the attendance roster?” her amplified voice asked.

      Hands went up on the other side of the seats. The clipboard got passed over.

      When Cassius returned, he set a steaming mug on the lectern. I heard a low apology from him. He had his own mug in hand. Then he moved down the stage stairs to the spot behind the projector.

      “Today, we’re talking about the evolution of plant species during the mid-cretaceous. As you know, evolution follows food. Much like college students.”

      Polite laughter followed.

      Crane continued. “The question is, in what ways did the evolution of cretaceous flora impact the cretaceous fauna.”

      I braced myself, trying not to nod off. How had I ever got through college the first time? As far as paleontology lectures went, there wasn’t enough coffee in the world to keep me focused.

      In fact, what felt like only a few seconds later, Rosie nudged me. I shook my head and saw the lecture hall emptying out.

      “You missed a cool animation of a dino digestive tract,” Rosie said.

      “I must’ve nodded off,” I said.

      “I tried to cover your snores with a cough,” Rosie said. “The class probably thinks I have tuberculosis.”

      I eyed her. “I don’t snore.”

      She gave me a pitying look.

      Grabbing my backpack, I moved toward the exit. My feet were wobbly, my balance off from my nap. “Let’s see if we can find the stage entrance.”

      From the door we usually took, we moved down the hall and around the corner. Voices slowed me down.

      “I already put the printed skull in the classroom, Margot. Do you need anything else?” Cassius’ voice.

      We crept closer. Peeking around a door frame, I saw the two of them. Margot focused on putting papers in her briefcase. Cassius leaned against the wall. Were his eyes on the puppy dog side as he gazed at her?

      “If you could get the class started for me, that would be great. I have an impromptu five-minute meeting with the dean,” she said.

      Cassius stood straighter. “Of course. I think the class taking a close look at the printed skull will easily occupy them for a few minutes.”

      She looked up from her case, studying him. “You seem a little off your game lately. Are you okay, Cass?”

      “Oh, I’m good. No worries,” he said. “First week of classes.”

      Margot grabbed her case and stood. Before she could turn toward us, I pulled Rosie back around the corner. Footsteps sounded, heading the other way down the corridor. We peeked back.

      For a moment, Cassius stood outside the stage door watching Dr. Crane walk away. When she moved down a staircase, he returned to the corner room behind the lecture hall.

      We beat feet before he could catch us watching him.

      “Would you call that smitten?” I asked.

      “Like a kitten? Nah,” Rosie said. “I’d need more to go on than a longing look at her walking away before I’d say Cassius was smitten.”

      We headed for the staircase at the other end of the hall. Our archaeology class was on the top floor. But I stopped.

      “Y’know, I might want to play hooky today,” I said.

      “Archaeology is the only class you stay awake for,” Rosie said.

      “With Cassius occupied with Dr. Crane’s next class, at least for a little while, it gives us a chance to really look into him,” I said.

      “Let me guess. You want to break into Mu House,” Rosie said.

      “You betcha,” I said. “I’m hoping the rest of the frat boys will be in class.”

      We hurried out of the building and across campus.

      “What’s our cover if we get caught?” Rosie said.

      “Let me think. One of us has a boyfriend in the house, how about that?” I said.

      “Me or you?”

      “Maybe we’re both after the same guy. Or it could be you. You were partying hardy at the caveman soiree. It’s possible you met someone. I don’t know, just roll with it. Let’s not jinx this before we even get there,” I said.

      “Right,” Rosie said. “The power of positive thinking. Sue Giant would approve. I don’t think I’d go for the caveman type, though.”

      “It could’ve been someone else. How about that shy guy, Matt?”

      Rosie shrugged. “He was kind of cute. A little young for me.”

      Nearly everyone on the campus was a little too young for her, and way too young for me—save my friend on the campus police force.

      “He’d be lucky to have you,” I said.

      “Aw, thanks, Tiffany.”

      It didn’t take long to reach Mu Mu Omicron. For a moment, I considered the front door. Did fraternities lock up during the day? If they did, I had a better route in. I led Rosie along the side of the house to the back patio.

      A lot of people didn’t lock sliding glass doors. And even if they did, they were a lot easier for an amateur lock picker like myself to overcome.

      Luckily, the Mus weren’t security conscious. The glass door slid open when I tried it.

      The dinosaur ribcage still remained. Other decorations had gone. I looked between the printed fossil bones and the door. Could they even get it out of the building?

      Rosie must’ve read my mind. “Guess they’d have to disassemble it. Maybe they can shred it or break it down so the printer could use the material again.”

      I knew nothing about 3D printers, enormous or no. It wasn’t important anyway. The two of us crept silently up the stairs to the kitchen. For a moment, we paused, listening.

      “Where do you think Cassius’ room is?” Rosie whispered.

      We hadn’t actually had the full tour of Mu House. If it was like Beta Theta Zeta, there were two bedrooms downstairs, divided into four. Upstairs were probably four or five bedrooms similarly divided into spaces a few square feet larger than a dorm room.

      “Might as well start down here,” I said.

      We moved past the half bath and down the hall. On the other side of the living room, we turned and opened the first door. It was a nice-sized room, but I was surprised to see bunk beds.

      No one occupied this room. Maybe it was waiting for new pledges.

      “This is going to take a while,” Rosie said. “It’s a big house.”

      It didn’t take long to cover the ground floor. There was one other empty room. The other two had few personal items.

      “Cassius has been a fraternity brother for a while,” I said. “Plus, he’s a senior. His room will probably be recognizable.”

      “Let’s hit the upstairs,” Rosie said.

      The second floor was a long hall with three bathroom doors open. Others were closed, obviously the bedrooms.

      Before we could check the one at the end of the staircase, a guy wandered down the hall.

      “Hey,” he said. He wore a long bathrobe, a toothbrush stuck in his mouth.

      “Hey,” we said back.

      I tried not to appear awkward.

      “I forget, which room is Cassius’?”

      “End on the right,” the guy said, wandering into a bathroom.

      We hurried to the room and closed the door behind us.

      “Are we busted?” Rosie said.

      I shrugged. “That guy hardly seemed to notice us.”

      Rosie looked around. “This is definitely Cassius’ room.”

      It had a single bed and desk, so he had the place to himself. Dominant was a poster on the wall. Paleo Era was the legend on top. It featured a photo of Dr. Crane. She looked over her shoulder at the camera. Dressed in khaki shorts and top, hiking boots, a red bandana around her neck and a havelock on her head, she looked more like she belonged on the cover of a video game than a poster for a show on Science Channel.

      “Striking,” I said.

      “Here, there’s more.” Rosie stood at his dresser. There were framed photos of Margot that looked like Hollywood headshots. One was signed.

      “This looks like infatuation,” I said.

      “Don’t answer yet,” Rosie said in an announcer’s voice. She pointed to a small bookcase. All of the books were about dinosaurs. There were a few DVDs. I looked at one. Dr. Crane was featured.

      Of course.

      On the opposite wall, a few more framed photos hung. I took a look. These were photographs of Dr. Crane and Cassius Reed together.

      “None of them look romantic,” Rosie said.

      They didn’t look un-romantic, either, I thought.

      “If Cassius is so hung up on Dr. Crane, who was that pretty blonde he was hanging out with at the party?” Rosie asked.

      “It’s not like Margot Crane would’ve attended,” I said. “Certainly not in cavegirl gear.”

      Rosie shrugged. “She could sure pull it off.”

      “Cassius would like that.”

      We both giggled. On a small table stood an electric kettle and a small wooden box that boasted nine file cabinet-like drawers. Rosie pulled one open. An aroma drifted out.

      “Tea,” she said. She closed it and opened another. Again, the scent of tea rolled out.

      We searched the small closet. On the upper shelf, we found more boxes of tea, some steepers and infusers. Below hung college branded T-shirts and hoodies, shorts and sweatpants.

      I closed the closet. “Guy likes his tea,” I said.

      “And his instructor,” Rosie said.

      “Does this tell us anything?”

      Rosie frowned in thought. “It’s evidence that he’s obsessed with Margot Crane. Even if it isn’t a romantic relationship, maybe he wants it to be. Considering the ongoing feud between the anthro and paleo departments, it looks to me like he might have gone out of his way to protect his teacher. We know that he got flunked because Hargrove didn’t like his allegiance to another department.”

      I nodded. “Obsessed seems like the right word.”

      “How many pictures of Stone do you have?” Rosie asked me.

      “Two. One little one in my wallet. One of the two of us in Georgia,” I said.

      “I’ve seen that one in your living room. It’s cute,” Rosie said. “But you two are in a relationship. Cassius has, what?”

      She counted under her breath for a moment.

      “Seventeen photos, not including the poster, plus the books, plus the videos.”

      “The kind of guy who might take it upon himself to defend her honor—maybe in a way that only he understood,” I said.

      “One thing for sure. We need to keep an eye on these two,” Rosie said. “This kind of obsession…”

      I nodded. “It has a way of turning.”

      “Unrequited love can make you a target.” Rosie’s eyes went distant.

      I had no idea what she was thinking.
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      We snuck into the hall. And ran into the cute blonde.

      “Oh!” she put a hand over her heart. “You scared the crap out of me!”

      “Sorry,” I said. “We were looking for…”

      “Matt,” Rosie jumped in.

      “Aren’t you pledging Beta Theta Zeta?” the blonde asked. “Sassy said one of the pledges wanted to look into being the Mu sweetheart.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about. “Yeah,” I said.

      “Well, I’m the current sweetheart, but I’m graduating after this semester. These boys don’t know the first thing about organizing, socializing, putting a party together. They need a sweetheart with great managerial skills. Someone to help plan the charity events, update the social calendar, come up with party themes. That stuff,” she said. “I’m Kari, by the way.”

      “Rosie,” she introduced herself.

      Kari nodded. “An older student would probably be best for the Mus.”

      Rosie’s face fell.

      “I’m Tiffany,” I said. “Didn’t we see you with Cassius at the caveman party?”

      “Oh, well, that guy can never come up with a date. He’s so good looking, y’know, but he’s just not social,” Kari said. “I took pity on him.”

      “Nice of you,” I said. “No girlfriend, huh?”

      “He’s an older student. Maybe he’s not into younger girls. But one of you two…” She angled her head. “Do you want me to set up a blind date? I think it would do Cassius a lot of good.”

      “No, thanks,” I said. “We’re already too busy with classes, trying to get into Beta Theta Zeta, stuff.”

      “Sure, I get it. Freshmen. They’re always too busy,” Kari said.

      “Speaking of which, we’d better get going,” Rosie said. “Nice meeting you.”

      “If you want to talk about being the new sweetheart, I’m at Beta House,” Kari called after us.

      “Fraternity sweetheart?” she said as we escaped the frat house.

      “No idea,” I said. “But at least she confirmed that our suspicions about Cassius are on target.”

      “Dr. Crane said he was off his game,” Rosie said. “What do you think that means?”

      I had no idea. Only a distant feeling of dread. “I think it means we really do need to keep an eye on the both of them. But especially Cassius.”

      “How are we supposed to do that? Shadow him?” Rosie said. “This campus is tiny, Tiffany. He’d pick us up.”

      “There might be a way,” I said, taking the cell phone out of my purse.

      “Stone?” Rosie said.

      “It might just be fate,” I said.

      He met us in a campus cop car a couple blocks from the entrance. “You want to get a bite to eat?”

      “We have a little time,” I said. Cassius was helping Dr. Crane with her lecture. It was two hours long.

      “Better head somewhere close,” he said. And a few minutes later, we ended up at the diner near campus.

      I tried not to complain.

      “What do you need me to do?” Stone said.

      “We’re trying to shadow a student,” I said.

      “You need some cover,” Stone nodded. “Everyone wants to ride in the police car.”

      “Oh. You two again. We’re out of baba ghanoush,” Cindy the waitress greeted us. “Sit where you want.”

      “Honestly, I don’t even know what baba ghanoush is,” I told her.

      “Frederica Lopez has weird tastes,” Rosie said.

      Cindy didn’t seem placated. We bellied up to the counter.

      I got a hot pastrami sandwich, Rosie ordered waffles, Stone got a salad. “Dressing on the side, please,” he said.

      “I guess everyone notices a police car,” I said. “But maybe they don’t really pay attention. What we need is to watch Cassius Reed without him seeing us.”

      “So you want to ride around with me.”

      “I’d prefer if you just parked somewhere we could watch him,” I said.

      “I can do that. Just so long as there isn’t a call,” he said. “Today I’m on patrol until seven.”

      “Do you usually get a lot of calls?” Rosie asked.

      “So far, none,” Stone said. “It’s an easy gig. Well, it would be an easy gig if I were getting paid for it instead of volunteering.”

      “I like that you have our backs,” I said, “But don’t feel obligated. We can take care of ourselves.”

      Stone nodded. “Agreed. But if I’m watching over you, it’s one less thing for you to worry about. You can better focus on the case. And I’m guessing Cassius is still your primary suspect?”

      “I’m finding it harder to believe that anyone else could be responsible,” I said. “There’s no way this goes down as a freak accident. He’s our guy. Actually proving that is proving tough.”

      “What makes him so compelling?” Stone said.

      “Nothing. And everything. He might be obsessed over Dr. Crane,” I said.

      Rosie butted in. “He’s obsessed, all right.”

      “He had a major fight with the vic. And all sources point to the reason for that being his obsession with Margot Crane. He has access to the machine that killed the vic. Not a lot of other people do. Even Rosie has trouble understanding how the machine works,” I said.

      “Really?” Stone looked at Rosie.

      “Some of it. Some of it is basic CAD related programming,” Rosie said.

      “Computer Aided Design?” Stone said.

      “Yeah, it’s the kind of programming that 3D printers, laser cutters, CNC machines use to move their active part around over a surface. STEP, SVG, DXF files are basic. It’s the imaging and modeling and how that gets dumbed down to SLT files that I don’t understand,” she said.

      Stone shook his head. “I don’t understand it. But it’s a little shocking that you don’t,” he said.

      “I could dig into it. I’m sure I could figure it out, in time,” Rosie said. “Not that I need to print some ginormous thingie.”

      After lunch, we got into the campus black-and-white. Stone said some code into the radio that I interpreted as “lunch is over.”

      “Cassius should still be in the Earth Sciences Building,” Rosie said. “Can you park somewhere where we can watch the doors?”

      “I’m a campus cop,” Stone said. “I can park wherever I want.”

      As class let out, students moved in herds across campus. None of them paid attention to the patrol car. Some outright avoided looking at it. If they did, they might be surprised to see Rosie and me in the back seat.

      “I got him,” Rosie said.

      She pointed him out to me. “Is he heading for Mu House?”

      “No, the cafeteria. No, wait. The student union.”

      Like many buildings on campus, the hills made the dining hall and student union kind of split level. The union sat beneath the cafeteria. On the far side was the campus bookstore. What was on this side?

      Cassius hurried along. A spring in his step? He vanished into the shade of the overhang.

      “Should we get out and follow him?” Rosie asked.

      “I want to keep our cover as long as possible. Let’s give him a few minutes. Hopefully, he comes back out soon,” I said.

      As I hoped, Cassius moved back outside after only a few minutes. He had a bunch of envelopes and a green shipping bag in hand.

      “Ah!” Rosie said. “He got his mail.”

      Most of it went into a nearby recycling bin. We watched him open the plastic shipping bag. Inside was a similarly colored box. After tossing the shipper in the trash, he hurried off.

      “Back to the Earth Sciences Building?” Rosie said.

      Stone reached to the glove box and pulled out a pair of binoculars. He handed them over the seat to Rosie.

      “I see a little bow on top of the box,” she said. “It’s a gift.”

      “Probably for Dr. Crane,” I said.

      “One Lincoln One, One Lincoln Three,” the car radio blurted out.

      Stone grabbed the mic. “One Lincoln Three,” he said.

      “We have an unconscious student in the dining hall,” the voice said.

      “On my way,” Stone said.

      He got out of the car and opened the back door for us. I looked around. Nobody looked our way. But Stone was already racing up the stairs to the cafeteria.

      “Guess we should try to see what Cassius is up to,” Rosie said.

      We headed for the Earth Sciences Building. As we did, Rosie wrestled with her backpack. In a moment, she had her Paleontology 101 notebook out. “I’m betting he’s going to Margot Crane’s office. It’s on the third floor, 307.”

      Inside, we made for the elevator lobby. “I’m too full of pastrami to climb two flights of stairs.”

      “Full of something,” Rosie said. “You’d never voluntarily take the stairs.”

      When we reached the top floor, the corridor was filled with gentle murmuring. Instructors in the geology college kept their offices up here. It seemed the right time for instructors’ office hours.

      Dr. Crane’s office didn’t have a door.

      “Guess her door really is always open,” Rosie said.

      We peeked inside. There was nothing on her desk. A few photos on the wall. No sign of Cassius. The office was L-shaped. We moved in, looking around.

      “Nothing much to steal,” Rosie said. “Probably doesn’t matter that she doesn’t have a door.”

      Around the corner, a small table was set up. There was an electric kettle and some mugs. A pink bakery box. Four chairs.

      “Dr. Crane is a minimalist,” I said. Professor Hargrove was a hoarder compared to this office.

      Footsteps sounded in the hall. I heard them enter the office. Grabbing Rosie’s hand I pulled her down. Putting the table between us and the front part of the office, I saw Cassius’ legs move up to the desk. They paused only for a moment before walking back out again.

      I counted to ten before standing up again.

      “A gift, like I said,” Rosie whispered.

      We moved to the desk. A green and yellow box with a burgundy ribbon and bow sat centrally on the desktop.

      “There’s a note,” Rosie read:

      “I delight in your presence, a radiant sun,

      Bask in your wisdom, second to none.

      Please accept this small token, my admiration,

      A humble gesture of my boundless appreciation.”

      “Unsigned,” I said.

      Rosie nodded. “Secret admirer. Romantic.”

      “Or stalker-y,” I said.

      “Depends how often he brings gifts,” Rosie said. “And how personal or expensive they are.”

      I read the label. It was a tea assortment in steeping pyramids. The packaging was lovely. “How expensive do you think this is?” I asked.

      Rosie studied the box. After a moment, she grabbed her phone and took a picture. “QR code,” she said.

      “Guess this campus is pretty secure if she doesn’t even have a door to her office,” I said.

      “Sixty-eight bucks,” Rosie said. “Pretty spendy for a student.”

      “For tea?” I asked. As a coffee drinker, I had no idea. It seemed high.

      “It’s a nice gift,” Rosie shrugged.

      I moved back toward the table. The window there looked north over the campus. From there, I could see Cassius wandering back toward Mu House.

      There was still nothing definite. Leaving a professor he had a crush on a nice gift didn’t really tell us anything. “He’s heading for home. Maybe we can hang out with Martina at Beta house. Keep an eye on him.”

      “You think we’ll find anything else?” Rosie asked.

      I sighed.

      “I really don’t know.”
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      Before we could reach Beta House, the sorority sisters intercepted us. They headed down the walkway en masse.

      “Where are you going?” Martina said.

      “To hang out with you?” I tried.

      “You’re kidding, right? Your roomie is on the volleyball team. We’re playing our rivals, Winnemucca.” Martina turned Rosie and I around. “Come on. School spirit and all that.”

      “Volleyball?” Rosie said. “I can’t picture Naomi playing volleyball. Pro wrestling or football maybe.”

      “Not Naomi. Skye. I hear she’s a beast,” Martina said. “Naomi plays basketball. You live with these girls. Don’t you know what sports they play?”

      I’d been ignoring our roomies. Because they didn’t factor into why I was here—solving a mystery. Plus, they were annoying.

      In the gym, I saw our team in front of the net. Skye was strutting around in her gold and red jersey and gold shorts.

      I had taken her for more of a hippy than a sports competitor.

      “All right Skye! Woo!” Naomi sidled toward us on the bleachers.

      “Woo!” Rosie answered.

      I watched them stretch and jump around and engage in other forms of incomprehensible athletic fidgeting. Then, I saw the brothers of Mu Mu Omicron enter the gymnasium.

      We could keep an eye on Cassius anyway.

      The Betas began to clap in time and chant a cheer:

      Stronger than strong! Tougher than tough!

      Skye won’t stop until YOU GET STUFFED!

      “Nice one,” Rosie said. “A real volleyball cheer.”

      I sat back and prepared for a rousing women’s volleyball game. At least I had time to think. How could we put Cassius in the 3D printer room with Professor Hargrove? Surveillance cameras had gone offline, supposedly due to the heat. Summer classes were over then.

      Rosie already backgrounded him. We knew where he lived, where his family lived. If he came home for the few days between the semesters, we’d need to find another suspect.

      I felt unwilling to let him go that easily. Maybe that’s why I had put it off. That, and a lack of a vehicle.

      Both the Beta Sisters and Mu brothers screamed cheers as the other team entered from the locker rooms. Maybe this was a big rivalry.

      Red and gold and a little white

      We’re the Pangolins and we fight, fight, fight!

      “We’re the what?” I asked.

      “Pangolins!” Naomi said. “Golden Valley Fighting Pangolins!”

      “What the heck is a pangolin?” Rosie asked.

      “They’re like scaly anteaters. Kinda rare,” Martina said.

      I looked hard at the golden animal on Skye’s jersey. “I thought our mascot was a dragon.”

      “Nope,” Martina said.

      Pangolins are ready! Pangolins are smooth!

      Pangolins will take control and roll right over you!

      “Weren’t you at orientation?” Naomi asked.

      “What’s the other team called?” I asked.

      “The Winnemucca Wildebeests,” Martina said. “They have a fierce women’s volleyball program. They’re an all-girls’ school.”

      An all-girls’ school picked a wildebeest as a mascot? That made me feel a little better about the pangolins.

      Rosie pointed her phone at me. Wildebeests were weird looking, fancy cows. Pangolins were weird looking… little dragons?

      Faculty members were in attendance. I saw my English teacher jumping up and down, yelling out the cheers with everyone else. Rosie pointed out her drama instructor. Our archaeology professor wandered in, looking lost.

      “This is a bigger deal than I would’ve thought,” I said.

      A few of the Golden Valley Pangolins sat on the bench, cross legged. Their forearms were on their knees, palms up, middle fingers touching thumbs, heads back, eyes closed. They maintained that position for a while, despite the increasing fervor of the crowd.

      “Are they meditating?” Rosie asked me.

      I shook my head. “It sure looks like it.”

      When the whistle blew, the girls on the bench rose slowly. Making slow, smooth stretches, they took their places. The Wildebeests’ had their game faces on. As the visiting team, they served first.

      Although Skye was a freshman like us, she was up in the front row by the net. Twelve other girls occupied the bench. She was first string?

      The first serve went out of bounds. On the next, the Pangolins set up a one-bump attack. The Wildebeests knocked it out of bounds.

      “My first college game,” Rosie said. “This is fun!”

      On the next play, the Wildebeests barely got the ball over the net with a weak lob. To my shock, Skye made a two-step sprint and an incredible leap. Both hands were clasped overhead in a single fist. When she spiked the ball, I heard an audible poink!

      It hit the floor hard enough to rebound all the way to the gym ceiling. Hanging florescent lights got hammered.

      Score! Woos! all around.

      “That was savage!” Rosie said.

      I’d never thought of volleyball as a blood sport before now.

      “Oh, yeah, back in high school Skye took our team to States and won,” Naomi said. “She’s a natural.”

      “She’s a lot more aggressive than I would’ve thought,” I said.

      Naomi shrugged. “She saves her anger and frustration for the court.”

      The game went on. Skye could do it all. Set ups, attacks, serves. Maybe the other girls were just as good, but none of them were my dorm mate.

      It didn’t take long for the Pangolins to make short work of the Wildebeests. Some team members traded places on the bench, but Skye was left on the court. Everyone grabbed some Gatorade before the second game of the match.

      I kept my eyes on Cassius. He couldn’t sit still, standing and stretching, pacing around. While I recognized a case of nerves, I wasn’t sure what caused them. Did it have something to do with the gift he’d left for Dr. Crane in her office? We’d watched him all day. That was the only interesting thing that happened.

      My thoughts were interrupted by the start of the next game.

      The Wildebeests tried to rally. Quickly, the skill and talent of the home team overwhelmed them. By the end, the game proved less than exciting. Skye scored a few points, and set up most of the rest. Golden Valley Pangolins were a tight unit.

      As the team gathered around their coach, the crowd headed out of the gymnasium. With the excited chatter, I could feel that spirits were high. I stood to the side of the gym, watching the frat guys and sorority sisters head back to Greek row. Rosie joined me.

      “Are we going to try to keep staking Cassius out?” she asked.

      There was no way. “We could sit in the dark outside Mu House, or try to worm our way into the sorority house. I doubt they’d let us stay.”

      “Not unless we joined,” Rosie said.

      Which was not happening. Certainly not tonight.

      “I think we’re going to have to give it up. When we decided that someone could ID us if we brought the Honda, it never occurred to me that we’d need it for a stakeout.”

      Rosie shrugged. “Me, neither. This campus is small enough to cover, but too small to hide yourself in a crowd.”

      Even dressed like the rest of the students, Rosie was right. We could still get easily noticed.

      “We do know a few Mus,” I said. “Maybe we can count on them to help us keep tabs on Cassius’ movements. Or at least his absences.”

      Naomi wandered over to us. “What a game, huh?”

      “I thought we crushed the Wildebeests too easily,” I said.

      “Makes me want to play team sports. The camaraderie. The excitement,” Rosie said.

      Naomi gave her a surprised squint. “You never played on a team?”

      “I’m kind of a loner,” Rosie said. “Still, it feels appealing.”

      “Well, there are lots of sports where you compete on your own even if you’re part of a team. Bowling. Tennis,” Naomi said.

      “Fencing!” Rosie said, eyes growing. “You compete by yourself even though you’re on a team. Or maybe it’s a club? Although I gotta say, team fencing would be a pretty awesome thing. Like a medieval melee or something.”

      “Sure. Come up with your own sport,” Naomi shrugged. “You guys wanna hit the dining hall? Grab dinner?”

      “Why not?” I said. “I wonder what’s on the menu.”

      “Spaghetti and meatballs,” Rosie said. “Also baked chicken. The usual sides. Maybe some Jell-O.”

      “You memorized the cafeteria schedule?” I asked.

      She gave me a look of disbelief. “You haven’t?”

      We put away plates of spaghetti and small bowls of salad. The Jell-O selection was orange, so I passed. With Naomi tagging along, Rosie and I couldn’t theorize about the case. Instead, we tried to figure out how team fencing would work.

      “Maybe team epee instead of foil?” Naomi suggested.

      “What’s the difference?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Naomi admitted.

      “Well, the scoring would be easy. They have that electronic sensor thing in the Olympics. How about you fence until an entire team is dead? Then the surviving team scores a point,” Rosie said.

      “That might work,” I said. “Although you might end up with three or four against one or something.”

      “Why play if it isn’t a challenge?” Rosie said.

      “How about some obstacles?” Naomi said. “You could make it like a pirate movie, or Robin Hood. Put some barrels, some tables and chairs to jump on.”

      “Yeah, yeah, and a rope or chandelier to swing on?” Rosie said. “This would totally catch on!”

      On our way back to Old Dorm, the conversation about team fencing continued.

      “Might be good to learn how to fence first,” I said.

      “Details,” Rosie scoffed. “It can’t be that hard to do sword fighting.”

      I didn’t really have a leg to stand on. The only sport I did, if it could be called that, was Krav Maga, and that was only for self-defense, and only because Stone insisted.

      “If you started a team fencing thing, I’d join for sure,” Naomi said as we rose in the elevator.

      “Let me do some research,” Rosie said. “I bet it wouldn’t take much to set it up.”

      “Just give the word,” Naomi said. “I’m down. We could probably talk Skye into it, too. How about you, Tiff? You want to join in?”

      “I’m with Rosie,” I said. “Kind of a loner.”

      When I got to my dorm, Skye wasn’t there. Probably celebrating her victory. Then I caught sight of something on my bed. An envelope was propped up against the pillows.

      Rosie popped her head in. “We’re going to take over the television in Room P for a binge-watch. You in? Oh.”

      I picked up the envelope. Should I put on gloves?

      “It’s not another death threat, is it?” Rosie asked.

      Who knew we were on campus? “I doubt it.” I pulled a sheet of paper from the envelope.

      Rosie crowded in to read it.

      Investigators:

      I know who you are and why you are here. The murderer of Thaddeus Hargrove is Margot Crane. She has covered her tracks well. Because she employed her students, her act is made undetectable. You have already uncovered her motive; the hatred she had for Thaddeus and her inability to compete with a lauded professor on an academic level. I write this to point you in the correct direction.

      (signed) A Friend.

      “What, they couldn’t have handed this to us a week ago?” Rosie said. “It would’ve made this gig so much easier.”

      I was sure who murdered Professor Hargrove. Cassius Reed. Maybe he did it under Dr. Crane’s orders, but he still had to be the killer. “I’m not buying it.”

      “Are you swayed at all?” Rosie said.

      “Nope. If there’s some evidence tying Crane to the murder, we can follow up on it. But after we prove Cassius did the deed.”

      “How are we going to do that?” Rosie said.

      “We’ll find evidence,” I said. “A witness.”

      “We haven’t so far.”

      “Maybe we have but we just don’t—” My cell phone rang, interrupting me. I yanked it out of my purse. Given the hour, I figured it was Stone. Instead, I saw a surprising caller ID.

      “Elwood?” I answered. Our connection on the police force.

      “I took a peek at the tox workup on your alleged vic,” Elwood said.

      “I’ll bet there wasn’t anything in his system,” I said. “The guy was murdered. Crushed to death.”

      “Au contraire, mademoiselle Black,” Elwood said. “Even if a big pile of dinosaur shaped plastic was dumped on him, it wasn’t what killed the professor.”

      “Then what was it?” I asked.

      “A drug overdose,” Elwood said. “A massive drug overdose.”
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      “Professor Hargrove OD’d?” That was crazy.

      “On what?” Rosie asked.

      “Fentanyl. It’s our most popular drug these days. The most fatal,” Elwood said. “The guy ingested it.”

      “Was it a pill?”

      “No sign of a pill in his stomach. But the contents turned up positive for fentanyl.”

      “Like it was ground up?” I said.

      “Probably,” Elwood said.

      Rosie gasped. “Was anything else found in his stomach?”

      “Nope. Well, some tea in the bladder.”

      “Cassius!” I said.

      “Dr. Crane!” Rosie said.

      “Hey, Elwood, don’t dismiss this yet,” I said “But we have to go!”

      We ran out of Old Dorm, taking the stairs because we might not have time to wait for the elevator.

      “He must have dosed Professor Hargrove, then tried to hide it with the crushing,” Rosie said.

      “And he left that tea for Dr. Crane. He had time to dose it before he put it in her office.” We’d beaten him in there, but it wasn’t until now that it seemed important.

      “Why would he poison her? He’s in love with her,” Rosie panted.

      We rounded the corner of the building. Ahead was the Earth Science Building. On the third floor, I saw a light on. It was approximately where Margot Crane’s office was situated.

      “We don’t know that he did,” I said. “But I don’t want to take the chance. If the secret note has any truth to it, Dr. Crane may be a loose end.”

      “Especially if she convinced Cassius to kill the professor,” Rosie said.

      I still had the cell phone in my hand. Speed dialing Stone, the two of us burst into the building.

      “What’s up, Tiff?” Stone said.

      “Maybe nothing. But we just broke into the Earth Science Building,” I panted.

      Rosie and I raced up the stairs.

      “Why?”

      “Because Professor Hargrove was poisoned with lethal drugs,” I said.

      “In his tea,” Rosie added.

      “Which is what Cassius Reed left for her this afternoon,” I could barely get the words out. My throat was dry, and I couldn’t catch my breath.

      Maybe some team fencing was in order. I was so out of shape.

      “I’m not on patrol,” Stone said. “But I’ll be right there.”

      On the third floor, we made a beeline for Dr. Crane’s doorless office.

      We froze, hearing the sound of footsteps as we pushed open the stairway door. Looking both ways, we saw no one. “Hello?” I called.

      No answer. Rosie moved down the hall. When she reached Dr. Crane’s open door, she stopped.

      “Oh, no!” Rosie said.

      I caught up. Saw her feet, the legs disappearing behind her desk. One of her blue flats had fallen off her right foot.

      Immediately, Rosie ran to the supine body and knelt down.

      “Don’t touch her mouth!” I said. “Rosie, stop right there.”

      “We have to see if she’s breathing,” Rosie said.

      “If it was fentanyl, you could get dosed. Hold your cell phone screen up to her mouth. See if it fogs.” My cell phone was busy dialing 911.

      Rosie looked up after a moment. “Okay, she’s breathing.”

      I looked around. A teacup lay not far away from Dr. Crane. It was upturned, the contents pooled on the floor.

      “Be careful. Fentanyl is dangerous,” I said when the emergency operator’s voice interrupted me. “Take some pictures.”

      I gave the operator our location and my suspicions.

      “I don’t like just leaving her on the floor like this,” Rosie said, snapping away with her cell phone.

      “We’re going to have to leave this to the professionals,” I said.

      On the desktop was the pricey box of tea. It was open. There was no sign of the note Cassius had left with the gift. But it sure looked like she had made some of the tea, and it had knocked her unconscious. It might even kill Margot Crane.

      Rosie took a photo of the desktop. “Cassius is the murderer for sure.”

      “We got our guy. Now we can turn it over to the cops,” I said.

      “What do you mean, we have our guy? He might have packed up and left after the volleyball game,” Rosie said. “Why would he stick around? We need to get our guy in custody.”

      “He stuck around after he murdered Hargrove,” I said. “Right now, we need to secure the evidence.”

      “Okay, what about the other evidence?”

      Dang it. “In Hargrove’s office.”

      “There was still a tea mug on his desk,” Rosie said. “Probably full of fentanyl.”

      “Unless Cassius took it. We’ve surely given him plenty of time, plenty of opportunities.”

      “It wasn’t our fault. We didn’t know.” Rosie frowned. “The cops didn’t even bother looking.”

      “Stay here. I’m going to Hargrove’s office.”

      “What if Cassius comes back to clean up?” Rosie asked. “Remove the evidence from the scene?”

      I dialed Stone on my phone again.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      “ETA five minutes,” he said.

      “I’m calling Elwood,” I said.

      “You should.” Stone disconnected.

      So I did.

      “What the hell is going on, Tiff?” Elwood demanded.

      “Another faculty member of Golden Valley is unconscious on her office floor,” I said. “I suspect fentanyl. And attempted homicide.”

      “Homicide?”

      “Pretty sure Hargrove went the same way, but the killer covered it up.”

      “You have a suspect?”

      “I do,” I said. “His name is Cassius Reed. He’s a student here. There’s a history with the first vic. A grade dispute that turned ugly, physical. He has a history with the second vic as well.”

      “Hang tight,” Elwood said. “Is Stone there?”

      “On the way. As well as EMTs,” I said.

      “The second victim is still alive?” Elwood asked.

      “Just barely,” I said.

      “If it’s a fentanyl OD, don’t touch her,” Elwood said. “Emily, let’s roll.”

      I heard him talking to his partner as he disconnected.

      A groan issued from Dr. Crane. Rosie knelt down again.

      “There’s an ambulance on the way,” she said.

      I saw Margo open her eyes for a moment. Her head lolled back to the floor.

      “Can you stay with me, Dr. Crane?” Rosie said.

      I crouched down. “You’ve been poisoned with an overdose of fentanyl,” I said. “Do you know who did it?”

      Her eyelids fluttered, but she did not wake.

      “What do we do? We have Cassius to pin down. Evidence in Hargrove’s office. Keeping Dr. Crane alive,” Rosie said.

      “No one is good at multi-tasking,” I said. “Let’s stick with trying to rouse Dr. Crane. To do what we can for her. When Stone gets here, he can find Reed. Elwood and Emily can secure the crime scene that Metro didn’t search very carefully before.”

      “Okay, that sounds like a plan,” Rosie said. “Can we really get a dose of fentanyl from just touching Dr. Crane?”

      “I’ve read about it happening. Especially to ambulance crews, emergency medical workers. They find an unconscious person, try to revive him or her. No one tells them the person has taken a big dose of fentanyl. Or maybe they don’t even know. It’s so prevalent in street drugs now, you might not even know,” I said.

      Through the windows, I saw the side of the admin building painted blue and red by ambulance lights. They would be here in minutes.

      “Almost here, Margot,” Rosie said. “Hold on tight.”

      But Margot Crane did not hold on tight. Both of her hands had been fisted. But now, her fingers loosened. Her body went still.

      “Is she still breathing?”

      Rosie held her phone before Crane’s lips. She sighed and nodded. “Yeah, but I don’t think she will be much longer.”

      Down the hall, the elevator dinged. “They’re coming, Margot. Try to hold on, okay?”

      There was no response but stillness.

      It seemed like an eternity passed before the elevator dinged again. This time, it was followed by running footsteps. My heart lifted.

      “You think this is a fentanyl OD?” The first guy through the door asked.

      “Yes. There was another faculty member murdered with fentanyl,” I said.

      “That’s good enough for me. Bag her, Jerry.”

      The other ambulance guy, Jerry, gloved up. He produced a clear plastic resuscitator mask and put it over Margot’s mouth. Then he started pumping a bag to inflate her lungs. “Get her vitals, Joe.”

      Joe took her pulse, checked her pupils, then took her blood pressure. “Respiration is depressed. Pupils are constricted. Patient is limp and unresponsive. BP ninety over seventy-two.”

      “Help me turn her on her side to keep her from choking,” Jerry said.

      As they moved her, Joe turned to me. “Do you know where she got the fentanyl? Was she doing other drugs?”

      “I don’t know about other drugs, but check the teacup,” I said.

      From the medical bag, Jerry removed a paper packet. After ripping it open, he swiped the teacup. “Positive. Let’s hit her with the naloxone.”

      “I better call it in first. Let’s get her ready to move,” Joe said. He took out his cell phone.

      As they prepped the stretcher, I saw something fall from Margot Crane’s limp hand. A wad of paper. Rosie was closer. I nodded to her, then looked down at the floor.

      Rosie slowly, casually, stuck out her foot and dragged the ball of paper out of sight.

      Joe put his phone away. “Doc says we can hit her with naloxone if she crashes. Otherwise, they prefer to monitor her in the ER.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Between the two of them, they lifted Margot onto the stretcher. Then they lifted the stretcher up on its legs and rushed her down the hall. The ensuing silence pressed on me.

      “We’re moving too slow,” I said. “If we’d nailed this down, Margot Crane wouldn’t be at death’s door.”

      “There’s only so much we can do, boss,” Rosie said.

      Quick footsteps barely preceded Stone’s entry. “Are you all right?”

      “We’re fine. Margot Crane is not,” I said. “Do you have gloves?”

      Stone pulled a pair from his jacket. Of course he had gloves. And a gun. And handcuffs. That kind of stuff made my purse too heavy.

      Slipping on the gloves, I took the wad of paper from the floor.

      “I think you’re being overly cautious about the fentanyl thing,” Rosie said.

      Carefully, I spread the paper out on Margot’s desk. “I probably am. Better not to take chances.”

      Rosie moved close and took a photo with her phone. “Looks like a spreadsheet.”

      After she took a few shots, I flipped it over. She continued. I looked at the lines of items and monetary amounts. It had been torn from a binding. Only a few items were visible, the rest ripped away. Travel Expenses, I read. Professional Fees.

      “What does it mean?” Rosie said. “Do you think she was interrupted in the middle of reading this?”

      “Or maybe she realized she’d been dosed and wanted to leave us a clue,” I said.

      “Which would be best left for law enforcement,” Stone said.

      “We got pictures. That’s all we need,” Rosie said.

      “Cassius needs to go down for this,” I said. “Before he poisons another victim. I don’t think we can wait for the cops.”

      Stone didn’t argue. “Let’s go.”
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      Even though it was a ninety-second drive to Mu House, we took Stone’s car. Every light was on in the house, and a low musical beat pumped into the night air. We got out of the car just in time to see a six-foot bubble squeeze out of the house’s front door.

      “What the heck is that?” I asked.

      “Have you ever seen that old BBC show, ‘The Prisoner?’” Rosie said. “Patrick McGoohan?”

      The ball rolled and bounced a few feet before a guy from the frat house charged out and tackled the bubble. He bounced off and rolled around, laughing maniacally. Another frat brother dove off the low front steps onto the ball.

      “Fraternities are eternally creative,” Stone noted.

      Out of breath laughing, the two picked up the pink bubble and squished it back into the house. Cheers and shouts, lots of laughing, topped the thud of the music.

      “This is not what I was expecting.” We trotted up the front steps and entered. In the living room, scores of the bubbles filled the place from floor to ceiling. Frat members were caught in between, under, or rolling over the giant rubbery toys.

      “Bubble party!” One of them yelled at us.

      “Can we get through that?” Rosie asked doubtfully.

      I saw Cassius grinning and laughing as the colorful bubbles rolled him toward the kitchen.

      “He sure doesn’t act like he just poisoned his crush,” Rosie said.

      Other frat boys lay on their backs on the floor and kicked the bubbles. Waves rolled through the matrix. All of them giggled as they bounced and rolled around on a jelly swell.

      “I’m going in,” I said.

      “I’m going to try to go through the rec room,” Rosie said. “I can get in through the kitchen door at the top of the stairs.”

      I heard the translucent bubbles squeak as I pushed myself into a room that looked to be full of carbonated water. The balls pushed back, trying to knock me back outside, but I made it into the room.

      Above me, a guy was trying to climb over the balls to the ceiling. His weight pressed down through the rubbery walls. The breath got squeezed out of me. Then, the balloons gave way beneath him. In stages, he fell to the floor with a whoop. But the path loosened in front of me and I pushed harder toward the kitchen.

      I hadn’t noticed the kitchen had a door before. Now it was closed. If it opened outward, I would never get inside. I looked around the bubbly room. No sign of Cassius. He must be in the kitchen.

      Luckily, the door swung inward. Looking back, I saw Stone half-trapped by the fun froth. He managed to lift a hand and wave me on. “Go ahead, Tiff.”

      The door swung shut behind me, cutting off most of the music and mirth.

      Cassius sat with frat sweetheart Kari at a table covered with cases of beer.

      “I told you this would be a blast,” Kari said. “We should get the Beta girls over here to bounce around.”

      “Yeah, they’d love it,” Cassius said. Then his brows fell as I entered.

      “Oh, the Beta pledge. Are the other sisters coming over?” Kari asked me.

      “I’m not here for the bubble party,” I said. “Cassius Reed, I’m placing you under citizen’s arrest.”

      “You’re what?” He laughed. I could tell he had a few beers in him.

      “For the murder of Thaddeus Hargrove,” I said.

      The laughing stopped.

      “Come on, now!” He rose from his seat.

      “And the attempted murder of Margot Crane.”

      My words stopped him short. “Margot? What happened?”

      “She got an overdose of fentanyl,” I said. “In the tea you gave her as a gift.”

      His face hung, brow squinched. “How do you--?”

      “We watched you put the tea in her office,” I said. “There’s no door on it. A few minutes ago, she was taken to the hospital.”

      Kari’s jaw dropped. “I heard the sirens.”

      “The cops are probably on campus by now. Let’s go, Cassius.”

      Confusion heated, his face darkening. “Why do you want to pin this on me?”

      Stone finally pushed into the kitchen. As he did, a bunch of balloons followed him inside.

      “So many reasons,” I said.

      “No way would I hurt Margot,” he said. “I wasn’t even here when that jerk Hargrove got killed by the styracosaurus model.”

      “There’s a lot to unpack,” I said. “But I’m going to let the police do that.”

      “No way! He’s telling the truth,” Kari said. “He’s totally in love with Dr. Crane.”

      His head whipped around and his teeth showed in a fierce look. “Say what?”

      “Oh, c’mon, Cass. Everybody knows it,” she frowned.

      “But I’m guessing she didn’t reciprocate,” I said. “Was she the one who ordered you to kill Hargrove?”

      “You’re out of your mind,” Cassius said.

      “Maybe so, but you’re still under arrest. I’m detaining you until the cops can take you into custody,” I said.

      At that moment, the door from downstairs burst open. Rosie appeared. “You got him,” she said.

      But Cassius used her as a distraction. He leaped on top of the kitchen table, and then out toward the living room. Bouncing off a balloon on the floor, he clambered to the top of the pile. Half-swimming, half crowd-surfing, he moved quickly across the room.

      “He’s getting away!”

      Stone and I plowed into the rubber bubbles and immediately rebounded back into the kitchen.

      “He didn’t do it,” Kari said. “I’m positive it wasn’t him. It couldn’t be.”

      Cassius made it halfway across the living room while his frat buddies cheered him on. “Where is he going?” I asked Kari.

      “I’m not telling you!” She folded her arms and scowled.

      “Look, Kari, we saw Cassius leave her the tea. Saw the spilled cup. Margot is barely breathing. Headed for the ER. It has to be him,” I said. “Where is he going?”

      The intensity of my words broke her down.

      “Probably into the basement,” she said.

      “Great,” Rosie said, opening the door to the stairs.

      “No. Not the game room. This house has an actual basement. Underground. There’s another set of stairs in the first-floor hall,” Kari said.

      “How are we going to get past the bouncy balls?” I said.

      “I could shoot them,” Stone shrugged.

      “Oh—right!” Rosie said.

      What? “You want Stone to shoot the bubbles in a room full of frat boys?”

      “No, not shoot them. Move them. The only reason you can play bouncy house is because the bubbles are packed in that room. We saw those guys chase a bubble out and stuff it back in.” Rosie moved to the kitchen door. With some grunting and tugging, she pulled a complaining rubber ball into the room. Then she started on another.

      Overhead, Cassius dropped a full bubble length. Maybe this would work.

      “I’ll go into the living room,” Stone said. “Start pushing the bubbles out the front door.”

      Rosie managed to get another rubber sphere into the kitchen. Stone bulled his way out the door. But I saw that his path was easier with only a few less bubbles in the living room.

      It was up to me to go after Cassius.

      He had moved fast by climbing over the top.

      “Boost me,” I said to Rosie.

      She went down on one knee and made a ladder of her hands. I put my foot in her hands, the other on an unsteady ball, and felt her lift. Scrambling over the yielding, smooth surfaces, I managed to breathlessly reach the top of the pile.

      Mimicking Cassius’ motions, I followed him as best I could. The rearrangement of the bubbles had made him sink. Soon, I was above him as he struggled between rubber walls.

      “This is really ticking me off, Cassius,” I called down to him.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he threw himself into the bubble toys. I jiggled atop, getting sucked down as he squirmed his way forward.

      On the right side of the room, Stone shoved bubbles out the door. Behind me, Rosie dragged them into the kitchen. There were still so many! Where did these kids come up with all these rubber bubbles?

      Of course, I remembered a notorious frat party when I was in school. A fraternity had made a luge run out of plywood and hundreds of pounds of shaved ice. It was dangerous as heck, angling from the roof to the ground. But the money went to charity. Still, campus cops quickly shut it down.

      I supposed you could suffocate if you got trapped in the bubbles. Otherwise, it didn’t seem all that dangerous. They sure were tough to move through.

      Beneath me, the bubble pile collapsed. I dropped to the floor and started pushing after Cassius. A wall of bubbles had risen between him and the hall. He managed to climb up.

      I chased slowly behind. As Cassius reached the top of the bubble pile and started coming down, I reached the top.

      Then I saw a tall temporary gate in the hallway. It was holding the rubber balls in the living room. Cassius reached it and shoved it open.

      “Wait! Wait!” I was still near the ceiling.

      Cassius didn’t wait. He rammed the gate open and fled down the hall. Bubbles cascaded after him. Out from under me. Instead of a slow bounce to the floor, I fell with the full force of gravity.

      “Ow!” I turned just enough to not smack my head. But Cassius was gone. I crawled after him.

      “Tiff, are you okay?” I heard Stone.

      Now I had to move through an obstacle course of spheres. “I’m fine!” Limping, I chased Cassius to a door halfway down. He opened it on darkness. Feet pounded down stairs.

      I reached the door and switched on the light. The stairs were wooden, rickety, ending at a landing. Reed was already gone.

      Dang it! Racing after, I reached the landing. Another flight below led to a room of raw earth. Las Vegas sat on a plain of caliche, an almost concrete-like soil. That’s what the walls and floor were made of.

      When I reached the bottom, I turned toward the stairs. As expected, Cassius had been hiding under them. He came at me with the handle of some long-broken tool.

      I was no expert, but this was standard Krav Maga stuff. It came in handy when I didn’t have Stone around to punch a guy in the face.

      In a move I’d practiced hundreds of times, I moved toward him instead of away. Gripping the stick with both hands, I planted my feet, turned from my hips. Leverage and gravity did the work. Cassius collided with the stairs, letting out a grunt.

      I followed through and gave him an elbow in the nose.

      Holding his face, Cassius dropped to his butt and crab walked under the stairs. Then he kicked me in the stomach with both feet.

      Oof!

      Wind knocked out of me, I leaned on the staircase to keep from falling.

      Cassius scrambled around me.

      I couldn’t breathe. But I took a few steps after him.

      He moved down a crude tunnel and out of the light.

      “I can’t breathe,” I said to myself. “I can’t breathe!”

      It took a while for the nerves to stop jangling and my lungs to fill. In the tunnel, I was now alone in the dark with Cassius.

      “You’re still under citizen’s arrest,” I gasped.

      There was no reply.

      Until a thin ring of light opened up in the distant ceiling.

      With enough of a glow, and my breath returning, I hobbled toward a shadow clambering into the bright circle.

      When I reached it, I saw a rickety ladder leading up to a manhole. Hoping Cassius wouldn’t kick me in the face when I emerged, I climbed up.

      “Oh, sh—” I saw the sole of his shoe rise up over me. I needed to drop down before he stomped on my head.

      Then a red and gold blur appeared, crashing into Cassius.

      “Tiff! Tiff!”

      Creeping back out, I saw Cassius on the ground. Naomi was on top of him, pulling his arm back and up.

      “Ow! That hurts!” Cassius said.

      “Then stop squirming!” Naomi said.

      Rosie and Stone raced down the hill from Greek Row. A ways behind them, uniformed officers carefully moved down the slope.

      “I’ll let the cops read you your rights,” I said.

      “Fine. Just get her off me!” Cassius said.
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      The next day after class, we were thrifting again.

      “That really was a sweet move you put on Cassius,” Rosie said to Naomi. After getting the basement exit from frat sweetheart Kari, Rosie had called her roomie. She was still sprinting for the manhole near the campus loop when she saw Cassius about to stamp my face.

      She scoffed. “Tiffany already beat the crap out of him.”

      Skye eyed me. “You have a dark force inside you.”

      “I don’t have volleyballs to take my frustrations out on,” I said.

      With a serious pout, she nodded and went through a rack of used garments.

      “We need to make a confession,” Rosie said. “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way.”

      Skye held her palm out. “Just because Naomi and me play team sports doesn’t mean—”

      I scoffed, interrupting her. “We’re not students, Skye. We’re not enrolled at Golden Valley Liberal Arts College.”

      Naomi looked up from a prom dress she was eyeing. “You’re not?”

      “We’re private detectives,” Rosie said. “Hired to work undercover to solve a murder.”

      “You’re not pledging Beta Theta Zeta?” Naomi’s face looked pale, eyes big.

      “No,” I said.

      “Even though Martina was bidding you?” Skye asked.

      “Nope,” I said. “We’re leaving. And…”

      “We’ll miss you guys!” Rosie wailed. “Group hug!”

      I managed to side-step the group hug.

      “I figured you were too old for college,” Naomi said to Rosie.

      “I’m too old?” Rosie gave me a dirty look.

      “But we’re still thrifting for ball gowns, right?” Naomi said. “You’re going to the ball with us, right?”

      “We are.” Rosie held her dirty look.

      I sighed. “We already have the tickets.”

      My assistant’s dirty look shifted upward into a smile. “Fire! I already found an outfit for you, boss.”

      She pulled back a rack to reveal a teal dress that might have been a costume for Gone with the Wind. “I am not dressing antebellum,” I said.

      “What? No! The whole skirt is removable. Underneath is a slinky cocktail dress. With matching shoes! For five bucks! Are you being totally serious right now?” Rosie said.

      Slinky teal cocktail dress sounded not too horrible.

      “I can’t believe that I paid so much for a bridesmaid’s gown, for a prom dress, and here they’re on clearance for five bucks,” Naomi said.

      “With matching shoes,” Rosie pointed out again.

      Skye fluttered over to a leopard print cocktail dress. (With matching shoes.) “Do you think I could pull this off?” Her face pinked.

      “Everyone says you’re a beast,” I said. “Let your beast flag fly.”

      Skye giggled a little.

      A few hours later, we gathered in the third-floor bathroom at Old Dorm, putting makeup on. I had to admit, I did like the cocktail dress. Rosie had a good eye for disguises.

      “This is going to be fun. And so sad,” Skye said. “I can’t believe you’re going.”

      “I thought you were afraid of me,” I said, fluffing up my eyelashes with mascara.

      “I am,” Skye said. “But you have coffee. Plus, you make us feel safe.”

      “Me?” I asked.

      Naomi put on lipstick and did the lipstick thing with her lips. “There’s something about you, Tiff. Maturity? Self-confidence?”

      “Yeah, I got all that in spades,” I frowned. I looked at my brown curls. Poofy enough for a ball?

      “I wish Stone could come,” Rosie said. “He cleans up real good.”

      “Unfortunately, he still owes his friend on the campus force one more shift,” I said. “But that’s okay. I’m only going for the canapés.”

      “Not the champagne?” Rosie asked.

      “You’ll have to bring your ID probably,” Skye said.

      I hadn’t been carded in… well, whatever. That was nice to say.

      Out in the corridor, it seemed all the residents of the third floor had turned out.

      “We heard you were leaving,” one of the girls said. I think her name was Susie.

      Maud (who could forget that name?) wore a long face. “No more movie marathons?”

      “You could always come over to my apartment,” Rosie said. “I got a big screen. We could do snacks.”

      Before we went thrifting, we’d put our backpacks in Stone’s SUV. There was nothing more for us to do here. We were getting hugs from our fellow dorm mates. Was that a pang of sadness I felt? I brushed it off.

      The girls waved goodbye as the four of us got in the elevator.

      “Look out, Founder’s Ball,” Naomi said. “We look good.”

      “It’s funny how you can take off all the lace and weird trim and find dresses with classic lines under all the frou-frou bridesmaid stuff,” Skye said, pushing the button.

      “Oh, totally,” Rosie said. “I’ve been working on disguises lately. But it’s tough to keep the budget down. You just gotta thrift.”

      I had expected the Founder’s Ball to be in the gym. Like the movie Footloose, Rosie said. Instead, it was in the multipurpose room in the basement of the student union. I didn’t know there was a basement in the student union. They weren’t common in these parts. I certainly didn’t expect one under the Mu House.

      “We might be the youngest people there,” Namoi said. “From what I heard, this will be rich alumni and some important faculty members.”

      What had Archie Vale said? “It’s not a party without young ladies,” I remembered.

      We took an elevator I hadn’t seen before in the student union. When the doors opened up, I was relieved to find this was a few steps up from a frat party.

      The room spanned the entire space beneath the building. A modest chandelier hung centrally. In one corner, a small string ensemble sawed out the greatest hits of 1800.

      After taking our tickets, the man at the entry directed us to a table. We were seated in the back of the room.

      “This feels so exclusive!” Skye clasped her hands and shivered. “Look at all the fancy gowns, the tuxedos.”

      A waiter walked past and we snagged champagne flutes. No one asked for our ID. Naomi looked a little guilty. I was all about law and order, but I was pretty sure Skye and Naomi had been to dozens of high school parties featuring alcohol. They had sure been to some college parties with alcohol.

      “What’s the matter, boss?” Rosie said.

      She had startled me out of my reverie. Was something the matter? “Nothing. Why?”

      “You hate events like these,” Rosie said. “I’d expect you to be grousing about the cheesy classical music. Whining about your shoes hurting. Having to wear nylons. Something.”

      Was I that transparent?

      “I don’t like the way the case went down,” I admitted. “There’s still something missing.”

      “Oh, c’mon, the way Cassius ran?” Rosie said.

      “Maybe he was just scared.” There was more to the case. I just knew it. I just didn’t know what it was.

      “Are you coming to our next home game?” Skye asked. “It’s in a couple weeks.”

      “You think I learned those cheers for nothing?” Rosie said.

      “Pangolins are ready! Pangolins are smooth!

      Pangolins will take control and roll right over you!”

      An elderly woman at a nearby table turned. She raised her glass to us. “Right on, sisters!” she said.

      More guests filed in. The music continued. I still tried to convince myself that Cassius had enough motive to kill. Not only a professor who tried to oust him, but a woman he was supposed to be in love with.

      Dean Rutherford walked in, moving slowly, the school president, Jasper Golden Valley, at his side. They accepted champagne and snacks. Hey, where were our snacks?

      Photographers moved among the crowd, snapping away. From our position, I could barely see the artwork up for auction. Waiters moved in formation bearing trays of steaming food.

      Now we were talking.

      “Do you think anyone will ask us to dance?” Naomi said.

      “Can you ballroom dance?” I asked.

      “I can foxtrot. I can waltz,” she said.

      “I can cha cha,” Skye said.

      “I watch ‘Dancing with the Stars,’” Rosie said.

      I would keep that in mind and use them as a shield if anyone asked.

      “What’s supposed to happen?” Rosie asked. “I’ve never been to a ball before.”

      “Dancing, an auction, probably a speech,” I said. Although I was no expert.

      “Cake?” Naomi asked.

      “No doubt,” I said. “Founder’s Day is also Jasper Golden Valley’s birthday.”

      “Would you care to waltz?” I was startled by a man approaching our table. He was gray at the temples, distinguished in evening wear, square jawed.

      “Yowza,” Rosie whispered under her breath.

      “You know, Naomi here was just telling us how great a waltzer she is,” I said. “She can just waltz her butt off.”

      Naomi went still, save her eyes. She gripped her folded hands tight enough to make them white.

      “Go.” I kicked her lightly under the table. “Waltz.”

      Naomi got up quickly. She made a little yeep sound as she was led to the dance floor.

      One of the waiters arrived, and set our table up with plates. He left bread and butter in the middle of the table. I could smell the oven freshness. Was I really that hungry?

      My phone rang in my matching clutch (just like the shoes). The caller ID surprised me.

      “Elwood?”

      “You got the wrong guy,” he said.

      Dang! I knew it!

      “The naloxone did its job. Margot Crane is awake and talking. She said she saw a man in the hall before she passed out. Tall, gray hair, not a student,” Elwood said.

      I stood and walked away from the table.

      “What I want to say is that I saw Cassius leave her that tea. He’s got motive. But instead, I’ll say my gut has been telling me it wasn’t him,” I said.

      “Do you have anyone else?” Elwood said. His voice sounded hopeful. Elwood was a good cop, an excellent investigator. He was also lazy. If I had a good suspect, it would save him a lot of work. Not that that was lazy—it was smart.

      I thought about it. “Maybe,” I said. “Did you find out what Margo had in her hand?”

      “Her memory is pretty foggy. I mean, with that much dope in your system, you’re going to be. She said the last thing she remembered looking at was the college’s budget. Those departments and the money columns agree with that,” Elwood said.

      “I. Am. Such. An. Idiot.” I said.

      “Well, if you got someone—” Elwood started.

      “Call you back,” I said.

      “Hey, Tiff—”

      I disconnected.

      Rosie angled her head. “Who was that?”

      “Elwood,” I said.

      “What did he want?”

      “He said Dr. Crane is doing fine,” I said.

      “That’s good.”

      “She said that the wrong guy was arrested,” I said.

      “That’s bad.”

      “But it made me realize something. Out of the offices we searched, there was one we missed.” I looked toward the center of the room. Dr. Golden Valley took center stage on a raised table, watching the dancers with Dean Rutherford and his secretary, Jessica. The president of the college looked wistful, as if remembering a time he was on the dance floor. I could make out Naomi in her emerald green modified prom dress. Her partner easily guided her across the floor. The strings played on.

      I had a minute.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said.

      “What? They’re about to bring out the food,” Rosie said.

      “Save me some baked chicken or whatever,” I said.

      “Something’s going on. You’d never leave when food was on the way otherwise,” Rosie said. “I should go with you.”

      “I’m good. This will just take a minute. Enjoy yourself.”
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      I felt like a goofball walking across campus in a cocktail dress. My shoes were killing me. One of these days I’d learn to walk in heels.

      That was okay. I didn’t have far to go.

      This office had a door. This door was locked. All I had on me was a flexible steel tool the size and shape of a credit card that I kept in my wallet. After a quick inspection, I saw the lock would be easy to bypass. Jamming the metal card between door and jam, fishing it around, the door swung inward.

      I walked into the dark office. The Strip was part of the view, all the way across town. Good ol’ Luxor beamed its light skyward.

      Looking out the window, I tried to judge if it was visible from the student union. I figured no and turned on the light. Searching in the dark would take too long.

      It had all been here before. Everything I needed to prove who murdered Professor Thaddeus Hargrove. The solution practically slapped me in the face with every interview.

      First, I looked in the trash can, but it was empty. It wasn’t going to be that easy.

      But next I went to the bookcase. Bingo Number One. Maybe I should’ve brought Rosie. I took a picture with my cell phone.

      It took a little longer to come up with Bingo Number Two. Why did this guy have so many books without titles on the spines? But there it was. Flipping through it, I found what I expected.

      I opened a desk drawer. Nodded to myself. On top of the desk was a pad of paper, blank. Turning the desk lamp on its side, I saw indentations in the top sheet.

      For a while, I had to fumble through the highlighters, white out and scissors to find an actual pencil. Then, using the side of the lead, I did a rubbing of the pad.

      Bingo Number Three—a bonus. Not what I was expecting. But the evidence was damning. Holding the light at an angle with one hand, I took a photo with my phone in the other.

      I knew there was more to find here. But it would take a specialist to find it, I knew. The police could do that just fine.

      Speaking of police, I saw their blue lights against the walls of the Earth Sciences Building. Hargrove and Crane had offices on the opposite side of the building. I was sure they were still going over both offices with their forensic crime scene crew.

      I could use those guys over here. Maybe I should go over and give Elwood and Emily a visit. Let them take in the real murderer. Give their crime scene techs another office to go over.

      There was still one thing to consider.

      Hargrove had been poisoned in his office. But his body was found in the museum printing room. How had he gotten from one place to the other without being seen? Even if the campus was empty at the time. Even if the cameras in the 3D print area malfunctioned. There was still a lot of ground to cover from Earth Sciences to the museum.

      I switched off the lights and headed out, making sure the office door was locked behind me. Then wiping off my fingerprints. My skirt was a little tight so it took some maneuvering on my tiptoes to get the job done. But with a couple wiggles, I moved the silky garment over the knob.

      Not like I needed to. But just in case.

      “I gotcha.” Smiling to myself, I walked to the elevator. My ankles didn’t turn on me once.

      The moon had just risen as I hurried back to the ball. Not like anyone would miss me. But like with the sorority party, it was good to have witnesses to an alibi. Being sneaky was a hard habit to break.

      It was maybe fifty steps back to the student union. But I didn’t make it.

      “You look exquisite, Miss Black.”

      Aw, man!

      I turned to see who I expected to.

      “Dean Rutherford.”

      “There are always pretty girls on campus,” he said, looking me up and down. “Not so many attractive women. Adult women.”

      And just like that, I felt like I was painted by the icky brush.

      Also, I knew I was busted. Probably in a world of trouble. At this hour, there were few students walking near the admin building. All the offices were closed, workers gone home.

      The plan had been simple. Dean Rutherford was at the ball. I would search his office while he was occupied.

      Apparently, my own innate habit of having witnesses to my alibi was contagious.

      “Shouldn’t you be at the ball, Dean Rutherford?”

      “Shouldn’t you, Miss Black? Can I call you Tiff?” He was dressed in shirtsleeves, bow tie dangling around his shoulders.

      “Miss Black is good.”

      He almost chuckled. “Since neither one of us is where we’re supposed to be, let’s get ourselves out of the spotlight, shall we? I want you to move to the corner of the building.”

      I looked behind me. There were deep shadows in the crook of the admin building’s L shape. Some sort of little shelter back there.

      “You know, I’d rather not,” I said.

      “I insist.”

      I knew he’d have a gun pointed at me when I looked back.

      “Why didn’t you just shoot him?” I asked.

      “Let’s get over by the shelter,” he waved the gun. “This little thing doesn’t make much noise, but it will still kill you.”

      Krav Maga had taught a number of methods for disarming a man with a gun. None of those worked with the ten feet between us. Maybe I could get close enough. I didn’t think the dean was that dumb. Or maybe I wasn’t that dumb. It was hardly a sure thing, a self defense move against a bullet.

      The only reason I even considered it was because I knew how alone we were out here. Both of us were seen at the ball. Had our absences been noted? There were many police on campus, but we were out of sight of them.

      Once he forced me into the shadows, I would probably be done for.

      Maybe I’d learn to carry a gun. Of course, even the small gun in Rutherford’s fist wouldn’t fit in my matching clutch. One had to consider fashion.

      My brain was trying to outrun my fear. One thing I had counted on was the dean’s presence at the ball. Big wrong game show buzzer on that thought.

      “Move,” he said.

      At first, I moved backward, not wanting to turn away, not able to face away from that gun. There was a grassy area that made my heels wonky. I slowed down, faced forward, not wanting to fall.

      Ahead was a fenced-in area. Not really a shelter. Unless you included shelter from view.

      “That’s right. Get behind it,” Rutherford said.

      A rank smell drifted. Garbage. In a moment, it was wafted away by a night wind.

      “I want you to show me your evidence,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I know you finally caught on to me. What I need to know is if anyone else will easily follow your tracks,” he said.

      I thought about the rubbing I made. And then took a picture of. That was enough to get me shot right there.

      “I’m afraid the trail is easy to follow, once you look past the rumors, the myths,” I said.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. People on this campus—they looked at Professor Hargrove as a force of nature. My funding got pulled. It must have been Hargrove. My grant disappeared. Hargrove. He was on this campus since the beginning. Legendary. People built up his secret powers in their minds,” I said.

      Rutherford chuckled. “Yes, indeed. And a splendid cover it’s been this last decade.”

      “Until you had another star on campus,” I said.

      “Margot. Another beautiful woman on campus. Such a rarity. And perhaps a curse. Like the way women used to be thought of on sailing ships. Jonahs. Bad luck,” he said.

      “It was one thing to have Hargrove demanding to have some say where the money went. And he did have a lot of say, didn’t he?” I asked.

      “Of course, the two of us worked together to bilk the school funding. He believed his standing wouldn’t suffer if it was found out he was skimming off the top. My reputation would not withstand that kind of scrutiny.”

      “He blackmailed you.”

      “For years. Which in itself was kind of pointless. We were both stealing water from the same well. It did give him a lot of leverage over me. Yet neither one of us stopped. He could put one past the faculty, or the board of trustees. I handled Jasper. Golden Valley gave up any kind of role in this institution long ago. It was easy to get things past him. The man just didn’t care, or wasn’t lucid enough to find me out,” Rutherford said.

      It sure was dark back here.

      “The pressure started coming from all sides,” I said. “You aided and abetted Hargrove’s embezzlement, participated even. But then Margot Crane became too big for her britches. She wanted her fair share. Her rightful piece of the pie. She was bringing the school fame and fortune.

      “It got even worse for you. Your biggest donor refused to hand over any money to Hargrove anymore. Including toward his retirement. Because Hargrove insulted him. But the worst thing is that Archie Vale wasn’t just aiming for a position on the board of trustees. He wanted to be the school’s new president when Jasper Golden Valley retired.

      “What else could you do? You couldn’t let Thaddeus out you. You couldn’t let Margot find out you’d been diverting and stealing the funds you raised. And while Archie Vale seems like a nice man, I’m sure he has some tough qualities earned through the oil business. You knew he wouldn’t let you get away with any financial funny business,” I said.

      In the dark, I could still see consternation on the dean’s face. “How did you learn all of this?”

      “Some of it is supposition. Some just common sense.”

      “Show me your phone.” He held a hand out.

      “Why?”

      “I stood under my office window. Saw the light on. The flash from the pictures you took.” He lifted the gun just slightly and wiggled his fingers.

      What choice did I have? I put the phone in his hand. He pointed it at me for facial recognition.

      My eyes darted around. There were a few bushes. Nothing that would hide me. The fence was the cyclone type with dark slats of wood. It wasn’t tall, but he would shoot me before I climbed over in a dress and heels.

      By the light of my phone, I saw his features bunch up.

      “What is this supposed to be?” He held out a photo of the bookcase in his office.

      “Oh. That’s a shot of the manuals for the 3D printer. Apparently, the third volume is the only understandable one,” I said.

      “Nope,” he said. “Not even that one.”

      “How did you tilt the moving table?” I asked.

      “With a wrench and a hammer. I took the thing apart until it collapsed,” he said.

      “Not the greatest clue. But it does point to you wanting to know how the big machine worked. I didn’t recognize them. I mean, there’s no writing on the spines. But I’ve seen others. I just didn’t put it together,” I said.

      “Until it was too late,” he said.

      He swiped through more of my photos. “How about this?”

      Another shot of the bookcase. “That’s a copy of the budget.”

      “Of course I have a copy of the budget,” he said.

      “Sure, but that particular budget has a page missing. It was torn out by Margot Crane. The ripped portion of it in evidence will match up,” I said. “Did you rip it from her hands as she lay dying?”

      “No!” he made a face. “It’s distasteful that you would even suggest such a thing. I merely took it off her desk when I checked to see if she was dead. Leaving it there might point to the budget as being a clue—might point to me.”

      “Did you destroy the suicide note?” I asked.

      Rutherford stared at me. Given that he slightly lowered the gun, I knew I’d shocked him.

      “You did such a good job with Hargrove’s murder. It was a good cover up. The cops thought it was an accident. They might not even have done a tox screen. And you would’ve gotten away with it when they determined the death accidental. It could even be argued that Hargrove accidentally overdosed himself.

      “Did you panic when we got closer? Because you got so sloppy. Really screwed up Margot Crane’s attempted murder.”

      “Attempted—?” he whispered.

      “They didn’t find the suicide note on her, so I figure you must’ve tossed it,” I said.

      He shook his head in confusion.

      “On the phone,” I said. “Next pictures.”

      Rutherford looked.

      “You probably have to zoom in.” I hoped he would become caught up in my evidence photos. Instead, he just stood there, adjusting his aim.

      “It’s a rubbing,” I said.

      “Rubbing?”

      “You don’t read mysteries, do you?” I said. “When you write a note on a pad, the sheet below the one you wrote on carries an imprint. This one was easy enough to raise by rubbing it with a pencil lead. It’s a suicide note, in block print. You meant to leave it on Dr. Crane’s desk, I’m guessing. It says she couldn’t live with herself after having Hargrove murdered. Not a bad play. Did you get interrupted?”

      “The janitor,” he said, sounding a little dazed.

      “There is one other thing, the tiny clue that got me thinking. Dr. Hargrove had a copy of the 3D printer manual. It’s how we learned about the third volume, the simple CAD operation. We were supposed to believe that Hargrove highlighted the instructions that tilted the table and led to his death,” I said.

      “Why wouldn’t you believe that?”

      “From Hargrove himself. The man was a maniac with a red pen. He really liked to mark stuff up. Books by rival professors, for instance. But the one thing I didn’t see in his desk was a highlighter,” I said.

      Rutherford sighed.

      “There are lots in your desk drawer,” I said and pointed. “I took a picture. So it wouldn’t be that hard for another investigator to follow the clues.”

      His features looked resolved. “Guess I’ll have to flee the country. I have most of my skim in offshore accounts. Of course, the pitiful pension would’ve been nice.”

      He was going to shoot me.

      “Wait. There’s one thing I don’t know,” I said.

      “What’s that?”

      I had to stall him. Just to live a few moments longer.

      “The cameras in the 3D printing room went down, and took the museum cameras with them. But the rest of the system worked just fine. How did you get Hargrove from his office to the museum?”

      My voice had a shake in it that I couldn’t control.

      “That was the easy part. I put on a school sweatshirt and a hat. Then I grabbed a big rolling garbage can. Put him inside. It wasn’t hard at all.”

      “Ah,” I said.

      “Which is exactly where I’m putting you after I shoot you in the face, Miss Black.” He opened the door to the shelter. I saw that it held large garbage cans.

      What a way to go.
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      With a long, squealy sound, the door to the garbage can corral opened.

      “I won’t be so gauche as to ask you to climb inside one,” he said.

      “That’s nice of you,” I said.

      “It might be a while before they find you,” he said, opening the lid of a big green can. Garden recycling I thought. Green waste. “Sorry about that.”

      A light brighter than the entire Strip made the inside of the garbage shelter striped with shadow.

      “What are you doing back there?” A voice demanded.

      To my shock, Rutherford turned with the gun.

      “Gun!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as I dove behind the other garbage cans.

      Rutherford fired. Not at me. At the voice in the dark. The shot was returned a moment later. Then the dean sprinted away.

      “Don’t shoot!” I screamed. “Don’t shoot!”

      Crawling out of the shelter on my knees, both hands locked behind my head, I saw the campus cop laying against his vehicle.

      Oh, no!

      I got to my feet and raced over to his side.

      “Owwww!” the cop said.

      “Where are you hit?” I asked.

      “In the vest.” He patted his chest down. I saw the tail end of a bullet poking out of his shirt.

      “Thank God!” I said.

      “I think my ribs are broken,” he said.

      I didn’t have my phone. “Let me use the radio in the car.”

      The driver side door was open. I slid in and grabbed the mic. Maybe I should’ve taken the invitation to work the lights and siren. I might have a better idea what I was doing.

      I pressed the button on the microphone. “Stone! Stone, it’s Tiff. Can you hear me? Uh. Come back. Over?”

      Waiting, I heard nothing from the police radio. I twirled a dial, hoping it was the volume.

      “You need to let go of the button,” the cop laying against the tire said.

      “Oh. That was dumb.”

      “—on the radio?” Stone’s voice came over the speaker.

      “Officer down,” I said. “Shots fired. Outside the admin building. Stone, I found the killer.”

      “ETA two minutes,” Stone said. “Who is it?”

      “Dean Kingsley Rutherford,” I said. “He shot a cop and he’s loose on campus.”

      “Ten-four,” Stone said. Thirty seconds later, lights and siren on, another vehicle sped along the campus loop and screeched to a halt in front of us.

      “Dave, do you need an ambulance?” Stone said as he flew from the car.

      “I might. But no rush. I’m just going to not move for a little bit,” Dave the cop said. “You should probably find the shooter.”

      “Rutherford,” Stone said. “He should be at the ball.”

      “Yeah, that’s why I thought it was a good time to search his office,” I said. “Oops.”

      “He killed Hargrove?” Stone asked.

      “Fentanyl in the tea, then he rolled him in a garbage can to the museum. He banged on the printer table until it dumped the dinosaur skull on the professor,” I said. “He tried to kill Margot Crane. He’s got a gun.”

      “We gotta find him,” Stone said.

      I grabbed his arm. “Use the tracking software. He’s got my phone,” I said.

      “Excellent,” Stone said. Phone in one hand, he used the police radio with the other. After calling an ambulance for Dave, he looked from his cell phone around the campus.

      “What does the phone say?” I asked.

      “It says he’s right here.” Stone kept his eyes moving.

      “Maybe he tossed my phone?”

      “We could look by the garbage cans. You holding up okay, Dave?”

      “Oh, yeah. The vest took most of the brunt. Most, I should emphasize.”

      “Garbage cans…”

      Rutherford was going to kill me. Put me in one of the cans. Leave me. How long until someone found my body?

      My insides rebelled. Bowing gracefully, I deposited my champagne and canapés on the grass. Stone stood close. Holding my hair.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “No,” I said. “That was close. Really close. He…” I couldn’t say it out loud.

      “I think you’re in shock, Tiff,” Stone said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “We have to find Rutherford.”

      “Maybe he went back to the ball,” Dave said.

      We looked at him.

      “You don’t think he’d be trying to escape?” I asked.

      “If he left his coat in the ballroom, his car keys might be in the pocket,” Dave said.

      Stone’s brow wrinkled. “Are you being serious?”

      “He’s probably right. Rutherford embezzled money for decades. He had a pretty good plan to pass off Hargrove’s murder as a freak accident. But he sucks at improvising,” I said.

      “I don’t want to leave you here alone, Dave,” Stone said.

      “Don’t worry about me. Couple broken ribs. Deeply bruised sternum. Probably no serious internal injuries. These vests work good,” Dave said.

      “You want me to help you up so you can sit in the car?” Stone asked.

      “Nope. I’ll just sit here. Wait for a pain shot and a stretcher, thanks.”

      On the other side of the Earth Sciences Building, sirens screamed to life, lights blazing.

      “They do know they’re driving a couple hundred yards, right?” I said.

      Elwood and Emily got out of an unmarked car. “Did we hear shots fired on your frequency?”

      “Dean Kingsley Rutherford murdered Professor Hargrove and tried to murder Margot Crane,” I said. “We can go over the clues later. Right now, he’s in a panic, and he has a gun.”

      Stone turned to the cops and CSIs. “Spread out. Lock down the campus. No one in or out,” he ordered.

      I wasn’t surprised when the cops followed his orders. They got in their vehicles and rolled away.

      “You’re positive about this?” Elwood asked.

      “I was pretty sure. And then he tried to kill me,” I said.

      “That sounds positive enough for me,” Emily said. “You holding up, Tiff?”

      “Except for barfing. A little.”

      Stone watched the ambulance come through the campus gates. “Okay, the only thing going on tonight is the founder’s ball. Dave speculated that the suspect may try to go back inside. That doesn’t mean he’s not in the student union or cafeteria.”

      “Chill out, Stone,” Emily said. “He’s not getting away.”

      “Let’s just get him before he hurts anyone else,” Stone said.

      “Amen to that,” Dave said.

      “Hon, can you stay with Dave until the EMTs get him loaded in the van?” Stone asked.

      “Well, the guy saved my life. I guess I could give him a couple minutes,” I said.

      Stone headed across the campus toward the student union building. Elwood and Emily followed, spreading out as they moved. Other cops watched the campus loop. More campus police rolled out. They put men at the entrance to the dorms.

      “Saved your life, huh?” Dave said. “And they said campus cop was a boring job.”

      “They were wrong,” I said. “Way too exciting tonight.”

      The ambulance finally rolled up. I stepped back to give them room. EMTs were efficient, Dave smiled as he received a shot for pain. After that, getting him on the stretcher and into the back of the ambulance was no big deal.

      Rosie was probably freaked out, if you could hear sirens down in the multi-purpose room over the small orchestra. Or when I didn’t return her texts. I needed to let her know what happened, then go crash in Old Dorm. Exhaustion crept over me. No way would I make it home tonight.

      “Hold it.”

      Oh, no, not again. Rutherford. I turned to see him step from the shadow of a recessed door. He still had the gun. My phone. The latter he placed softly on the ground.

      “You think I’m stupid, don’t you?” he said.

      “No. Just that you don’t think well on your feet,” I said.

      “Y’know the stupidest part? Dave Wallace was dead on target. My jacket is hanging over my chair at the ball. And my keys are in the pocket. If I wasn’t going on the lam, I’d promote the guy,” Rutherford said. “So we’ll take your car.”

      “I don’t have my car here,” I said. “I thought it might give me away. The license plate could’ve been run.”

      Rutherford’s face darkened to a dangerous shade of red.

      “I’m not going to get far on foot,” he said.

      “You know there are tunnels under the campus, right?”

      “I do. But they don’t go far enough. So we’re back to my car.”

      “You want me to go in the ballroom, grab your coat?”

      He sighed. “You do think I’m stupid.”

      I knew what he had in mind. My heart dropped in my chest. All the way to the ground floor. He gestured with the gun. We were going back to the ball together.

      “I’m going to be your hostage?”

      “Until I make it to Mexico,” he said. “Do you have that fake campus cop on your speed dial?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Good. He’ll be able to get us over the border. He has that look,” Rutherford said.

      I walked, feeling the aim of his gun on my back.

      “No, not that way,” Rutherford said. “To the left. There’s a side door.”

      Though the student union was closed for the night, they still had lights on beneath the overhang. We moved to another door I hadn’t seen. This time, there were stairs, no elevator.

      These were dusty. Since the door wasn’t particularly visible, I guessed few people went this way.

      At the bottom, Rutherford took my wrist. He pulled me behind him to a door. Opening it a crack, he looked inside. “Okay, this won’t be easy. The dance floor is between us and the dais.”

      “We can’t just walk around?”

      “Not with the cops everywhere. No, the dance floor is right here. We’ll need to dance across the floor to my jacket, grab it, and dance back,” Rutherford said. “How’s that for thinking on my feet?”

      “It would be good if I knew how to dance,” I said.

      “You don’t know how to dance? Don’t all women your age watch ‘So You Think You Can Dance’ and ‘Dancing with the Stars?’ Even I know how to dance. What’s wrong with you?”

      “It’s too much like exercise,” I said.

      He pulled me close with a jerk.

      “You and I are dancing across the floor. You will follow my lead. If you do not follow my lead, I’m shooting you and the next closest four people. Got it?” He punctuated his words with a shake.

      I rubbed my arm. “Got it,” I said.

      “Do you know any dances?” Rutherford asked.

      “Georgie Cochran taught me how to box step at our sixth-grade graduation dance,” I said. “He tried to sneak a kiss afterward.”

      The dean shook his head. “Just follow my lead. Can you do that?”

      “I sure hope so,” I said.

      Rutherford pushed the door open. He grabbed my hand. The dean was right. We were practically on the dance floor already.

      “This is a waltz,” he said. “In three-four time.”

      Whatever that meant.

      He dipped at the knees, counting, “One-two-three, one-two-three. Let’s hit it.”

      Twirling me around, he pushed us into the dancing crowd. I saw Jasper Golden Valley at the far side of the dance floor on the low stage. The empty chair beside him. Coat hanging on the back. I nearly missed colliding with another couple as the murderer danced me toward his target.
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      This was precarious.

      We were close. Close enough that I figured I could get the gun away from him.

      But we were also too close to the other dancers. A person could get shot if I tried to Krav Maga him. Or, more likely, I could get shot.

      Also, this dancing thing kept me off balance. He pulled me around to the point where I was losing my footing.

      “You dance like a wounded moose,” he said in my ear.

      “Maybe I have a lousy partner,” I said. “Why don’t you just walk over, get your coat, and walk out?”

      “I have a better chance of going unnoticed this way. Maybe we could get back outside without anyone getting suspicious,” he said. “Ow!”

      I stepped on his foot. “Sorry.”

      “Can you at least pretend to be graceful?” he said. “Sakes!”

      I tried to spot Rosie and the girls. Our movement made it tough. Our table was way in the back. You could see the dance floor from there. Rutherford kept shoving me around.

      But face it. The last place Rosie would expect me to be was on the dance floor.

      Spun around again, I saw a few uniformed campus police. Immediately, Rutherford led in a different direction.

      “This place is crawling with cops,” he said

      “That happens when you shoot people,” I said. “Especially law enforcement.”

      “I did not squirrel all that money away for nothing. There’s no way anyone can stop me from enjoying life. For decades, I put up with Hargrove’s petty larceny,” he said. “Just so he wouldn’t give away the game.”

      “Hargrove’s skim was petty larceny?” I asked.

      “He had no idea how to gun for big game. I’ve put entire endowments in my own bank account. The school owed it to me. My pension plan was devised nearly thirty years ago. The money I would receive upon retirement would have slightly augmented my Social Security. I could live in a hovel and eat Chef Boyardee canned ravioli and expired white bread. That’s how Golden Valley Liberal Arts College planned on taking care of me in my golden years,” he said.

      “Professor Hargrove didn’t take that much money?” I asked.

      “He thought he did. Thaddeus was cautious. Way too much so. But since he had me under his thumb, I was forced to abet his sad little schemes. Ultimately, when he alienated Archie Vale, he realized he wouldn’t be able to retire. The school couldn’t afford a professor emeritus. Not when our primary donor nixed Hargrove. So his blackmailing me turned into a cash deal,” Rutherford turned me and started for the dais again.

      I nearly tripped.

      “Easy!” I said.

      “Why are you so clumsy? Do you have an ailment in your feet?” he said.

      “You yank me around too much and I’m going to fall on my butt. So much for keeping on the down-low,” I said.

      The song ended. Polite applause followed. Most of the dancers left the floor. I turned to go, but Kingsley had a hold of my wrist and pulled me back.

      “Here’s your chance to walk over there,” I said. “You’re covered.”

      “Hardly,” Rutherford said. His eyes scanned the room like an animal’s.

      “C’mon, Dean Rutherford. I’m tired and my feet hurt,” I said.

      But the little orchestra started up again. Quickly the dance floor filled once again.

      “A foxtrot,” he said. “Everyone can foxtrot.”

      “I can’t foxtrot.”

      “It’s like a box step, except its more of a zig-zag,’ Rutherford said. Step step, sidestep, feet together. Repeat.”

      That didn’t sound too hard. Until he pushed me backward.

      “Hey! You nearly knocked me down!”

      “The woman moves in reverse,” he growled. “Show some frickin elegance. C’mon, get up on the balls of your feet.”

      “Do you know nothing of women’s footwear?” I said through my teeth.

      He lifted my right arm high over my head, the other arms were entwined at shoulder height. Then he walked me backward to the music.

      “Step, step, sidestep-together,” he coached.

      “We’re moving away from your coat,” I said.

      “This has to look natural. I’m going to turn you with a dip.”

      “You are not—”

      He dipped me. I looked at the ceiling. My heels threatened to slide out from under me. But I was upright again and we moved in a different direction.

      “Don’t do that!” I said.

      But we were moving closer to the raised table now.

      “I’m going to turn us. But we’ll stay in the same direction. I’ll move backward, got it?”

      No.

      We spun around. My eyes took in the other dancers.

      Naomi!

      Her dapper fellow spun her around to face me. I tried to make “help me!” eyes at her. Calmly, she met my gaze and nodded.

      So they had noticed me. But was there a plan afoot? I hadn’t told Rosie who the real killer was. Stone knew. He might have passed it along. Whoop!

      I was dipped.

      “We are going past the dais, and then start back. When we do, the song should end. I’ll grab my coat. Then we’ll dance out the door for the next song,” he said.

      “This is insane,” I said.

      “Maybe,” Rutherford nodded to himself. “Maybe I’ve lost it. But we’re going through with it.”

      We foxtrotted past the stage. I saw Jessica in conversation with Jasper Golden Valley. Then Rutherford swirled us around and headed backward toward the stage again.

      He was right. At the moment we danced directly across from his empty chair, the music stopped. Dancers clapped and left the stage. I looked around. Naomi was still on the dance floor quietly talking to her partner.

      “Now,” Rutherford said. We walked off like most of the other dancers. Moving with the herd around tables, the dean moved behind the dais. With a deft move, he grabbed his suit jacket. We didn’t stop. He wound us back to the open floor.

      I heard what sounded like drums. When I glanced at the orchestra, I saw one of them fiddling with a small machine. Then another lifted a flute. What was going on?

      A melody that sounded familiar followed. The strings rose in a trill. Then the flute came in.

      “The Hustle?” I said.

      Rutherford grabbed my hands. “I hate disco,” he said.

      We did this forward and backward walking in place thing. He spun me in, then spun me out.

      “I actually know this dance,” I said. “We had to learn it in gym class.”

      “What?”

      Pulling free of his grip, I hoped old muscle memory still held.

      “Walk back two three four and front six seven eight,” I said to myself. “Turn one two three clap! Turn five six seven clap!”

      “That isn’t the Hustle,” he said.

      “Sure it is! Don’t make me lose count!” I pointed skyward with my right hand, saying the moves as I did them. “John-Tra-vol-ta, John Tra-vol-ta, rolling hands, rolling hands, fun-ky chick-en, foot is stuck foot is stuck and turn to the side! Back two three four—”

      “Are you having a seizure?” Rutherford said.

      I kept dancing. This one kept us pretty much in place. Naomi moved next to me. We rolled our hands and flapped our elbows.

      “What are you doing?” Rutherford demanded.

      “The funky chicken,” I said.

      Feeling more confident, I thought about disarming Hargrove. Or at least getting him out the door. The only other dance I knew was the square dancing I’d learned in elementary school. It was unlikely a hootenanny would break out.

      “We are going to Hustle like real dancers,” Rutherford said.

      He took my hands again and did the walking in place thing. The flutist played his butt off. The string players all called out “Do the Hustle!”

      Rutherford’s over the head spins moved us across the floor toward the door. Naomi and her partner kept up.

      “They’re setting up,” Naomi mouthed at me. “Stall him!”

      The musicians were coming back to the beginning of the song. Could I pull this off?

      To my knowledge, Americans didn’t know many group dances. There was line dancing people did in cowboy bars. A lot of us had learned to allemande left and do-si-do as kids. Michael Jackson’s Thriller dance was probably the big one. Especially at Halloween. The YMCA dance was popular. But the dance that had been taught in physical education classes for decades was the Hustle.

      “Everybody ready!” I shouted. “Line up! Let’s go! Back-two-three-four and front-two-three-four!”

      The crowd immediately fell into it, the steps ingrained in their brains the same as mine. They hardly needed me to shout out the steps. As one, the crowd Hustled. When we got to the John Travolta pointing part, everyone shouted whoot whoot!

      Because disco.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Rutherford hissed. For a flash, I thought he was mad because he hadn’t learned the steps in school. Then I realized that he figured out I was stalling.

      But the crowd was caught up in the rote dance steps. Breaking into that other form of Hustle would get us noticed. It would be tough to break through the lines of dancers.

      His face glowed red, eyes brightening with some interior light. Rutherford knew he was trapped. He pulled the gun from his cummerbund and shot the ceiling.

      “Everybody get on the floor!” He shouted. “Somebody shut up that flute player!”

      I dropped to my knees to the sound of screams and fumbling strings. Rutherford grabbed my wrist.

      “Not you!” He said.

      “Kingsley! What is the meaning of this?” Jasper Golden Valley stood at the dais. Jessica, I noticed, lay flat on the stage.

      “I’ll shoot anyone who tries to stop me,” Rutherford said. He backed up, pulling me with him.

      His hostage.

      I’d have a better chance of getting away from him outside the ballroom. The crowd of donators would be safer, too.

      We rushed into the dusty hall outside the ballroom. Dusty and empty. He pushed me toward the stairs.

      My eyes were in motion. Even if I made my move here, there was nowhere to run if I couldn’t get the gun away from him. It was the one move I practiced over and over. On a couple occasions, I’d had to do it.

      But maybe I could get out of this situation in a safer way.

      “I’ve taken guns from people before,” I said.

      Rutherford didn’t respond.

      “It’s dangerous. If my first move isn’t fast enough, I’ll get shot.”

      Still nothing.

      “The next few moves are just as dangerous. Most times the gun will go off. Sometimes the shooter will get hit. Other times, a passer-by. But after that moment, the gun will be neutralized. It’s never a good bet. You only do it in extreme circumstances.”

      “Shut up,” Rutherford poked me in the shoulder blade with the barrel.

      “You do know that by now, Las Vegas Metro will be all set up. Snipers. Helicopters. Technically, this is a school shooting now.”

      “I said shut up!”

      “Give it up, Kingsley. You had your last dances. Sorry I was your partner. You know there’s no way this turns out well for you.”

      “We’re going to my car. The cops will clear the way for me. I’ll go to Mexico. Central America. South America. Someplace with no extradition treaty.”

      “That’s crazy,” I said. “There’s no way they’ll let you do that.”

      “They will to protect you.”

      “The second a sniper gets a clear shot, you’ll go out like a light,” I said. “The end. No trial. No insanity defense. No nothing.”

      “Insanity defense,” he said slowly.

      “Anyone who would take a hostage, dance her around the floor for half an hour just to get to his car keys is probably not playing with a full deck,” I said. “From what I hear, you don’t really know right from wrong. You thought the school owed you the money. Hargrove was going to extort money from you. Dr. Crane was on the verge of finding you out. But you aren’t remorseful about it. I’m no expert, but I’d say you aren’t a sociopath.”

      “I was completely in the right, putting Hargrove to sleep. And how else was I supposed to retire after giving my whole life to this stupid college?” Rutherford was seeing my side of things. “And Crane should’ve been dismissed after her dinosaur model squished the professor. Why is she still here?”

      “You know what I think?” I said.

      “What?”

      I turned to find a calculating look on his face.

      “I think you’re crazy enough to give me your gun.”

      “Huh.”

      “And my phone, so you can surrender before they fire on you, Kingsley.”

      “Handing you my gun would be pretty crazy,” he said.

      “It would also be very smart,” I said.

      He stopped walking. I faced him.

      “I want to say I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Sorry?”

      “Sorry that you’re such a terrible dancer. Sorry I didn’t know your cartoonish version of the Hustle. Sorry that I forced you around at gunpoint.”

      “Are you sorry you murdered a guy, and tried to murder a woman?” I asked.

      “Nope. They both had it coming.” Rutherford turned the gun around and put it in my hand. “But I don’t.”

      He then handed me the cell phone. I speed dialed Stone.

      “Are you with Elwood and Emily, babe?” I said.

      “Tiff, where are you? Are you safe?”

      “I’m safe. I’m outside the multi-purpose room.” I paused. “Salamander.”

      Our current code word. If I didn’t say it, he would come in, guns blazing.

      “Yeah, I’m with the homicide cops,” Stone said, the tension leaving his voice.

      “Good. Could you send them down here? Dean Rutherford decided to surrender to them.”

      Rutherford raised his chin. “An excellent way to phrase that,” he said.
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      Pangolins are ready! Pangolins are smooth!

      Pangolins will take control and roll right over you!

      “Woo!”

      “C’mon Skye!” Naomi yelled. So did everyone else in the bleachers.

      The gym rocked with the sound of cheering. So far this season, the Fighting Pangolins remained undefeated. Mostly due to their star player, Skye. And tonight was the homecoming game. The place was packed.

      After two weeks, the Rutherford case was still getting sorted out.

      “Did Dr. Crane really use an anonymous donation to find Rutherford out?” Rosie said.

      “That’s what she says. Although, she thought she’d be trapping Professor Hargrove,” I said. “Maybe, if she’d realized earlier that Rutherford was the prime embezzler at Golden Valley, none of this would’ve happened.”

      “That is too bad,” Rosie said. “I read somewhere that Rutherford is going with the not guilty by way of insanity plea. What do you think?”

      “I think he’s going to give the legal psychiatrists a run for their money,” I said. “Rutherford is smart. Not very spontaneous, but smart. And frankly, he did seem a little off his rocker.”

      “Anyone who would pick you as a getaway dance partner is probably crazy,” Rosie said.

      “I thought I did okay,” I frowned.

      Rosie held up her phone. “I have some video of you doing the Hustle. You wanna see it?”

      “No,” I said. “You should delete that immediately.”

      As Golden Valley scored the winning point in the game, the crowd went wild. The Pangolins hurried to the bench, drank some Gatorade, toweled off some sweat. Skye waved up at us.

      “Hey, thanks for coming, guys!” she called.

      “You think we’d miss our favorite volleyball player?” Actually, she was the only volleyball player I knew.

      “Kick butt, Skye!” Naomi shouted.

      “I never thanked you for getting on the dance floor with me,” I said to her.

      “Are you kidding? I felt like a secret agent,” Naomi smiled.

      “Plus you got to dance more with that yummy guy,” Rosie said.

      “I know, right? He was so handsome, so dashing, and maybe the best dancer I’ve ever seen,” Naomi said. “So he’s probably gay.”

      “Well, whatever. He’s way too old for you,” Rosie said.

      “I could set him up with you, bunkie.” Naomi gave Rosie a soft punch on the shoulder.

      “Okay, why me? All these age jokes. I know I’m older than you. But what about—”

      She stopped speaking, looking at me with guilty eyes.

      “What about me?” I said. “Why am I not the butt of age jokes? Frankly, Rosie, despite all the teenage slang you love, and the fact that you somehow missed a decade or so of American culture, you’re not that much younger than me.”

      “Dude,” Rosie said. “What are you talking about?”

      “Couple-three years?” I said. “You filled out the employment forms when you started working for me.”

      “Skkrt!” Naomi said.

      “Right?” Rosie said. “Maybe I’m just much younger at heart. Maybe hanging out with a younger crowd makes me mentally younger than you.”

      “Okay, boomer,” Naomi rolled her eyes.

      “No, I mean, when we first met, we started vibing because you’re so mature, so,” she waved her hands around. “Confident and established. And I was just a loser. Practically a hobo. I needed to be more grounded. And you needed to be a little less stiff.”

      “I won’t argue with that,” I smiled. “But that doesn’t change the date on your driver’s license.”

      “I refuse to believe I’m not a lot younger,” Rosie said and turned her attention to the game.

      Which was fine with me.

      The Pangolins lined up again. The Mammoth Lakes College of the Arts Mastodons got ready on the other side. I thought the Mastodons weren’t much of a challenge for our team.

      Our team?

      Turning my eyes to the audience, I saw Margot Crane sitting next to Cassius Reed. Cassius saw me, and gave me a dirty look. I didn't blame him. A few bleachers below us, Jasper Golden Valley had the best seat in the house. I was pretty sure he was dozing.

      Skye was in the serving position. A cheer went up from the Beta sorority.

      Stronger than strong! Tougher than tough

      Skye won’t stop until YOU GET STUFFED!

      Both Naomi and Skye had been asked to join Beta Theta Zeta. I was happy for them. And now there were two free empty rooms at Old Dorm if any girls still needed housing on campus.

      An old man worked his way across the bleachers toward us. I gave Archie Vale a wave. He sat down next to me and handed me a box of popcorn.

      “Where’d you get this?” I asked.

      “Brought it from home,” he said, digging into his own box. “Concessions are always too expensive.”

      I hadn’t noticed any concessions. The popcorn was good and still warm.

      “I read about you in the papers,” Archie said. “Nice work, uncovering Dean Rutherford’s schemes.”

      “That was mostly the police,” I said.

      “Don’t believe it.” He smiled and shook his head.

      A roar moved through the audience when the Pangolins scored their first point. If they won this one, they would take the match. And thus far, the Pangolins had a streak of two-game matches going.

      “I owe you a big thanks,” Archie said.

      “Me?”

      He nodded. “When Jasper found out how long Rutherford had been skimming, and the amount he took from the school, it shattered him. I told him he shouldn’t feel so bad. The board of trustees never caught on to him, either.

      “But he went ahead and named me president of my alma mater,” Archie said.

      “Congratulations,” I said. “It’s what you wanted.”

      “Well, I did. But I didn’t want this huge financial mess, all these pending court cases, and a bad rep for the admin department,” he said.

      “If it wasn’t a challenge, you’d probably get bored,” I said.

      He nodded. “Good point.”

      It didn’t take long for the Pangolins to utterly destroy the Mastodons. The one-sided game wasn’t very exciting. Probably good for a homecoming game, though.

      “Y’know, I think Skye might go to the Olympics,” Naomi said. “She’s that good.”

      We wandered down the bleachers as the teams dispersed to their locker rooms.

      “Are you going to the homecoming dance? I’ve seen you do a mean Hustle,” Archie said.

      “Oh, more dancing? No thanks,” I said.

      “Mihi Kim and the board of trustees want you there. They want to give you a special award,” he said.

      “Double no thanks, then,” I said. “Just our regular rate is good enough for me.”

      “So, this is it?” Naomi said. Her eyes welled. “You guys are leaving?”

      “Hey, don’t be all sad,” Rosie said. “We live here in town. We could do lunches. Binge watch some shows. Movie marathons. We could comp our way into a resort swimming pool. You have our numbers.”

      “I’m gonna miss you, bunkie!” Naomi said, burying Rosie in a hug. From all the way across the gym, Skye ran and collided with the two.

      “Group hug! We’re going to miss you so much!”

      “Both of you,” Naomi said. She reached out her huge arm. This time, I was pulled into the group embrace.

      Well, okay. Whatever.
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      “How’s Dave?”

      Stone had visited the campus police department while we were at the game.

      “He’s back on the job. There isn’t much you can do about a couple cracked ribs,” Stone said. “I hope the department took my recommendation and upgraded to better ballistics vests.”

      “Glad he’s all right.” Suddenly, a shiver passed through me.

      “What’s wrong, babe?” Stone gave me a worried look.

      “I’m just thinking how badly that could’ve gone. What if Rutherford killed Dave? He probably would’ve turned on me in a panic,” I said.

      “You shouldn’t dwell on it. It’ll make you crazy,” Stone said.

      “Besides, you should be proud of yourself for convincing a murderer to turn himself in,” Rosie said from the back seat. “You avoided that much more violence, boss.”

      “Yeah, I guess. But I also gave Rutherford the idea to plead insanity,” I said.

      “The guy is nuts,” Rosie said. “Legally nuts, I don’t know. But certainly not in his right mind.”

      I looked out at Summerlin. “There’s still something about a big company stepping on the little guy. Maybe Rutherford wasn’t so wrong.”

      “He was totally in the wrong,” Rosie said. “The guy was making six figures. Plus embezzling. His retirement package was seventy percent of his salary. Maybe he wasn’t going to retire in the lap of luxury, but he would’ve been a lot better off than Hargrove’s emeritus status would’ve gotten him.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “I looked it up,” Rosie said. “Rutherford was just greedy. He was cheating his own college out of hard-earned funding. Ripping off the paleontology department. I hope he rots.”

      Sometimes, there was a harshness to Rosie that emerged from her sweet, goofy personality. In this case, I couldn’t argue with her.

      Stone pulled into our building parking lot next to my Honda. As we got out, I saw Nanna drive up in Wes’ truck.

      “Did you guys eat?” she asked.

      “No. We should’ve picked something up.” I said. Although I was full of popcorn.

      “I got pizza,” Nanna said, pulling from the passenger seat. “And a salad for Stone. Dressing on the side.”

      “That’s really nice of you, Frederica Lopez,” Rosie said.

      “The case is over. You can call me Nanna again,” Nanna said.

      Stone took the pizza box from her.

      Rosie gave her a hug. “Good to have you back, Nanna.”

      “Shake a leg,” Nanna said. “They’re showing ‘From Here to Eternity’ on ThisTV.”

      “Ooh, the beach scene with Burt Lancaster and Deborah Kerr,” Rosie said.

      “Nah. I’m in it for Ernest Borgnine’s eyebrows,” Nanna said. “They drive me crazy.”

      Rosie stopped in the middle of the stairs. She held her hand up. I heard a very distant meow.

      “Snowy?”

      She sprinted up the stairs and vanished down the hall.

      “What’s going on?” Nanna said.

      We hurried after. And then it was my turn to stop short. My apartment door stood open. Rosie’s did, too.

      “Snowflake?” I heard Rosie call. “Kitty kitty kitty.”

      When I gazed into my apartment, it looked like a blizzard had hit. Pieces of torn up couch cushions covered the living room like snow. The TV lay face down. In the kitchen, the fridge leaned at an angle, resting against the top of the pass through. Contents were dumped on the floor.

      “Aw, sweet kitty. Don’t be afraid—OW!”

      I heard the cat hiss and yowl. But I couldn’t take my eyes away from the damage. Had they done the same in my bedroom? The bathroom?

      “Let me help,” I heard Nanna say.

      “Be careful. Snowflake is all scared!” Rosie said.

      “She’s a sensitive soul. She needs calm and order. I’ll take her back to our place,” Nanna said.

      I moved to Rosie’s apartment. Her big screen TV also lay on the floor. Her love seat was torn to shreds. Sliding down the wall, Rosie sat on the floor and put her head in her hands.

      “Why?” she wailed. I couldn’t imagine what Ian would say if he could see. Rosie’s landlord and my former assistant would be devastated.

      Nanna came out of the bedroom, Snowflake in a cat carrier. She put a hand on Rosie’s shoulder. “I think you need some calm and order, too. C’mon, Rosie.”

      Rosie stood and let herself be led from the apartment. Her face was red and wet as she sobbed. Nanna put an arm around her.

      “The TV too!” she moaned.

      “Let’s go. Don’t look anymore. You’ll be fine, sweetheart, just fine.” Nanna gave me a sorrowful look over her shoulder as she guided Rosie down the hall.

      “I’m supposed to look out for Snowflake! For the apartment!” Rosie said.

      “Shh. This isn’t your fault. Shh.” The two of them walked down the stairs together.

      “You should come back to my place,” Stone said.

      A tiny flicker of flame ignited in my heart as I looked around my sundered apartment. My private place. My sanctuary. My precious takeout menus were scattered, soaking up spilled salad dressing and sauces that had fallen from the fridge. Shuffling through the snowfall of my damaged furniture, I looked into the bedroom.

      More of the same. More mattress detritus everywhere. Torn bed clothes. Smashed dresser drawers. Clothes, socks, undies, jeans, stretchy pants and T-shirts lay everywhere.

      “Tiff?” Stone said.

      The tiny flame flared until rage consumed me. My fingers balled into shaking fists. My jaw clenched hard enough to hurt. Someone was going to pay for this. For the damage. For Snowflake.

      For making Rosie cry.

      “Let’s get out of here, baby,” Stone said.

      I took a final look around. Knowing who was responsible.

      Knowing who had to pay.

      “Lindseys,” I hissed through my teeth.
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