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      Brunch—or indeed breakfast, lunch, or dinner—was usually a pleasant, homey, comfortable affair at Mom and Dad’s house. Friends and family come together, hanging out, catching up, and eating good food.

      And that’s exactly what it was like this time. At least I kept telling myself that.

      My assistant, Rosie, and I were seated on one side of the dining table next to Nanna, while on the other side were Stone, Sue Giant, and her assistant—and Stone’s supposed girlfriend—Laura. Mom and Dad filled their roles as host and hostess at the two ends of the table.

      Laura was a… completely nice, normal, hardworking person. And I didn’t hate her. Definitely not. Why would I? How could I? How could anyone? She was sweet, charming, good-looking in a slightly dorky way, and dedicated. Perfect as Sue Giant’s new assistant. And perfect as Stone’s new girlfriend.

      Rosie nudged me. “Boss? Another waffle?”

      I smiled and used a little pair of silver tongs to put another crispy waffle onto my plate, then covered it in whipped cream and berries. You need the fruit to stay healthy, right?

      Sue Giant raised a glass. She had insisted on bringing champagne to our brunch, even though it wasn’t what we usually drank—fresh orange juice was normally the order of the day. But Sue Giant played by her own rules. As a successful businessperson, nutritional supplement dealer, and life coach, Sue did exactly what she wanted to do. And right now, it was a toast. She loved toasts, apparently.

      “Glasses, everyone!”

      Dutifully, we lifted them up and prepared to clink.

      “To the finalization and sealing of our deal!”

      Stone was the first to clink his glass against hers, and then the rest of us began to tap ours together.

      “The deal!” we all echoed.

      The deal in question was Sue Giant’s purchase of Stone’s majority share of his security firm. As Sue put it, her business would now handle mental, emotional, and physical security so that her clients would be prepared for today’s world in every way possible. Or some such corporate gobbledygook.

      “Now, tell me again why Larry isn’t here?” Sue demanded of Stone.

      “He has a new wife that he likes to spend time with,” Stone answered.

      I was pretty sure there was something else as well: Larry Spokane, Stone’s now-former business partner, didn’t much care for Sue. He could work with her, but he wasn’t exactly eager to spend any more time with her than he had to. Once things settled down and Sue had a new management structure in place, he wouldn’t have to see much of her at all.

      “Now, Tiffany,” Sue said. “I’m going to need some tips.”

      I gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I’m not sure I’ll have many to offer you. I'm not very knowledgeable about security. Only what I’ve picked up from Stone.”

      Sue shook her head. “No, I mean about investigating!”

      I peered at her across the table. “Investigating what?”

      “I don’t know.” Sue waved a hand at me as if the specifics were not important. “Murders. Snakes in beds. Missing masks. Whatever it is you do.”

      “Umm, why?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Why are you interested in that?”

      “Stone tells me that he was planning to expand to investigations.” Sue turned to him as if to verify that the information was correct.

      “I said that I offered to join forces with Tiffany as a partner,” Stone said carefully. “We had no intention of going that route without Tiffany.”

      Ah. That’s what it was about. So, what was Sue going to do now? Set herself up in competition with me? Well, good luck to her. I had worked on my reputation for years. She wouldn’t be able to just waltz in and usurp me. I was sure of it. Pretty sure. Though she did have a lot of resources…

      “So? How will I get clients?” Sue asked. “Billboards? Television ads?”

      “Word of mouth,” I told her. “That’s the best way.”

      Sue nodded. “Makes sense. That’s how it is in the life coaching game, which is a much bigger and more interesting business.” Sue sipped some coffee. “It’ll be a couple of months until I’m ready to launch, but when I am, you better watch out!”

      “Yeah?”

      Sue nodded. “I’ll gobble up your clients like I did with the other life coaches in town. Unless we team up…”

      I shook my head. “I prefer to work alone.”

      Rosie coughed.

      “Alone with my partner,” I amended my earlier statement. “Me and Rosie are all I want.”

      Nanna pointedly dropped her fork on to her plate with a loud clatter and glared at me.

      “And Nanna,” I added. “Rosie and Nanna and me. The dream team of investigating. We wouldn’t want to be any bigger. That’s why I didn’t join Stone before.” I gave him an apologetic wince. I had really messed things up there. In more ways than one, in fact. Right now, he and I could be running an empire from his office. Instead, he’d sold out and found himself a girlfriend.

      No, no, it wasn’t a mistake, I tried to tell myself. Everything happens for a reason.

      “Rosie?” Nanna said. “Are you ready to carry on?”

      Rosie finished swallowing what she was eating, put her knife and fork together, and nodded. Nanna and my partner had been playing cards together before brunch started, and Nanna was eager to resume the game. A little too eager, in fact. She was up to something, though I wasn’t quite sure what.

      Rosie and Nanna left us to huddle around the coffee table in the den and gamble with each other.

      “So,” Mom said, “how are you getting on in your new job, Laura?”

      Laura smiled brightly. She had only been working for Sue Giant for a short time, having formerly worked in a salon, but she seemed happy. Or perhaps it was something else making her happy. Like her new relationship. With Stone. I tried not to glare. She was happy, and so I was happy for her, for them. Of course, I was. How could I be anything but?

      “It’s a dream job,” Laura declared. “I’m learning so much, it’s unreal. Sue has such a clever mind, and she’s involved in so many different things. I never know what’s going to happen each day. It’s hard work, but—”

      “Hmm?” Sue sounded loudly, interrupting Laura. “Hard work?”

      Laura hesitated before she continued. “It’s wonderful work, but it sure keeps me busy!”

      “That wasn’t a complaint, was it? I had an assistant before who couldn’t handle it.”

      She certainly did. And that assistant ended up in a mental healthcare facility. And the next ended up murdered. I wasn’t sure I envied Laura, though then again, perhaps Stone and her relationship might—no, I wasn’t even going to think it. Why would I? It was horrible to even think about thinking about it. Yuck. That wasn’t me.

      “Oh, no! This job is the best thing that’s ever happened to me! That and…” Laura glanced shyly toward Stone, who remained impassive.

      “Good. I need my assistant to be one hundred and ten percent onboard with the giant workload that Giant Industries demands!”

      “I’m a hundred and eleven percent onboard!”

      Sue peered at her. “Let’s up that to one hundred and twenty percent!”

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      Laura smiled at her boss happily and, convinced and pleased, Sue gave her a curt nod in return and then turned her attention to the big bowl of strawberries on the table and began filling a small crystal bowl.

      “How’s work, Tiff?” Dad asked. “Still between cases?”

      Sue’s gaze whipped over to me with concern. “Does that happen a lot?”

      “Yes,” I told her curtly, hoping it would put her off. I wasn’t scared of her becoming competition, but I guessed I didn’t exactly relish it either. I turned back to Dad. “Actually, we’re meeting a potential client after this.”

      “Anything exciting?” Mom asked.

      “Not sure. It’s two young guys. It might not pan out; they didn’t really sound old enough to be hiring investigators. We’ll see.”

      “I hired an investigator when I was seventeen,” Sue announced, as if to belittle my thought.

      “Did you?” I asked as if I weren’t interested at all. Actually, I was mildly curious.

      “Why did you do that?” Mom asked.

      “I wanted to catch my parents cheating so they could get divorced,” Sue said. “And for my own emancipation case.”

      “Huh?”

      Sue smiled at me with what I guessed was pride. “I submitted evidence that neither of my parents could be trusted, I sued them for a few hundred thousand, and got myself emancipated. I owned and managed my own household and started my own business before finishing high school. That’s why I’m so good at life coaching. I’ve been succeeding at life since I was old enough to think.”

      “That’s incredible,” Laura said.

      “You sued your own parents?” Mom didn’t sound amazed. She sounded shocked.

      “Well, they weren’t very good,” Sue said. “I was much better at parenting myself than they were. They didn’t speak to me for ten years, but now they realize it was for the best.”

      “Do they?” Dad asked.

      Sue nodded. “The monthly allowance I give them is more than you earn in six months thanks to my success.”

      Dad rolled his eyes, not bothering to hide it.

      “If you’re interested in ten-exing your income, you should consider one of my life coaching packages,” Sue said. “I have a junior coach who would be very good for you. She’s only nineteen, but she knows how the real world works much better than you could.”

      “No thanks,” Dad said through gritted teeth. “I’m quite happy where I am.”

      “Happy?” Sue shook her head in something between dismissal and disappointment. “You don’t want to be happy.”

      “I don’t?”

      “No. If you’re happy, you’re not growing.”

      “I don’t want to grow.”

      Mom poked at Dad. “You’ve grown quite enough!”

      Sue looked almost alarmed. “You need to! My goal in life is to make everyone on the planet into a Giant like me. And happy people will never become a Giant. You’ve got to need, to want, to crave, to hunger! That’s how you become a success!”

      Dad laughed. “But I have everything I want. And to me, that’s what success is. Always wanting more sounds like a miserable way to live.”

      “Misery breeds desire for change!”

      “But I don’t want to change.”

      Laura had begun to take down some notes on a notepad she’d pulled from the bag on her lap.

      “But… everyone needs to change. It’s one of my Giant rules. And the rules aren’t just rules, they’re laws.”

      Dad shrugged. “Different countries have different laws. Maybe different people need different laws, too.”

      “I can’t accept that.”

      Mom and Dad both burst into laughter, to Sue’s chagrin.

      “I think you’re going to have to, dear,” Mom said to Sue in what I knew to be a deliberately condescending tone—something Mom seldom did. Sue sure was special!

      “We’ll agree to disagree. For now. Right, Laura? We’ve got places to be!”

      “But Stone and I were—”

      Sue stopped Laura with a look.

      Stone patted Laura’s hand. “You go. Call me later.”

      Sue was already up and moving. “Thank you for the rustic breakfast and the champagne.”

      Sue had brought the champagne herself, and she knew exactly what she was saying.

      “Any time,” Mom lied. “Come back soon.”

      “I shall be sure to.”

      Neither of them meant it. Still, Sue seemed to have entered our orbit now, and we were all going to be seeing more of each other whether we liked it or not.

      We all walked them to the door, except Rosie and Nanna, who just called out a farewell from the den where they were still enjoying their card game. If enjoy was the right word. It sounded quite heated.

      Laura gave Stone a kiss on the cheek and then scurried after Sue, who was already halfway towards her silver Rolls-Royce. Sue climbed into the back while the driver—who she had not allowed to join us for brunch—closed the door behind her. Soon, Laura was in the front passenger seat, and the mogul and her assistant were off.

      “Laura seems nice,” Mom said, with the emphasis on Laura, pointedly excluding Sue from the observation.

      “She is. Very.” Stone’s eyes flicked toward me when he spoke, but they were gone again before I could discern any meaning. “Very nice,” he repeated quietly.

      “I don’t envy her working for Sue,” Dad said. “I had a boss like her once. Left that job as soon as I could.”

      Stone said nothing for a moment, then, “Do you think I shouldn’t have sold to her?”

      “No, hon,” Mom said, gripping his arm. “You needed to do what you needed to do.”

      Stone accepted the words but made no further comment.

      We closed the front door, and I was about to go and help clear the dining table when the sound of argument emerged from the den.

      “You did! I saw you!”

      My eyebrows went up. That was Rosie shouting, which was very unlike her. She generally had a calm, cool demeanor that was basically unflappable. Yet here she was, yelling at Nanna? What was going on?

      “I didn’t! You’re imagining things!”

      “Cheat! You cheated! You’re a dirty rotten old cheat!”

      “Hey! You can’t say that about me!”

      We hurried in to find Nanna and Rosie standing on either side of the coffee table, both wagging their fingers at each other.

      “Uh, hello?” I called. “What’s going on?”

      “Nanna is cheating,” Rosie said, sounding like she was spitting the words out.

      “Was not!”

      “I hate cheats!”

      Nanna put her hands on her hips. “You were a card counter before my granddaughter gave you a job. You’re a born cheat!”

      “Am not! Counting isn’t cheating, it’s called having a memory. Just because I can remember things doesn’t make me a cheat!”

      “Then why are you banned from every casino in Las Vegas?”

      “Am not! I’m allowed in The Tremonte!”

      “Only because of my granddaughter!”

      This was true. The owner of the Tremonte, Jack Weber, was a good friend of mine, as was his wife Emily, a homicide detective currently on maternity leave after the very recent birth of her son.

      “I’m never playing with you again!”

      “Good,” Nanna said, then held out her hand. “Now give me my ten dollars.”

      “No way!”

      “Bad loser!”

      “I didn’t lose! You cheated. You’re a—” Rosie stopped speaking when I gently squeezed her arm.

      “We’ve got an appointment,” I reminded her. “Time to get going, yeah?”

      “Good idea,” Nanna said. “Before I clean her out completely. She’ll be broke otherwise!”

      “I’d never lose to you if you weren’t cheating!”

      I tugged on Rosie’s arm and got her moving again.

      Just before we left the room, Nanna caught my eye and gave me a big wink. What on Earth?

      Whatever. We didn’t have time to deal with it then.

      “Thanks everyone!” I called as I hustled Rosie out as quickly as I could. We needed some time to calm down before we met our potential new clients.

      “Good luck, dear!” Mom called after us.

      “Remember, I’m always there if you need me,” Stone said, his words carrying a weight that other people’s never seemed to.

      “Thanks,” I said, wishing I could say more or make it sound more heartfelt. But what I said had to suffice.

      Farewells completed, I bundled Rosie into my car, cranked up the air conditioning, and headed us toward Fremont Street to meet these new clients.

      We had some new fish to fry, and Chef Tiffany and sous chef Rosie were on the way to the kitchen.

      “What was that boss? Did you say something about cooking fish?”

      “Uh, nothing.”

      I gunned the engine and we headed to work.
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      Rosie and I arrived a little early at the scrumptious café, Decadent for You, where we were meeting the potential clients. We grabbed an iced coffee each and a pair of tiny little custard tarts, which were so light I estimated them to have precisely zero calories. I’m sure it was a fair estimate because considering the speed with which we ate them, there couldn’t have been much to them.

      Rosie had spent most of the car journey with her eyes closed, slowly taking long breaths, and when we emerged to go meet our clients she was as calm as a monk.

      “Is everything okay now?” I asked once we had sat down.

      “Of course. Sorry about before. It was my fault.”

      “No need to apologize. We all lose it every now and then.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You did today!”

      Rosie grinned. “Yeah, I guess I did.”

      “Was Nanna really cheating?”

      Rosie nodded. “She was. I saw her. She had extra cards hidden under the table.”

      “Huh. I wonder why.”

      “So she could win,” Rosie said, puzzled.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Nanna must be up to something.”

      “Yeah,” Rosie muttered, and the word cheating floated between us, though she didn’t repeat it again this time. Rosie caught my eye. “Were you okay, you know, with Laura?”

      “Of course! She’s lovely.”

      “Right.”

      “Don’t you like her, Rosie?”

      “She’s fine. But you know… she’s with Stone.”

      “So? So what? Isn’t Stone allowed to date?”

      “Of course.” Rosie sipped her coffee. “But you know. It’s Stone.”

      “And I’m happy for him,” I lied through gritted teeth.

      “Okay then,” Rosie said. “If you say so.”

      “I do say so.”

      Rosie sipped her drink some more, her face saying more than her mouth, and I didn’t like it.

      “I am! Really!”

      “Sure. I believe you.” It didn’t sound like she believed me, but before we could get any further, Rosie’s eyebrows went up. “Boss, I think that’s them.”

      My partner nodded her head toward the door. Two young guys who couldn’t have been much older than nineteen or twenty stood there, shuffling their feet, and looking around awkwardly.

      One of them was dark with short black curly hair, while the other had spiked blond hair and several piercings in his right ear. Both of them wore t-shirts with large printed graphic logos and cargo shorts. I waved at them, and they walked over to join us, slipping into the booth across from us.

      We introduced ourselves and the blond guy told us his name was Jarod, the other one was Michael. They both had a nervous energy about them, seeming to twitch and fidget constantly, eyes darting around, never quite meeting ours for more than a fraction of a second. They looked like they might stand and sprint out at any second.

      “You’re gamers,” Rosie declared.

      Jarod and Michael looked at each other and grinned.

      “Sure are,” Michael said.

      “Best in town,” Jarod agreed.

      Rosie nodded, satisfied.

      “So,” I said. “You didn’t tell us much over the phone. Just that you needed some private investigators. Do you want to tell us a bit about the potential case, and we’ll let you know whether we’re suitable or whether you might be better going in another direction?”

      “Okay, but you’re definitely suitable,” Michael said. “We’ve seen some of your work online, in the news—”

      We’d be the judge of that. “What’s the situation?” I began.

      “It’s Cara,” Jarod began. “She’s… she’s dead.”

      Michael nodded along quickly, his whole head bobbing up and down, shoulders shaking. “She died, and someone killed her, and the cops aren’t doing anything.”

      “I know the police,” I said, “and I can assure you that if there’s been a murder, they are working on it. Sometimes these things take time.”

      “But not properly,” Michael said.

      “We want someone to investigate it better, a professional. We want you. We’ve read about you. We know you always solve your cases.”

      “You always do,” Michael reiterated.

      “Tiffany Black does always solve her cases,” Rosie confirmed supportively. “Can you tell us something about this Cara? Was she your girlfriend, Michael? Or Jarod?”

      “No, not a girlfriend,” Jarod said. “She was on our team.”

      “Your gaming team?” Rosie asked. “What’s your team name?”

      “We’re the Blood Ravens,” Jarod said with considerable pride. “Dota 2.”

      “Ahh,” Rosie nodded as if this meant something to her. Maybe it did. I indicated for her to take the lead for a bit with a tilt of my head.

      “You had a good year last year,” Rosie said. “Won some tournaments, right?” They nodded that she was right. “But now you’re saying one of your teammates has been killed?”

      “Yeah,” Jarod said. “Cara. At first, they thought she’d jumped off a building. We didn’t buy it. But now the cops are saying maybe she was pushed, you know?”

      “So they are investigating?” I pushed.

      “Kinda,” Michael said. “But they’re not doing enough.”

      “Do you know what they’re doing?”

      They both shook their heads. “They’ve told us barely anything. We’re not family. We tried to explain that we were teammates—and that’s even closer than family—but they just ignored us. They just said again that we’re not her relatives, so they won’t tell us anything. They’re not getting anywhere, we can tell. That’s why we need you to investigate, to get to the bottom of it. The more time that passes, the less likely it is it will get solved.”

      Jarod was right about that.

      “And the thing is,” Michael said, “Cara’s whole life was the team. It’s what she did. All the time. It’s the same for all of us. So if someone killed her, we might be next, you know?”

      “We’re scared,” Jarod added.

      “We’re not scared,” Michael said. “We’re, uh, concerned.”

      “As you should be,” Rosie said. “Pro gaming is a serious business. Rivalries can be taut.”

      I gave Rosie a questioning look, but she kept her gaze on our two potential clients.

      “What was your rank?”

      “We were floating around fifth to eighth,” Jarod said, as if trying to be humble about something that was worth bragging about.

      Rosie gave a low whistle. “That’s pretty good. But you used the past tense.”

      Michael sighed. “Yeah, well, Judoka quit to go to med school.” They both winced as if med school was the biggest waste of time they’d ever heard of. “And then Lark-fire’s parents moved to New Zealand, and so he was gone, too. We kinda lost our mojo a bit after that. Things were going to get better, but then Cara…”

      Rosie had been listening carefully. “So you were rebuilding.”

      “Yeah,” Michael said. “We were. But now without Cara, I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      Jarod jerked his chin toward Rosie. “You seem to know a bit. Were you a gamer before you got old?”

      I glared at him on Rosie’s behalf. Neither she nor I were old. We were in the prime of our youth!

      Rosie laughed. “I dabbled. But I used to run a team.”

      We all stared at her. I hadn’t known Rosie for all that long in the big scheme of things, and she was still managing to surprise me on a regular basis.

      “What team?”

      “Uh, Purple Roses?” Rosie said, almost shy.

      “No way!”

      “When I was a kid, I used to watch your StarCraft II team all the time! You slayed!”

      “We were pretty good,” Rosie conceded.

      “What do you play now?”

      Rosie shook her head. “I retired. I don’t play anything anymore. I’m into different stuff. Like being a private investigator.”

      Jarod gave Michael a knowing look. “That’s what happens when you get old.”

      “Not me,” Michael declared. “I’m never going to stop.”

      “Yeah, you will,” Jarod told him. “Nature’ll make sure of that.”

      “Back to the point at hand,” I said. “Can you tell us who might have wanted to harm Cara?”

      They both began shaking their heads.

      “She was so cool,” Jarod said.

      “No one could have wanted to hurt her,” Michael said. “Unless…” He looked to his friend for permission to go ahead. Jarod gave him a nod back. “But our manager, Eugene. He…”

      “What?” I asked. “Was he violent toward her?”

      “No,” Michael said. “But I think—we think—he might have had a thing for her. He was always kind of, you know, watching her. You know, when he should have been watching the screen, he’d be watching her. And it felt like he used to give her special attention, didn’t it?”

      Jarod confirmed it did. “Totally. I wouldn’t say it was creepy, but it was kind of… not normal.”

      “That sounds like a polite way of saying creepy,” I offered.

      “Yeah, I guess it does. But Cara never said anything, and Eugene never did anything that we know of. It was just a way of looking at her. But Cara was great. We don’t understand why anyone would want to hurt her. Eugene is all we could think of.”

      “Okay,” Rosie said. “So, you lost two players recently, one to school and one to New Zealand. And now you’ve lost Cara, too? Do you even still have a team?”

      “Ugh. Barely. We got a couple of new players, and we were working on integrating them, and now without Cara…”

      “There’s a tournament coming up, isn’t there?” Rosie asked.

      They both nodded.

      “How much would you have won?”

      “A million, if we got first place,” Jarod said. “Which we would have with the old crew.”

      “A million dollars?” I repeated. “For playing video games?”

      I got three pairs of disapproving eyes locked onto me.

      “They’re not just playing games, boss, they’re professional athletes.”

      “Athletes?” I said skeptically. “It’s not exactly running marathons.”

      “Our training is harder than marathon training,” Jarod said. “We put in way more hours.”

      “We have to,” Michael confirmed. “The more time at the computer and mouse, the better you get. It’s simple math: you can’t run fourteen, sixteen hours a day, but you can game that long. And because you can, you have to, to be a pro.”

      “Huh,” I said, kind of surprised. It wasn’t a topic I’d given much thought to.

      “It’s a serious business, boss,” Rosie told me with an air of authority, and I believed her. “And there’s big money, too.” She turned back to the two young men. “What are your lifetime earnings?”

      “Our team’s done seven now.”

      “Huh? Seven?” I asked, confused.

      “Seven million dollars,” the three of them told me.

      “Okay. Wow.” At least we wouldn’t need to worry where these kids were going to get the money to pay us.

      “It’s not that much,” Michael said, completely incorrectly. “We have to spend a bunch on travel, hotels, our manger, housing, equipment,” he continued.

      “And taxes,” Jarod said. “And it was all split; it wasn’t seven million each. We were doing good, but we’re not, like, loaded.”

      They sounded pretty loaded to me.

      “What did you say your coach’s name was again?” Rosie asked.

      “Eugene. Eugene Giltner.”

      “The name sounds familiar. Not sure I’ve met him, though.”

      “He used to play StarCraft II, like you, in the old days. He’s too old to compete now, he’s nearly thirty, but he was pretty good back in the day.”

      “You think thirty’s old, huh?” I gave them a narrow-eyed look.

      “We think twenty is old,” Michael told me.

      Jarod play-punched his arm. “Guess we’ll both be old this time next year then.”

      “Yep,” Michael said. “The big two-oh.”

      I was tempted to give them a lecture about how twenty wasn’t old, and nor was thirty for that matter, but I stopped myself before I could. Because, you know, it might make me sound old. Which I’m not, but to them, it might sound like I was.

      “Who else was Cara in contact with regularly? It sounds like you were all focused on your computer games, so did she have any other friends or anything?”

      “She had a roommate,” Michael said.

      “And her mother,” Jarod added.

      “Oh, shall I tell them about the other thing?” Michael asked his friend.

      “Tell us everything,” I said.

      “Okay, well, it’s probably not relevant, but we were thinking she might have a new friend. Like, she started popping out for an hour or two in the evenings sometimes. Like she was meeting someone. She said it was nothing, but we thought it was something, didn’t we?”

      Jarod nodded. “Yeah, it was totally sus.”

      “But you don’t know who she was meeting?”

      They both shook their heads.

      “A secret boyfriend, perhaps?” Rosie asked.

      “Maybe,” they both said rather hesitantly, as if the likelihood were rather low.

      “Did she have any other boyfriends in the time you were teammates?” I asked.

      “No, we were way too busy,” Jarod told us. “Training and competing was our life. We barely had time to even eat ramen.”

      “Yep,” Michael confirmed. “Nothing else going on with us, but we love it.”

      “We sure do.”

      “And Cara loved it, too?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I mean, she was getting old, but she was just about keeping up still.”

      “How old was she?”

      “Twenty-one,” Michael said with a visible shudder.

      “That’s old enough to drink,” Jarod reiterated, just in case I hadn’t caught on to the advanced seniority of her years.

      “You don’t think she committed suicide due to her age?” Rosie asked. “Was she losing her edge?”

      They both froze for a moment and then slowly shook their heads after looking at each other.

      “She hadn’t slowed down, not yet,” Jarod said. “Cara was still good, wasn’t she?”

      “She could still slay,” Michael confirmed. “Anyway, like we said, the cops don’t think it was a suicide, and nor do we. Someone killed her. I’m sure of it.”

      “Give us a moment,” I said.

      Rosie and I walked off to the corner to huddle and talk in private.

      “What do you think?” I asked. Rosie knew I wasn’t keen on murder cases.

      “I want to take it, boss. It’s gaming. I used to be in the scene. I feel like… like I owe it to the community, you know?”

      I really didn’t, but I nodded that I did anyway.

      “I guess we might as well, then. We don’t have any other cases right now.”

      We went back to the table and gave them the news.

      Twenty minutes later, we had a list of Cara’s friends and acquaintances and their contact details, as well as a signed contract and an advance payment already received via an instant transfer.

      Rosie rubbed her hands together.

      “A new case feels good, doesn’t it, boss?”

      “It sure does, Rosie. It never gets old.”

      “Glad to hear it! Now, where do we start?”

      “Why don’t you tell me?”

      Rosie grinned even wider and told me her suggestion. I couldn’t help but agree that it sounded like a good place to begin the investigation.

      Coffee drunk, custard tarts eaten, and new clients acquired, it had been a good morning.

      We were on a fresh trail, and we had a whole litter of places to start. Where it would lead us, we hadn’t a clue, but we were eager to find out.

      And to begin? Well, we were going to start with the grump.
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      Rosie and I arrived at the Metro Police Headquarters just as Elwood was returning from lunch. He caught my eye in the airy, light-filled lobby and gave me a friendly snarl as he stomped over.

      “Hi, Elwood! You’re looking good today!” I said chirpily. You never knew—one day, being nice to him might work.

      Elwood’s perma-frown scrunched itself up so that his frown had a frown. He wiped his brow with a handkerchief. He stared at me and Rosie.

      “You want something?”

      “Only to see your face again!” Rosie said, laying it on just a little too thick, I thought.

      To my surprise, Elwood’s face did something resembling a smile in Rosie’s direction. “Real charming. You’re a card. So. What do you want?”

      We told him we were interested in the case of the dead gamer girl. Elwood listened while we explained, then gave a curt nod. “Okay. No comment.”

      “No comment?” I repeated. “Nothing?”

      “Nothing.”

      “But you’re investigating? You think it’s a murder and not just an accident now, right?”

      Elwood hesitated, as if considering not even answering that simple little query. “We’re investigating. There are a lot of unknowns. There’s nothing more to be said at the moment.”

      By which he meant he wasn’t willing to say anything more. Of course, there was more to be said. He could have given me a rundown of all his suspects and motives and their likelihoods if he wanted. He didn’t want. Not even close.

      “That’s it?” I asked. “Nothing else for us?”

      “We’ve got our procedures, and do you know where you fit in?”

      “Where?” Rosie asked brightly, falling into his trap.

      “Nowhere, that’s where. I can’t help you.”

      I gave Elwood a very disappointed look.

      Elwood glowered at me and then lowered his voice. “Look, you know I shouldn’t even be talking to you about this. All I’ll say is, something’s not right, okay? That girl didn’t jump. I’m sure of it. But there’s nothing more I can give you. You’ll have to do your own investigation, and that’s all there is to it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going back upstairs.”

      We watched Elwood go, with brisker steps than you’d expect from his hulking, wheezing frame.

      “Well, he wasn’t very helpful. Now what?” Rosie asked.

      “We need more information. There’s clearly some reason Elwood suspects it wasn’t a suicide, but he won’t tell us what it is. But we’re going to find out. And we need more background information about this case. Why don’t you poke around online and see what you can learn about Cara and the contacts we got from Jarod and Michael.”

      “Okay, boss! I’ll head back to my place. Snowy and I will see what we can come up with.”

      “I wouldn’t expect much help from that cat,” I predicted.

      Rosie shrugged. “You’d be surprised. I find her of immense assistance, actually.”

      Was Rosie taking advice from a cat with a princess complex?

      “Snowflake? Helpful?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Sometimes I explain things to her. It really helps me work through things.”

      “And, what, she answers?”

      Rosie giggled.

      “No, she’s a cat! I mean, just saying something aloud can really help clarify a problem. You know, reshape it. And Snowflake makes a great sounding board. She doesn’t have to answer; she just has to be there.”

      “Ahh. Sorry. I was worried you were talking to her.”

      “I am. I’m just not expecting an intelligent response back.”

      Well, that was okay, then. Talking to the cat was a perfectly sensible thing to do, if you weren’t expecting an answer. But if Rosie ever claimed that Snowy was starting to talk back… I’d need to check up on her.
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      After dropping Rosie off, I headed over to the penthouse apartment Emily and Jack lived in at the Tremonte complex. After fighting through several layers of security, I made it up there, where I found Emily waiting for me, holding Jack Junior in her arms.

      Emily was dressed in luxury loungewear, looking like a celebrity mother from a photoshoot, with rosy cheeks and perfect makeup and hair.

      “Aren’t new mothers supposed to look a wreck?” I asked her. “You look fantastic!”

      Emily laughed. “I guess, but looking at little Jack Junior just fills me with so much love and energy.”

      Just then, a young blonde woman hurried up to Emily. “Let me take him for a minute.”

      Emily handed little Jack over to the nanny, or nursemaid, or housekeeper, or whatever the girl’s official title was. Emily’s lack of new-mother stress must have been at least partly down to the fact she lived in a five-star resort with a team of staff to help her with every need, desire, or craving.

      As soon as the nanny had disappeared with baby Jack, another very well made-up lady bustled past. “I’ll be back to do some highlights tomorrow,” she said before heading off.

      “See you, Celine!” Emily called after her.

      Emily touched her hair as she watched her go. “It’s nice having the salon come to you instead of having to go there,” she mused. “Come on, let’s have some coffee and you can tell me what you’ve been up to.”

      We went and sat by floor-to-ceiling panoramic picture windows that looked down on The Strip. Coffee was brought over by a nice-looking young man who appeared to be a high schooler playing dress-up as a butler. When he was gone, I kept my voice low.

      “How old is he?”

      Emily laughed. “Twenty-five, why? Are you interested?”

      “No! I just meant he looked too young to be working as a butler. Twenty-five, huh?”

      “Yeah. They look younger and younger, don’t they?”

      “I guess. It’s hard to believe a boy like that is old enough to be working! So. How’s things? Is it stressful looking after baby Jack?”

      Emily shrugged. “It’s wonderful mixed with boring. I can stare at him for ages when he’s sleeping, but, you know, your neck begins to ache after a while, and so you go and walk around the apartment” —Emily and Jack’s apartment was the kind of size you legitimately could ‘go for a walk’ in— “and you kinda just…”

      “Feel like you want to get back to work?”

      “Exactly! I miss dead bodies, Tiff.”

      I snorted, almost spilling my coffee. “You miss dead bodies, huh?”

      Emily grinned at me. “I mean, I miss working. I’m cooped up here all the time, except for when we go to baby yoga, or newborn meditation, or young moms' park stroll. I’m itching to get out again. To do something for someone other than baby Jack.”

      “I can see that.”

      “I’m not complaining!” Emily complained. “Jack has made everything so wonderful here for baby Jack and me that it’s… boring? I mean, I shouldn’t say that when I have little Jack Junior to swoon over all day and all night, but I kind of feel like I’m not really doing anything productive anymore.” Emily shook her head. “Sorry, I really am complaining, aren’t I? Ignore me. What’s up with you? Any exciting new cases? Did Stone dump that other girl and ask you out yet?”

      My cheeks went rosy, and I addressed the last piece of silliness first. “Stone is perfectly happy with Laura, so let’s hope it stays that way.” I did not want to dwell on the topic, so I moved us on as swiftly as I could. “But we just met a new client today—two of them in fact. It sounds like it’s going to be an interesting case.”

      I gave Emily a brief overview of what we’d learned from the clients.

      “Did you speak to Elwood?” Emily asked. “He might be able to tell you why they’re thinking it’s a murder now.”

      I told her that we had, in fact, spoken to Elwood, but it had been a rather fruitless conversation.

      “Huh.” Emily’s face scrunched up like she was thinking about something. “I’ll go down there!”

      “Huh? You’re on maternity leave. For the next eighteen years, is what Jack told me.”

      “That better have been a joke.”

      “Don’t worry, it was. He knows you’re keen to get back to work, eventually. But you are on maternity leave. You’re not supposed to go into work, you know.”

      “That doesn’t mean I can’t drop by the office to pick up something I forgot.”

      “What did you forget?”

      “Not sure yet. I think there might be a pack of gum in my desk that I’m absolutely desperate to be reunited with.”

      We both giggled at the image of Emily heading to the office to pick up an oh-so-important pack of gum.

      “You don’t have to do anything, you know. If it’s trouble or risky, please don’t put yourself out.”

      Emily was already shaking her head. “No, I need to. I have to. I’ve got to get out. This’ll give me something to do. I’ll head down to the station and see if I can pull anything up on the case for you.”

      “Thanks, Em, you’re a lifesaver.”

      Emily shook her head in disagreement. “I’m not a lifesaver. I’m a slightly helpful friend who might not even manage to find anything.”

      “Okay, we’ll call you a very helpful friend, and I’m pretty sure you’ve saved my life at least once.”

      Emily shrugged. “Probably. And you’ve done the same for me. It’s what friends do. Right, are you hungry? Our chef just baked some cupcakes…”

      Now that was a silly question.

      Soon, Emily and I had moved on from the vagaries of my new case to the specifics of how delicious the meals and treats were that her chef prepared. Today’s baked snacks were light, fluffy cupcakes with an incredible buttery raspberry frosting that tasted as if summer, instead of being an overly hot season, was instead a delightful flavor that could be applied to the tops of baked goods.

      Two cupcakes later, I left Emily planning her mission to retrieve gum from her desk in the homicide department—and take a look at Cara’s autopsy report and whatever else she could dig up—and I went to pick up Rosie.

      It was time to start interviewing suspects.
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      Rosie and I parked on the curb outside of Eugene Giltner’s house, a wide ranch-style house in the outer suburbs.

      “Pretty big house for a single guy,” I murmured.

      Rosie chuckled as if she knew something I didn’t.

      “What?”

      “He may be single, but he doesn’t live alone. Come on. I’ve got a pretty good idea what this place is going to be like inside. It’ll be fun. You’ll see.”

      Intrigued, and just about controlling my urge to grab Rosie’s arm and demand she tell me everything before we left the car, we headed up to the house.

      The door was opened by a long-haired guy—boy—who didn’t look older than sixteen.

      “Is your dad home?” I asked, wondering who this kid could be.

      Rosie gripped my arm. “That’s Rike,” Rosie hissed at me.

      “Huh?”

      “That’s right, I’m Rike! Yes, the Rike, and I have no idea where my dad is. He lives in Alabama, and he’s probably at work. If you’re looking for him, you’re a long way off, little lady.”

      Little lady?!

      “We’re looking for Eugene Giltner,” Rosie told him. “Is he home?”

      Rike shrugged. “Maybe! Let’s go take a look.”

      We followed Rike inside the home. It smelled of pizza and potato chips and too many people living in one place. By the door, there was a neat stack of twelve empty pizza boxes and next to it a plastic garbage sack tied up with several soda bottles sticking out the top. We walked down a hallway toward an open-plan den.

      “You don’t live with your parents?” I asked.

      Rike lifted a fist into the air. “Emancipation, baby.”

      “He can support himself,” Rosie told me. “He’s kind of a big deal.”

      Rike turned and gave me a wink. “Hear that, little lady? I’m a big deal.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Yeah, well, if you were that big a deal, I would have heard of you.”

      Rike shrugged. “You old timers have different celebrities. You probably still watch television.”

      “Old timers?!”

      I was young! I was, and I wasn’t going to let some younger little pipsqueak tell me I wasn’t. Anyway, we weren’t there for Rike. We were there for Eugene. It was time to start ignoring the young punk and get down to business.

      Rike held his hand in a finger-gun gesture and mimed shooting across the room. “Pow. That’s Eugene.”

      Rike stopped and looked us over again, his gaze lingering on Rosie. “Say, don’t I know you?”

      Rosie gave a faint smile. “Probably not.”

      “Yeah, I do. From the old, old, old school days. Like, six years ago? Didn’t I used to watch your streams?”

      Rosie gave him a nonchalant shrug. “Yeah, you might have seen me and my team.”

      “Knew it!” Rike suddenly cupped his mouth and hollered across the den just as we reached it. “Purple Roses in the house!”

      I realized that not only did Eugene not live alone, as well as Rike, he lived with what must have been close to two dozen other people. The den was packed with desks, gaming chairs, computers, and consoles, and a bunch of teenagers and young adults.

      Rike’s words got everyone’s attention, and half a dozen people turned around to examine us. Several of them stood up and began walking our way.

      “Rosie of the Purple Roses,” Rike said proudly, as if he was entirely responsible for her presence.

      I nudged my assistant. “You didn’t tell me you were famous.”

      Rosie shrugged. “Used to be. In a very niche crowd. Most of the people who’d know who I am are probably in this room!”

      “No way,” Rike said. “She has thousands of fans. Well, she used to, in the olden days. Way back when I was a kid, she was a big deal.”

      Oh yeah, all the way back, about ten minutes ago, judging by how old he looked.

      Several of the gamers came over and stared at Rosie, as if waiting for her to do something. None of us knew what that something might be. A few stuck out their hands and awkwardly shook Rosie’s. Across the room, about half the residents were completely oblivious, with headphones tightly clamped to their heads and intense looks of focus as they stared at their monitors. All of them seemed to have slightly greasy, lank hair, dark circles under their eyes, and a twitchy, nervous air about them.

      The guy that Rike had pointed out as Eugene hung back behind some of the teenagers. Compared to them, he was positively mature, though he was still significantly younger than Rosie or me.

      “Eugene?” I called. “Could we have a moment?”

      Eugene had dark hair, round, black-framed glasses and nervous eyes that flicked around like he was hunting for flies.

      “Oh, you’re here. Yeah, uh, come to my, uh, office…?” He was so hesitant, it was hard to tell if it was even an offer. Nevertheless, we followed him through the small huddle of people who held out their hands to grasp Rosie’s or high-five her and down to a door leading off the den.

      “It’s, uh, a bit of a mess.”

      Eugene’s office was also his bedroom. And a storage room for trash, judging by the number of empty soda bottles scattered around. In one corner, a single bed with scrunched up blankets was pressed against a poster-laden wall. On the floor were several different heaps of clothes, and there was an office chair next to a desk with an old, turned-off computer sitting on it.

      “Uh, sit there, if you like,” Eugene said, pointing to the bed.

      We gingerly sat on the edge while he dragged the office chair over for himself, kicking clothes out of the way to make a path.

      “So, uh, this is where the magic happens.” Eugene swung his arms around the room. “Let’s, uh, get down to business. What are we talking?”

      Rosie and I looked at each other, bemused.

      “What do you think we’re talking?” I asked him.

      “Uh, if you’re going to be the official drink of the team, uh, ten thousand a month?”

      Rosie snorted. “Yeah right. You’ve barely got a team anymore. Five hundred bucks a month, and unlimited drinks.”

      “Eight hundred?”

      I caught Rosie’s eye. She gave me a half smile and then shrugged. She turned back to Eugene. “Okay, here are some tips. Your starting offer was way too high for what your team can offer right now. You’d probably be best to rebuild, win a tournament, and then sign your next sponsorship deals.”

      Confusion crossed Eugene’s face.

      “Uh, you’re not from Green-Psych Energy? I heard they had a coach working for them now? It’s not you?”

      Rosie shook her head. “Nope. But you can have that negotiation coaching session for free. We’re not here to talk about sponsorships. We’re here to talk about Cara.”

      Eugene stared at us for several seconds. “Cara? How do you know Cara?”

      “We’re investigators,” I told him. “It’s our job to know about Cara. We’re trying to find out what happened to her.

      “Oh. So, you’re really not from Green-Psych Energy, like, at all?”

      “Nope. Tell us about Cara.”

      Eugene bobbed his head. “Investigators, huh? Uh, sure, I’ll try and help. Umm, Cara, well, she was a key part of our team. We all miss her terribly. It’s not going to be the same without her.”

      We both just stared at him to get him to keep going. It’s an investigative technique that works with most people. If you just stay quiet, they’ll eventually fill the silence. He did.

      “She was a good kid. Friendly. We all liked her. Replacing her is going to be tough. She was a very valuable member of our team. It’s so sad what happened.”

      We stared some more, but he was done now, and he hadn’t revealed anything juicy. In fact, it was mostly pretty bland. It was time to make like a gamer and push some buttons.

      “You liked her,” I said. “Didn’t you?”

      “We all liked her.”

      I shook my head. “No. I mean, you liked her.”

      Eugene froze for a moment and then quickly shook his head. “No, I didn’t!”

      “Everyone says you did. That you had a crush on her.”

      “Who said that? It’s not true! She was part of the team. I liked her, just like I like everyone on the team. That’s all.”

      He was nervous. But was it because we were prying into his personal life or because he had something to hide? It was hard to tell.

      “How long have you been coaching?” Rosie asked him.

      “A long time. Almost two years.”

      Oh yeah, a really long time. I stopped myself from rolling my eyes.

      “Judging by your team’s results, you’re actually pretty good at it,” Rosie told him.

      “We had a good team. And it’ll be good again. Great in fact. But losing three players has been hard. Say, you guys want some pizza? I think there’s some in the kitchen from yesterday.”

      “We’re good, thanks,” I told him. “So, did Cara have a boyfriend?”

      Eugene’s mouth opened quickly like he was about to answer, then he paused while he tried to think what that answer might be. Finally, he said, “Yeah. I mean, no… I mean I, uh, I wouldn’t know. I’m a gaming coach, not a life coach, you know? I don’t know if she had a boyfriend. I don’t think so, but maybe, who knows?”

      “That’s a long way of saying you don’t know,” I pointed out.

      “I, uh, yeah, sorry. I’m not used to all these questions. I’ve never met investigators before. I don’t know anything useful; I swear. If I did, I’d tell you right away.”

      “Actually,” Rosie told him, “people usually don’t realize they know something useful, so don’t try and prejudge. Let us determine what’s useful or not. Now, why wasn’t she allowed to live here with the rest of her team?”

      “She was. I mean, she would have been. But she didn’t want to. She said she needed her own space without so many men around. There aren’t many women in any of the teams in the house. She got a stipend instead to rent a room somewhere else.”

      “So she wasn’t forced out of the house by arguments or disagreements?” Rosie asked. “That can happen. Ask me how I know.”

      He didn’t ask her how he knew, as he could easily guess.

      “No, nothing like that happened. She stayed here for about a month when she first joined the team about five years ago. I was on it then, too, before I became the coach. She didn’t like living here, so she asked for a housing stipend, and she moved. It wasn’t like… a big thing or anything.”

      “Who did she ask for a stipend from?” I asked. “Your communal pool of winnings?”

      Rosie and Eugene both shook their heads at me.

      “The corporate sponsor,” Rosie told me. “Professional teams have corporate sponsors.”

      “We’re funded by Games! Games! Games!” Eugene said. “They’re not the best, but you take what you can get, you know?”

      “You’ve probably never heard of them,” Rosie told me, “But they’re mostly a retail chain for video games. Anyway, they probably own or rent this house, and they put all their professional teams in here.”

      “Actually,” I said, “I have heard of them. They were clients once, before you joined me.”

      “Ooh, you never told me that, boss!”

      “And you never told me you used to play video games for a living,” I said with a shrug. “There’s still a lot we don’t know about each other, it seems.” I turned back to Eugene. “So, is there anyone Cara had beef with? Any big arguments? Any enemies?”

      “I don’t know exactly. But there was one thing, maybe.”

      “Yeah? What thing?”

      “A few days before it happened. She was outside the house, out in the yard, talking on her phone. I overheard her, and it sounded like she was mad. I didn’t catch exactly what she was talking about, but it sounded like the argument you might have with a roommate. It was, you know, stuff like you always say—blah, blah, blah, like it was someone she spent a lot of time with. But it wasn’t anyone on the team because, obviously, they were all inside.”

      “What else?”

      “Sorry, I didn’t hear anything else. I wasn’t trying to listen in.”

      “You mean she hung up?” Rosie asked.

      Eugene stared down at a heap of clothes on the floor. “Uh, yeah, that too.”

      “What else can you tell us about the roommate?”

      “Nothing. Never met her. She never came by the house. I think Cara liked to keep her outside life separate. I mean, not that any of us have much of a life outside the house, but she did more than most of us. She was only here about twelve or fourteen hours a day, so she had quite a lot of free time.”

      “Did you say twelve or fourteen hours a day?” I asked. “Monday to Friday?”

      “More like Monday to Sunday,” Eugene said. “And I need my players to put in the time. It’s training, you know? You can’t be casual about it and expect to win competitions. It’s a lot of work, even if you’re naturally gifted.”

      I looked at Rosie to check.

      “That’s right. The best players spend every waking hour playing or watching other people play. It’s like anything, you’ve really got to work at it to be elite.”

      It was funny, but the word elite didn’t seem like the first adjective to spring to mind when thinking about the horde of young people in the den, or Eugene. They looked like greasy-haired nerds. But I guess that’s what the elite looked like in this world.

      “Have you got an address for us?” I asked.

      “Hold on.” Eugene stood and walked over to his desk. He lifted up a couple of T-shirts to reveal a manila file underneath. He carried it back to the chair and began to leaf through it after sitting down again. He finally turned it around and jabbed at a line on Cara’s employee file—because that’s what she was, technically. These gamers weren’t amateurs. They had work contracts with Games! Games! Games! and Eugene was their manager, supervisor, and human resource officer as well as their gaming coach.

      Rosie and I both snapped pictures of the whole page, capturing all of Cara’s information and not just her address.

      “So you really think she was, uh, murdered?” Eugene asked. “It wasn’t suicide?”

      “Do you think it was suicide?” I asked him.

      Eugene looked down again, shaking his head. “She’s not like that. She wouldn’t. But I can see why people think it was suicide. Because it was off a building. I didn’t believe it. I’m glad you agree.”

      “If you think of anything else you can tell us about Cara, will you let us know? I’ll leave my card with you.”

      “Anything at all,” Rosie reminded him. “Even things that may seem inconsequential to you could be vital pieces of information.”

      “Uh, okay, thanks.” Eugene took my card and stuffed it into the pocket of his ripped jeans. “I’ll, uh, walk you out.”

      As we headed back across the large den, a couple of gamers asked to take selfies with Rosie. I watched, bemused at her apparent celebrity. Finally, we made it back out.

      “To Cara’s?” Rosie asked.

      “To Cara’s,” I confirmed.

      It was time to meet this roommate of hers.
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      At least, it would have been time to meet her roommate if she’d been home. After standing outside the door for several minutes, we realized no one was coming to open it.

      Rosie dug a set of lock picks out of her bag. “Can I, boss?”

      I laughed and shook my head.

      “I’m all for a bit of breaking and entering when it’s strictly necessary, but we don’t have any reason to be breaking into this girl’s home just yet. All we know is she lived with Cara, and they may have had an argument over the phone. I’m afraid that’s not a good enough reason. We’ll have to go in the old-fashioned way—by being invited.”

      “Aww,” Rosie complained. “Shame. I wanted to try a new lock. I really think I’m getting the hang of picking them.”

      “I’m sure there’ll be plenty of chances in the future. Come on.”

      “What’re we going to do?”

      I shrugged. “Stakeout? We’ll wait for her to come home. She’s probably at work or college or something.”

      “I saw a convenience store at the end of the block. I’ll get us some supplies, boss.”

      Rosie hurried off, eager as always to stock up for what may, or may not, be a lengthy wait.

      I climbed back into the car and got the engine and air conditioning running again. In Las Vegas, it’s rare for a day to be cool enough to sit in a car comfortably without the a/c running, and this wasn’t one of those days, even if I had parked in the shade.

      Rosie returned with a couple of sub sandwiches, chips, cookies, and sodas, and we settled in for some serious investigative work: watching the front door of a small apartment unit in a four-story block with doors and walkways all located on the outside. Cara’s apartment was up on the third floor, but we could see the door, as well as the stairwell, through the windshield of the car. As long as we kept half an eye open, we’d spot her roommate returning.

      “She can’t be perfect, you know,” Rosie said, after a while.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Who can’t be perfect?”

      Rosie shrugged. “You know who I’m talking about.”

      I played ignorant. “Cara? Well, of course not. A murder victim rarely is.”

      “Not Cara,” Rosie said, looking almost disappointed in me. “Laura.”

      “Laura?” I looked up, as if trying to remember if I knew anyone by that name. Of course, I did. But I didn’t want it to look like she was on my mind, because she totally wasn’t. “Do you mean Stone’s girlfriend?”

      Rosie nodded. “Yes. Her. I bet she’s got some dark secrets.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Because we all do.”

      “Oh, that’s not true. I don’t.”

      “I bet I could dig something up on you,” Rosie said with a grin.

      “Uh, but you’re not going to try, right?”

      Rosie shook her head. “Of course not, boss. But don’t you think that perhaps we should look into Laura? You know, since Stone is a friend.”

      “Because he’s a friend, we should investigate his girlfriend?”

      “Exactly,” Rosie said. “Make sure she’s what she appears to be. Make sure there’s nothing dark in her past which might upset things.”

      I was tempted. I really was. But that’s the kind of thing a stalker or an obsessive does, isn’t it? And I wasn’t either! In fact, I was happy for Stone, wasn’t I? Of course, I was.

      “No, Rosie, we’re not going to do that. Stone can manage his own affairs, and I don’t think he’d like us poking our nose in.”

      “It might make him realize he’s making a mistake,” Rosie said.

      “A mistake?”

      “You know. Going out with Laura instead of…”

      I quickly shook my head to interrupt her. “No one’s making any mistakes.” I pointed out the window. “Did you see something? I thought I saw someone up on the third floor.”

      I hadn’t, but I wished I had. But it was the best I could come up with to veer the conversation in another direction.

      “I don’t see anything.” But Rosie took the hint and stopped talking about Stone and Laura, and most importantly, about me. Sometimes it’s nice to not have one’s personal life under permanent analysis from every friend and family member you have, you know?

      “Tell me more about being a professional computer game player.”

      Rosie laughed.

      “Way to change the topic, boss.”

      “I’m not! We’re working, Rosie, and you’ve got some specialist knowledge that I’d like you to share with me.”

      “Uh-huh,” Rosie said with a knowing grin. “Of course. Well, first, we call it e-sports.”

      “Electronic sports?”

      “I guess, but just say e-sports. If you say electronic sports, they’ll think you’re a dork.”

      “I hardly think people who play computer games for a living have any business calling an exciting, entrepreneurial, private investigator a dork,” I pointed out.

      “Mmhmm,” Rosie agreed without conviction. “Anyway, as you heard, I ran a team called the Purple Roses. That was my handle—my kind of nickname—originally, Purple Rose, and then later when I was coaching a team, they naturally became the Purple Roses. We were pretty good, won a few tournaments, made some money, and I used to have a few hundred thousand followers on my channels.”

      “Then how come when I met you, you were broke and living in a car while gangsters tried to squeeze money out of you?”

      “We all make mistakes,” Rosie said with a big shrug of her shoulders.

      “Elaborate!” I demanded.

      Rosie giggled. “Okay, okay. Well, first of all, it turns out I’m not a natural investor. I was a good gamer, but not good with my finances. I made some unfortunate decisions with my win bonuses, and, well, I lost pretty much all of it. I mean, I’d bought my car—the one that got arsoned—but by the end of my career, I didn’t have much else. Especially not with the way it ended.”

      “Go on…”

      “So, about five years back, there was a huge tournament being held in Russia. It had some really big sponsors, and there were several different prizes of over a million bucks each for different games. The Purple Roses were going to go there and clean up! Well, we intended to win a Starcraft II tournament at the least. We went a bit silly. We chartered a private jet, and we booked these huge hotel suites, and… basically did a lot of silly things. We were certain we were going to win big, so we splurged.”

      “But you lost?”

      “No. I mean, yes. But only technically.”

      “Why only technically?”

      “Because we didn’t get to compete.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because we were locked up in a Russian jail.”

      I covered my mouth to stop from laughing. Not that it was funny. Except, of course, it was actually hilarious. Poor Rosie!

      “And why were you in a Russian jail?”

      “One of my idiot teammates had heard you can’t get jeans in Russia. That’s what his mom had told him. Unfortunately, his mom’s information was more to do with the Soviet era than the modern one. Anyway, my idiot teammate filled a giant trunk with pairs of jeans, planning to sell them on the black market when we got there. It was stupid on so many levels. We were going to make so much more money from the competition than he would have from selling illegally imported jeans. Anyway, when we arrived, customs decided to conduct a thorough search instead of just waving us through like they usually do with VIPs. That was the fault of another of my idiot teammates, who thought it would be funny to try and joke with the customs officers. Here’s a tip, boss: never try and joke with either immigration or customs officers. They have no sense of humor, in any country, ever. They’re the worst.”

      “And they found your jeans?”

      “Yep. We were all arrested for smuggling, and they impounded the plane for a couple of days. In the end, we ended up paying near a million dollars in fines to Russia and to the plane leasing company for getting their jet impounded. And while the competition we were supposed to win was going on, we were eating beetroot soup and dry bread in a cell. Worst trip ever.”

      “You didn’t make a comeback?”

      “Our sponsor dropped us because of the negative publicity, and we all started arguing over whose fault everything was, and… things just fell apart. I decided it was time to move on. That was the end of that.”

      “Do you miss it?”

      Rosie shrugged. “It’s kind of like… how you might miss elementary school, you know? It’s so far in your past as to be like a different country, a different time, and you wouldn’t want to go back because you’re bigger, you’re older, you’ve moved on. So, I have a kind of nostalgia for it, but I don’t miss it. I wouldn’t want to go back. And besides, I’m too old.”

      “You’re not too old!”

      Rosie laughed and patted my arm. “Sorry boss, but we both are. E-sports are a young people’s game.”

      “But we’re young.” I sounded rather more plaintive than I intended. But it had been weighing on me recently. If I wasn’t young, it would mean me tacitly admitting that it might be time to settle down, because that’s what you do when you’re not young anymore. And it’s exactly what Mom and Nanna had been pressuring me to do. But then the only person I could imagine myself settling down with was—

      “Boss? Are you still listening?”

      “Uh, yeah. Totally. Mm. So, how long do you want to give Cara’s roommate? I’ve got a shift at The Treasury later.”

      “I want to do some more research online, and I’ve got rehearsal later, too. Maybe I can dig up this roommate’s social media profiles and figure out where she is or when the best time to try her again will be.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Come on, let’s get out of here. We’ll come back super-prepped for when we finally meet her.”

      When we got back home, I left Rosie to the plaintive, demanding meows of Snowflake while I headed into my own place to get changed for a shift at the casino.

      Despite nothing in particular going wrong, the day still felt like it had a certain hollowness to it. An emptiness somewhere, somehow.

      Weird.

      I put it down to not drinking enough coffee. Yeah, that had to be it. After refueling with some more of the black stuff, I got into my casino dealer’s clothes and got my head back into work mode to put in my second day’s work of the day.

      The night was young in Las Vegas. But then, it always was. In the real ‘City That Never Sleeps,’ there was no such thing as late or early, only different levels of natural light, while the city itself moved to its own rhythm, careless of the time the clock said.

      There were cards to deal, customers to entertain, and a case to start thinking about.

      With a spring in my step, I headed out.
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      When I got home late that night, it was to a silent apartment in a quiet building. While the city may never sleep, the people in our building certainly do.

      I climbed into my spacious bed and luxuriated in the room. I had all the space I needed and no one to steal it from me. That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it? That’s luxury. I wouldn’t want anyone else taking up that precious space. No way.

      It was nice that Rosie worried about Stone. It really was. It showed she was a good person. And it didn’t bother me one tiny little bit that she thought Stone was making a mistake with Laura, or that I was making a mistake by not— No, I definitely wasn’t thinking about any of those kinds of things.

      I was enjoying being single and free, wasn’t I? All my successes were my own. All my achievements. Some people are just built that way; we’re lone travelers on the world’s highways, making our own solitary way.

      And I liked that.

      I did like that.

      I did.

      Didn’t I?
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        * * *

      

      I woke up after an uneasy sleep when Rosie arrived bearing bagels and a pot of coffee she’d already brewed for us and poured into a large thermos, so I didn’t even need to make my own.

      “Sleep well, boss?”

      “Yes, wonderful,” I lied through a yawn. “I got home quite late, though.”

      “How was the casino? Any trouble?”

      “Nope. What have you dug up?”

      “Nothing too interesting, I’m afraid. Just some basic background information. But I now know that Cara’s roommate is named Bonny Tendrell, and she was out having a meal with a friend right after work yesterday. That’s why we didn’t see her at all.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yep. And I think we’ll be able to catch her at home if we head out soon.”

      “Let’s do it, then,” I said, stifling another yawn. “Just let me… get ready.”
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        * * *

      

      We got back to Bonny and Cara’s apartment, but unlike Rosie’s prediction, she wasn’t home. We headed back down the stairs to go wait in the car when we bumped into a girl slightly younger than us walking up the stairs with her dog.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      The little dog, a white Maltese, put its paws up against my legs and gave me a friendly sniff.

      “Luna, no,” said the girl. “Down you get.”

      The dog gave me a slightly mournful look and then dropped its paws back to the ground.

      “She’s adorable,” I said. “She can greet me all she wants.”

      The girl grinned. “She is, isn’t she?”

      “Excuse me,” Rosie said, “but are you Bonny Tendrell?”

      The girl hesitated a moment before answering with a jerking nod, the friendliness draining from her as she realized we were looking for her.

      “Ye-es, can I help you?”

      “We’re investigators, and we need to speak to you about Cara.”

      “Oh,” she said very quietly. “I see.”

      “We’ll come in with you,” I said briskly, trying to deflect any potential disagreement. I turned down to speak to the little dog, Luna, “Come on, show us the way home!”

      Luna yapped at me and then leaped up the final couple of stairs and strained on her leash as she tried to get home.

      Rosie and I started walking. Luna yapped. Then, reluctantly, Bonny followed behind. We stood outside her door with friendly but placid smiles, feeling rather like a pair of mannequins as we tried to appear as unthreatening as possible until we were inside. Not that we were going to be threatening, as such, when we did get inside, but we could certainly turn up the heat a little if things looked like they might get interesting.

      Bonny unlocked the door and mumbled for us to follow her in, which we gratefully did.

      As soon as she was inside, Bonny undid Luna’s leash, and Luna proceeded to leap joyfully at returning home and then yapped in our direction, as if to encourage us to come in and explore her domain.

      “Don’t bark at them, Luna,” Bonny said.

      “It sounded like a friendly hi to me,” Rosie told her cheerfully.

      “Yeah, she is very friendly,” Bonny said with pride evident in her voice. “She’s a good girl, aren’t you, Luna?”

      The little dog yapped that not only was she a good girl, she was the best girl.

      Just inside the door was a big heap of cleaning supplies, with a mop and bucket, a package of disposable gloves, and various cleaning concoctions. As we stepped further into the abode, we could see that the living room was filled with books on one wall, while the other was dominated by a large television and dozens of game boxes arranged on shelves around it.

      The telephone rang as soon as we entered.

      “Sit down,” Bonny called as she rushed over to a landline phone set down next to the television.

      Rosie and I went and sat on an old but clean couch, and Luna joined us, leaping up and promptly sitting on my lap.

      “Hello? What? No, no, thank you. No, I don’t require that, thank you.” Bonny’s final farewell was said in a way that meant leave me alone, or perhaps something even ruder. Bonny hung up the phone and rolled her eyes. “Telemarketers. They never give me a break. Do you want a drink? I’ve got water or… actually, I don’t have anything else.”

      “We’re good, thank you. Why don’t you join us, please? We won’t bother you for long. I’m sure you’re busy.”

      Bonny sat down in an armchair and turned it to face us.

      “What happened to Cara must have been a terrible shock,” I said gently.

      Bonny nodded, lips pressed slightly together like she was trying to keep her emotions under control. “Yes,” she said finally. “It was.” She pressed her lips back together as soon as she finished speaking.

      “Did you get on well?” Rosie asked.

      Bonny smiled softly as if recalling memories. “Yeah. Yeah, we did.”

      “All the time?” I asked.

      “Does anyone get on all the time? I think everyone argues from time to time, don’t they?”

      “They sure do,” Rosie agreed and looked in my direction as if to indicate that we argued all the time. We didn’t.

      “Luna?” Bonny called. “Leave the poor lady alone. Come over here.”

      Luna tilted her head in thought, and then with a leap off my lap, she bounded onto the floor and then straight up again to Bonny’s lap where she yapped a happy greeting. I realized we hadn’t properly introduced ourselves and handed over a business card and made introductions.

      Bonny examined my card for a moment and then looked up at us. “I hope you find out what happened to Cara. Whether she was, you know, pushed, or if it was all her.”

      “We will,” I told her. “So, what was it that you guys were arguing about?”

      “We didn’t have any serious arguments,” Bonny said. “Just bickering. Kind of like siblings.”

      “Did you think of her like a sister?”

      “Yeah, pretty much. We were very close. Even though she was moving out, we would have stayed the bestest of friends.”

      “She was moving out?” I asked nonchalantly.

      “It was totally her idea,” Bonny said very quickly, as if trying to cover up a mistake. She had just realized we didn’t know Cara was leaving their shared home.

      “Why did she want to move out?” Rosie asked.

      “Because… because she thought it was for the best. You know, she was a pro gamer. They can make good money. She wanted her own place. You can’t blame her, right? Living alone is the best.”

      “It sure is,” I agreed, thoughts of my quiet, empty apartment popping into my head. “So you won’t be looking for a new roommate?”

      “I’d like to live alone, but I need someone to split the bills with.” Bonny sighed at the prospect of a new roommate. “I miss Cara.”

      She didn’t sound like she missed her.

      “Your dog is so sweet,” Rosie said. “Luna, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Was Cara going to take Luna with her when she left?”

      Bonny froze and then quickly shook her head. “No. Luna is more my dog than hers. Cara was never home. She was always out at that gamers’ house, training with her team. She wasn’t here that much. Most of the time, it was just me and Luna. Look, I’m busy. I’ve got to get searching for a new roommate, and I’ve got to clean up.”

      We stood up. “Sorry to take so much of your time,” I told her, even though we’d barely been there five minutes.

      “You say Luna is more yours than Cara’s?” Rosie asked as we slowly headed toward the door.

      “Yeah.”

      “Then how come it was Cara that named her?”

      Bonny’s eyebrows shot up, and it took her a moment to recover. “We came up with the name together,” she said when she had composed herself again.

      “Did you buy her?” Rosie asked just as we were outside the front door, with Bonny holding the edge in one hand like she wanted to slam it shut.

      “She was a gift. Gotta go. Have a nice day, see you, bye.”

      Bonny began to close the door in our faces. Rosie casually leaned into the door to stop it closing all the way. “Were you and Cara arguing over who would keep Luna?”

      Bonny stopped pushing on the door and stuck her head through the remaining open part. “Look, if you want to find someone she was really arguing with, you should talk to her mother. They hated each other. Now please, can you leave?”

      Rosie looked at me, and I nodded back. “Bye!” Rosie called through the crack as the door closed.

      We slowly began to make our way back down to the car.

      “I think you got more out of that than I did,” I said to my assistant. “What did I miss?”

      “The dog,” Rosie said. “It’s called Luna. And I know why.”

      “Oh?”

      “Luna is the name of a Dota 2 player.”

      “Huh?”

      “The game Cara played? Remember I told you before? Anyway, Luna is one of the most famous players out there. The dog was obviously named after Luna. Which means, Cara named the dog. Which means the dog was really hers. Not her roommate’s.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Or perhaps Cara suggested the name and they both agreed to it, like Bonny said.”

      “Could be,” Rosie admitted. “But I don’t think so.”

      “What do you think about that final comment she made about her mom?”

      “I don’t know, boss. But I guess we should find out.”

      “Do we know anything about her?”

      And by we, I meant did Rosie, as she had been the one conducting our online background research.

      “If I remember rightly, her name’s Tabitha.”

      “Does she live in Vegas?”

      Rosie shook her head. “No, but not far away. Hold on, let me check the address.”

      Rosie stared at her phone while we slowly walked down the stairs and back to the car.

      “Got it,” she said when we reached my car. “It’s Boulder City.”

      “That’s not far at all. Any idea why she was arguing with her mother?”

      “Nope. Nothing came up online about that. Are we going to find out?”

      “We absolutely are.”

      We climbed into the car and headed off to Boulder City to meet our victim’s mother.
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      Cara’s mother’s place wasn’t much nicer than Cara’s. She also lived in a low-rise apartment building, this time in a ground-floor unit, with a tiny, sad looking cactus garden in front of her door. There was a plastic chair set up outside the entrance and an empty tin can half full of cigarette butts.

      Tabitha opened the door wearing a waitress uniform and a scowl around tired, red-rimmed eyes.

      “What?” she asked quickly. “Knives? Bibles? Vacuums? Don’t need any of ‘em.”

      “We’re investigating the death of your daughter,” I said gently. “We’re going to find out what happened to her.”

      Tabitha’s jaw clenched tight, and she stared at each of us in turn, almost challenging us. “So?”

      “So, we wanted to ask you a few questions. You had a difficult relationship with your daughter, right?” Rosie asked.

      “I didn’t kill her, if that’s what you’re saying!”

      We both shook our heads quickly, apologetically. “That’s not what we were getting at,” I told her. While we certainly were investigating that very thing, it’s not what you tell a grieving parent when there’s a very good chance it’s not going to lead anywhere. You have to be on their side. At least until you can prove it was them. Then all bets are off, and the cards get laid on the table. But so far, Tabitha’s mom wasn’t deserving of a serious level of suspicion.

      “I’ve got to go to work in, like, five minutes. That’s all I can give you now. If you want to ask me something, get on with it.”

      Jaw clenched tight, Tabitha invited us into her small, neat, living and dining room, and we sat around the table. Tabitha sat with her face like a rock, not offering anything unless we dragged it out of her.

      “Do you have any idea who might have wanted to harm your daughter?”

      Tabitha’s jaw seemed to quiver slightly, then she briskly shook her head. “No. I don’t know. We haven’t been very close recently. I don’t know of anyone who’d want to do something like that.”

      “She had a little dog, right? Luna?”

      “I guess?” Tabitha seemed surprised by the question, like she didn’t have much interest in this aspect of her daughter’s life and was surprised we had any at all.

      “Did you give Luna to her?”

      “Me? No. Why would I give her a dog?”

      “Do you know who did give her the dog?”

      “Why are you asking about her little rat dog? It’s a horrible, yappy thing. Kind of like her.” Tabitha’s face formed a sad smile for a moment before descending back to its dark, stony frown.

      “She got Luna as a gift. Do you know who from?”

      “I think it was her… her coach. Can you believe they call themselves that? All they do is play video games. What does the coach even do? Tell them to play more instead of doing something useful and productive? She could have gone to college, you know. She was smart.”

      “She was very smart,” Rosie agreed. “You have to be, to be as good as she was. Your daughter was incredibly talented and hardworking.”

      “She spent her time playing video games.”

      “She was a professional e-sports athlete,” Rosie said. “It’s a lot more than just playing video games.”

      “I wish she’d done something else,” Tabitha said, quietly. “Then maybe… maybe none of it would have happened.”

      “Apart from her death, what else has happened?” Rosie asked gently.

      “I’m so mad at her!” Tabitha suddenly spat out. She thumped the table. “So mad. How could she do that to me? And then leave me?”

      “She was taken from you,” Rosie told her calmly. “But what is it that she did?”

      “She… she took my nest egg.”

      “Your savings?” I asked, surprised. From what I’d learned so far, Cara couldn’t exactly have been hurting for money.

      Tabitha nodded. “She cleaned me out. When I found out, I was so mad I…” Tabitha grabbed a couple of tissues and wiped her eyes and nose. “I said I was going to kill her.” She sniffed again. “I was so mad, I was furious, and I was going to yell at her so much and then— and then I found out. She was dead already.”

      Rosie and I each patted one of her hands in sympathy. She was clearly dealing with a lot—anger at her daughter, but then grief at her death as well.

      “Why would she have taken your savings?” I asked when she had calmed again. “Didn’t she have a good income of her own?”

      “I don’t know,” Tabitha said. “They always said she was doing well, but then she cleaned me out. I don’t get it either.”

      “She probably didn’t get access to all of the winnings,” Rosie explained. “The sponsors cover the running of the team and their expenses, but the prize money flows up to them when it comes in. She was probably on a good salary, but it’s easy to blow most of it. Or lose it in some investments.”

      “It was Ralph,” Tabitha muttered.

      “Who?” I repeated. The name rang a vague bell, but I couldn’t quite place it.

      “I don’t know,” Tabitha said. “Some guy. I think he might have been her boyfriend. She never did anything like this before.”

      “Who is he?”

      “I just told you, I don’t know! I didn’t meet him. She mentioned she was helping this friend of hers, but there was something about the look in her eye that made me think it was more than a friend, you know? I asked her, but she denied it. But she always liked to keep her private life private, even from her own mother.” Tabitha wiped at her eyes again. “I’m just so… so mad. So angry.”

      But not just angry. She was grief stricken as well.

      “Thank you very much for talking to us, Tabitha. Is there anything else we should know about Cara?”

      Tabitha sniffed and shook her head. “She gamed, and she had a roommate in an apartment. That’s all there was to her. She spent so much time on her career, she didn’t have time for anything else.”

      “And recently she had Ralph.”

      Tabitha half nodded. “I think so.” She stood up. “I’ve got to get to work, and now I look a mess.”

      “Sorry for getting you upset,” I told her. “We’ll get out of your hair now.”

      Tabitha gripped my arm before we left. “Find out what happened, please? I can’t sleep anymore. Not knowing who would do such a thing… it’s eating at me. All I do is stare at the ceiling in the dark and wait for sleep to come, but it almost never does. Then I work, exhausted, and then come home and everything repeats. I’m not living anymore.”

      I patted her arm. “We’ll find out what happened. We will.”

      “Tiffany Black solves all her cases,” Rosie told her with an air of confident authority. “Don’t you worry about that.”

      Tabitha nodded. “Thanks. Good luck. And if there’s anything I can do—which there won’t be—but if there is, just ask.”

      “We’ll be sure to.”

      When we were back in the car, Rosie and I both sat quietly, running through what we’d just heard.

      “I don’t think her mother killed her,” Rosie said, finally. “Even if Cara did steal her life savings.”

      “Agreed. That sounds weird though, doesn’t it? What could she have wanted with the money? As her mom said, it didn’t sound like she had much of a life outside of gaming, and she surely earned plenty.”

      “Drugs? Gambling?” Rosie pursed her lips. “You know, gaming can be like gambling. It hits the same buttons.”

      “Ha-ha.”

      Rosie giggled. “I didn’t mean it as a pun! I just meant that, mentally, it has a similar effect. Winning an e-sports match is like winning at the casino.”

      “But we don’t have any reason to think she was into gambling, do we? No one else has mentioned it.”

      “Right. Then I guess we need to find out about this Ralph guy, right?” Rosie spoke with a questioning tone, her eyes checking with me the whole time to make sure she wasn’t suggesting anything stupid. Of course, she wasn’t.

      “Sounds good to me. And how do you think we should do that?”

      “Let’s head back to the house,” Rosie began. “We should talk to Jarod, Michael, and Eugene again. I want to get to the bottom of who gave Cara that dog, and I bet they can tell us who this Ralph is. If he really was her boyfriend, he should probably be our top suspect.”

      “Agreed. Excellent thinking, Rosie.”

      My assistant beamed back at me. She really was a sharp thinker, and very little ever got past her.

      With a new plan in place, we got back in the car and started in the direction of town, to go back to the gamers’ house.

      Whoever Ralph was, we were going to figure out his connection to Cara’s death.
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      Unfortunately, we didn’t make it to the gaming house. At least not right away. While we were driving, my phone rang, and I asked Rosie to answer it on speaker.

      “It’s the police,” Rosie said with considerable interest as she saw the screen. “Let’s see what they want.” Rosie tapped the screen.

      “Black?” said a voice that managed to have a scowl. Not many voices can do that.

      “Elwood!” I said overly brightly, just to wind him up. “What’s up?”

      “I’ve got someone down here for you.”

      “Who?”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, there was the sound of a phone being passed over.

      “Hello, dear!”

      “Nanna?” I blinked in surprise. “Is that you? What are you doing?”

      “I’m just at the police station now, dear. There’s been a little misunderstanding. Could you come and collect me?”

      “No misunderstanding,” Elwood called from a short distance away, his miserable voice sounding slightly echoey. “She should be prosecuted, but we’re feeling nice.”

      “What did you do, Nanna?”

      “Nothing!” Nanna declared indignantly. I heard Elwood growl-sighing next to her. “Come down and collect me, and I’ll explain this little misunderstanding.”

      “Get here soon,” Elwood warned, “or we’ll hold her overnight.”

      We definitely couldn’t let that happen. I assured Nanna and Elwood that we were on our way, then we changed direction. The gaming house would have to wait. Nanna needed me now.

      At the Metro Police headquarters, I got us inside and headed up to the homicide department. I found Nanna in a glass-walled conference room, sitting at the head of a table with a cup of coffee in front of her. Elwood spotted us entering, pointed for us to go inside, and indicated he’d be there shortly.

      “Nanna,” I said like a disappointed parent. “What’s happened?”

      “Some silly boy tried to arrest me for doing nothing.”

      I slumped in a chair beside her. “And if I asked this silly boy what happened, how do you think he would have described it?”

      “Poorly.”

      “Nanna! Just tell us what happened, would you?”

      “Fine. I was driving my car around, trailing this silly boy policeman—”

      “You were tailing a police car?”

      “Yes, that’s what I just said, dear. It wasn’t even a marked one. Just a black sedan.”

      “Why?! Why would you follow a police car?”

      “Practice.”

      “Practice? What do you mean practice?”

      “Practice makes perfect, dear. You know that.”

      “I mean, why were you practicing following a police officer? What are you practicing to be? A stalker?”

      Nanna shook her head slowly at me. “No, dear, I’m working on my private investigator’s license, aren’t I? And one of the things I need to do is learn how to tail a car. And who better to practice on than a policeman? Unfortunately, he didn’t see it that way.”

      The door to the conference room opened again, and Elwood came in with another police officer, a huge man about twice Elwood’s size in width and several inches taller. The big guy looked to be around my age, and he ambled in with all the speed of a sedated sloth. Even Elwood, who isn’t exactly speedy himself, seemed frustrated by the slow stumble of his fellow officer.

      “This is Dodge,” Elwood said. “Your Nanna has been stalking him.”

      “Howdy, Dodge,” I said brightly and offered him my hand.

      Dodge slowly took my hand in his own giant paw, squeezed it, and then dropped it. “Nice to meet you. They call me Dodge because you can’t dodge me. I’m too big!”

      “Great to meet you. I hear there’s been a bit of a misunderstanding?” I nodded my head toward Nanna.

      Dodge slowly shook his head. “Ain’t no misunderstanding. She was following me.”

      “But Nanna’s told you what she was doing, right? That she was practicing trailing a suspect?”

      “Stalking a police officer is a serious offense,” Dodge drawled at the speed of flowing pitch.

      “I wasn’t stalking,” Nanna said. “I was following. For practice. Why would I want to stalk you?”

      “A crime is a crime,” Dodge declared.

      “But this time, we’re willing to let it go, aren’t we?” Elwood said to the other officer.

      Dodge stared at Elwood with beady eyes that hinted at but didn’t show any intelligence. “I’m not sure we should. What kind of example does that set?”

      “It shows that we take circumstances into consideration,” Elwood said. “Look, I know this old broad, and she doesn’t mean any harm. Let’s drop it, okay?”

      “Less of the old,” Nanna muttered.

      “Tell ye what,” Dodge said. “That’s two strikes. If I catch you doing something like this again, I’m going to come down on you like a ton of bricks.”

      Judging by his size, he literally could do that. Maybe more than one in fact.

      “Why two strikes?” Nanna demanded. “That should be one strike.”

      “You don’t get a say, you old crook. I said two strikes, so two strikes it is. You stalk me again, I’ll get you locked up for a decade!”

      “A decade?” Nanna glared at him. “I’d be old by the time I got out!”

      “You’re old now!”

      “Am not!”

      “Are too!”

      Elwood grabbed Dodge’s arm, and I squeezed Nanna’s hand.

      “I saw a box of donuts in the break room,” Elwood said to Dodge. “Let’s hit it up before anyone else finds it.”

      Dodge’s face lit up, and he shot out the room like a sloth that had been kicked with a slow-moving boot.

      “Bring some back for us!” Nanna called.

      “No!” Elwood snapped over his shoulder.

      “You shouldn’t wind them up,” I told Nanna. “They could make your day very miserable, you know.”

      Nanna sniffed haughtily. “They already did. I had to call you away from your case. How’s it going, anyway?”

      I explained that we were making progress and were now looking for someone called Ralph. Just when I’d told her about our morning, the door opened again, and to my surprise, Emily came in holding a plate of donuts in one hand and a pack of gum in the other.

      “Found it!” Emily said to me with a grin, waving the gum at me.

      “Good work, Em!”

      “You shouldn’t be here!” Nanna told her. “Where’s Jack Junior? You didn’t leave him in the car, did you?”

      “No, don’t worry. He’s with his nanny and the housekeeper back in the Tremonte. This is the first time I’ve been out without him. I keep feeling like I’ve forgotten something.”

      “You did,” Nanna insisted. “How am I supposed to give him a cuddle if he’s not even here?”

      “If I’d known you were going to be here, I would have brought him. What are you doing here?”

      Emily sat and joined us, and we began eating the donuts while we explained what happened. Just as we got to the end, Elwood returned, with another plate of donuts gripped in his hand.

      He glowered at us. “I bring you donuts, and you’re already eating them?”

      I shrugged apologetically his way. “Sorry! Em brought them.”

      Elwood stared at his partner. “What’re you doing here anyway? I thought we were rid of you for a few months.”

      “A delight to see you too, partner!” Emily grinned at him. “I, uh, forgot something and had to come down to my desk to get it. And I found this crew sitting in here, so I brought some snacks in and joined them.”

      “This is supposed to be a place of work, not a social club.”

      “I think it’s both,” Nanna told him.

      “You think that, do you? Well don’t. You don’t get to have an opinion!”

      “Yes, I do. I have opinions on lots of things. And I think a workplace should be a social club. If you don’t enjoy the people you work with, then your work life is going to be miserable.”

      We all nodded in agreement with Nanna. Well, all of us except Elwood.

      “Work, like life, is supposed to be miserable.”

      The rest of us gave him pitying looks, which he ignored by filling his face with a pink-frosted donut.

      “What’s the deal with the big guy?” Emily asked.

      “His name’s Dodge,” Nanna told her. “And he’s a horrible little boy.”

      Emily giggled at the big man being called a boy, and Rosie and I couldn’t help but grin along with her.

      “He’s my new partner,” Elwood said when he’d swallowed his donut.

      Emily’s head snapped over to him. “What?”

      “Don’t worry, sweet cheeks, it won’t be forever. At least, I hope it won’t. I’m supposed to be training him up while you’re away on your vacation.”

      “I’m on maternity leave, not vacation,” Emily said with a glare. “Having a baby is exhausting.”

      Elwood just raised his eyebrows at her. We all knew what he was thinking: it’s a heck of a lot less exhausting when you have a whole apartment and hotel full of staff to help you out. But of course, we wouldn’t say that, and I knew Emily was doing most of the childcare herself. With her mom up in New Jersey, it wasn’t like she had a whole lot of people to fall back on, so it was only fair she had some staff to help.

      “Why’d you hire him?” Nanna asked. “He’s quite repellant.”

      “He’s not that bad,” Elwood said without conviction.

      Emily stared at him. “Spill.”

      Elwood stared back, defiant for a moment, and then finally gave a quick nod. “Fine. He’s the nephew of our captain, okay?”

      “Nepotism?” Emily asked.

      “Don’t know what that means,” Elwood said, though he clearly did. “He’s been selected to work in our department, and I’m helping train him up.”

      “He’s an idiot,” Nanna muttered.

      “He’s differently talented,” Elwood said. “We all have our strengths and weaknesses.”

      “What’s his strength?” Emily asked. “Walking through walls?”

      Elwood just about stopped a snarl-smile from crossing his lips. “He doesn’t rush things.”

      “Is that really a strength?” Emily asked.

      “I hope to gosh it is,” Elwood said, shaking his head. “If not, there’s not much going for him.”

      “Enough about that silly boy,” Nanna said. “I want to see some pictures of little Jack Junior!”

      Emily whipped her phone out so fast it was like she’d magicked it from thin air.

      Elwood zipped to his feet quick as a flash. “Better go check on Dodge.”

      “Elwood!” I called. “Don’t you want to see some pictures?”

      “No. Babies all look the same. Ugly.”

      “Jack Junior is not ugly!” Rosie and I said in unison.

      “Fine. Show me one.”

      Emily had already opened the gallery and held the phone up to Elwood.

      He stared at the screen, grunted politely. “Cute,” he said without any conviction at all and then stomped out.

      “There is something very wrong with that man,” Nanna said when he was gone.

      “He’s just old-fashioned,” Rosie told us. “He’s quite fun when you hang out with him.”

      “You’ve got a very different definition of fun to me,” Nanna said.

      Rosie and Elwood were both members of an amateur dramatic group and spent time together at rehearsals. She was getting to know him better than any of the rest of us. Poor girl.

      “Now Elwood and Dodge have gone,” Emily said, “I might have a little information for you.”

      That perked me up. I sat up straighter and peered at my friend. “Yeah? What have you found?”

      “Right, so, your victim fell off a building, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “Have you been out there?”

      Rosie and I shook our heads. “Not yet.”

      “Okay, so this building, it’s a three-story structure with a flat roof. There’s a fire escape on the side, and it turns out the roof is a bit of a hangout spot. Local teenagers go up there to… look at the view, or whatever it is they do.”

      I suspected view-admiring was one of the lower priorities of the local teens.

      “Was she hanging out with a bunch of teenagers?” Rosie asked.

      “She did that every day as part of her job,” Emily said with a laugh. “But, no, we don’t think there were any teens there at the time of death. At least none has come forward as witnesses. But the coroner reported something interesting in the autopsy—there were some marks around her neck. Like she may have been grabbed there, leaving bruises, while being pushed off the building.”

      “Oh no,” I said with a shudder. The image wasn’t a nice one.

      “I know. Anyway, that’s why the case became a murder investigation—because of the marks around her neck. The department’s a bit swamped at the moment—there’s even another body in the morgue they don’t even have an ID on yet—and this one was going to be marked off as a suicide. But the marks around her neck got it back on the murder roster.”

      “Did the autopsy show anything else?” I asked.

      “Only that the hands that were used to make those marks were fairly big and so unlikely to be a woman’s hands. They’re currently looking for a man who’s significantly stronger than her. That’s all they have to go on so far, in terms of the likely suspect.”

      “Thanks, Emily, you’re incredible.”

      Emily leaned back in her chair, looking quite satisfied with herself. “I know. I am incredible, aren’t I?”

      Nanna stood up. “I can’t sit around here all day. I’ve got to get back to my sleuthing practice.”

      “You’re not going to follow any more police officers around, are you?”

      “Don’t need to. I’ve done all the tailing practice I need to now. I’m going to learn how to dust for fingerprints! The library has a book on it.”

      I was half tempted to tell Nanna that dusting for prints is a rather niche skill for the modern private investigator, but it sounded like something that would keep her out of trouble. While coming down to the station had worked out well on this occasion, I didn’t want it to become a regular occurrence.

      “That sounds like a great idea, Nanna.”

      “And I’m going to go home and check on Jack Junior,” Emily said. “I miss him already, and I’ve only been out a couple of hours.”

      With their plans for the afternoon settled, Rosie and I could get back on track. We would return to the gaming team house and try to figure out where the dog came from and more about this Ralph guy.

      Finally, we were getting somewhere.
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      At the house, we met with Michael and Jarod in the large but seemingly mostly unused kitchen, sitting around a dining table that mainly seemed to serve as a place to store empty Chinese food cartons and pizza boxes. The floor was grimy, and the room had a slightly unpleasant odor from old food.

      Michael cleared the table away by putting a large plastic trash can at one end and sweeping everything off the surface with an extended arm, making a large wave across the mess.

      “There. Tidy as she gets!”

      We all sat down, and I clasped my hands in front of me on the table, immediately regretting it when I felt how sticky it was. Wincing, we began our follow-up interview with our clients.

      “Do you guys know who gave Cara her dog?”

      Jarod and Michael looked at each other, both of them nodding. Jarod answered us first, “Yeah, it was a gift.”

      “Who from?” Rosie asked.

      “All of us,” Michel answered. “It was so Cara could feel safe in her apartment when her roommate was out. I mean, that little thing isn’t exactly a guard dog, but to give her company.”

      “You all came up with the idea?” I asked.

      The pair of them looked up toward the ceiling in thought.

      “Who thought of it first?” Michael said, mostly to himself.

      “Eugene!” Jarod pronounced. “I’m sure it was Eugene who came up with the idea.” He checked Michael’s face to see if he agreed. “It was, wasn’t it?”

      “I think you’re right,” Michael agreed. “He suggested it, and we all agreed.”

      “But it was definitely Cara’s dog?” Rosie confirmed. “Not her roommate’s?”

      “Why would we get her roommate a dog?” Jarod asked, bemused.

      “Just checking,” I told them, making a careful mental note.

      “Did you ever hear of someone called Ralph?” Rosie asked.

      They both nodded, enthused. “Is he here?” Jarod asked, eyes alive with excitement. Michael glanced toward the door eagerly, as if hoping he might spot this mysterious Ralph.

      “He’s not here. Not that we know of. Who is he?” I asked.

      “Our new teammate,” Michael said. “Supposedly.”

      “Explain,” Rosie demanded.

      “Y’know, we told you about how we lost some players? And we’d recruited someone new?” Michael asked.

      They had indeed told us that at our first meeting. I nodded for them to continue.

      “We’ve hired Ralph, aka Ruin It Ralph. He absolutely slays.”

      Jarod nodded rapidly at Michael in earnest agreement, then continued, “I can’t wait to have him playing with us. We’re going to be back on top, I just know it. He’s a really good player.”

      “But you don’t seem to know where he is?” I asked. How come?”

      “Right,” Michael said, sounding a little peeved—not at us, but at the situation. “Eugene said Ralph was hired, like, a week ago. But we’ve not seen him yet. Something about working out his contract details or something? Eugene said it’s a done deal, but…” Michael shrugged.

      Jarod nodded. “Yeah. I think there’s some final contract details to be worked out. He won’t be here until that’s all settled. The sooner the better, we say. We’ve got to start training together as soon as possible.”

      “Did Cara know Ralph?”

      They both looked at each other, heads tilted, shrugged, then turned back to us.

      “How would she know him?” Jarod asked. “We just said Ralph isn’t here yet. She was super excited about him though, wasn’t she?”

      “She sure was,” Michael agreed sadly. “She really wanted to play with him.”

      They both looked despondent at the fact their deceased teammate would never get a chance to play with him.

      “Cara’s mother thinks that Ralph was her boyfriend,” Rosie said flatly.

      Michael’s mouth dropped open. Jarod stared at us.

      “Her boyfriend?” Jarod repeated. “How could he be?”

      Rosie and I both shrugged. “We don’t know. It’s just what we heard from her mom. But you hadn’t heard that she’d even met him?”

      “Nope,” Jarod said. “That would be really surprising.”

      “Totally,” Michael agreed. “I guess it would explain why she was so excited. But… why didn’t she tell us she knew him if that was the case?”

      “She could have been keeping it a secret until his position was confirmed, I guess,” Jarod said. “I can’t believe she’d hide something like that from us.”

      “Yeah,” Michael agreed. “We’re a team. We’re not supposed to have secrets from each other. Do you think she was training with him in secret?” Michael’s question was directed at Jarod rather than us.

      “Maybe? Then she could have shown off by seeming to understand his techniques quicker than us. Would Cara do that?”

      “She might have,” Michael said, nodding.

      “Guys?” I said, interrupting their team talk. “I’m sure the answer is no, but you wouldn’t know where to find Ralph, would you?”

      They both shook their heads.

      “You could try his social media,” Jarod suggested. “But he doesn’t usually reply to anything. He likes to keep a low profile. People say the only way you can contact him is to catch him at a game, don’t they?”

      “That’s right,” Michael said. “He’s like… a recluse or something. That’s why it’s so exciting he’s coming here to join us. He’s probably amazing in person.”

      “Yeah, like a Zen monk or something,” Jarod said. “It’s going to be so inspiring.”

      An alarm on Jarod’s phone went off. He leaped to his feet.

      “Practice time!”

      “We better go,” Michael said. “We’ve got to get our hours in.”

      We were about done with them anyway, so we followed them down to the large den which had become a cave for gaming and found Eugene. We followed him back into his bedroom for another meeting.

      Rosie and I perched on the edge of Eugene’s bed while he sat on his wheeled office chair.

      “You gave Cara a dog,” I stated bluntly.

      Eugene slowly nodded, like he was delaying to give himself time to think. “Yes, we gave her a dog. It was a group thing.”

      “But it was your idea,” Rosie said.

      “I can’t remember whose idea it was.”

      “Yours,” I told him. “It was yours. So, why’d you give her a dog?”

      “Perhaps it was my idea,” Eugene admitted. “Not that it matters.” It very well might matter, actually, but I let him carry on. “But it was for her. You know, as a manager, it’s not just my players’ performance on the screen I worry about. It’s their emotional and mental wellbeing as well. It’s a twenty-four hour a day gig, not just for the few moments they’re actually at the keyboard in a competition, you know?”

      “Where are you going with this?”

      “Cara was feeling a little down, and we thought that a pet might give her an emotional center. That it would help, you know? And give her someone—or something—to talk to when she was in her apartment and her roommate was out. And do you know what? It helped. Her playing improved and so did her temper.”

      “So the gift of a dog was purely for professional reasons?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And it wasn’t because you had feelings for Cara?”

      “No, of course not. I had the same feelings for her as I do for Jarod and Michael and everyone else under my care.”

      “Some people think you had feelings for Cara.”

      “Those people are wrong,” he said quickly. “I don’t know where they get it from. It’s nonsense.”

      “So you only cared about her as a member of your team?” Rosie confirmed.

      “Precisely.”

      “Okay, glad we’ve cleared that up,” I said as if the matter had been put to rest. It hadn’t. “Could you tell us about the Ralph guy you’ve hired?” I asked.

      “He’s a new player joining our team.”

      “Yes,” I said. “We know that. Where can we find Ralph?”

      “Why do you want to find Ralph? You’re supposed to be investigating Cara, aren’t you?”

      “We are, and that has led us in the direction of Ralph. You hired him for the team, right?”

      “Yes,” Eugene said after a moment. “Yes, I did.”

      “But he hasn’t even been to the house?” Rosie asked.

      “He’s a very private person. He won’t come until everything is completely settled.”

      “What isn’t settled?”

      “There were some final contractual arrangements that needed confirming, that’s all. He’ll be with us soon, and the team will be stronger than ever.”

      “We need contact information for him.”

      “Sorry, I can’t give you that,” Eugene said.

      Rosie and I both gave him hard stares. “Eugene,” I said slowly. “You need to give me contact information for Ralph. It’s very important.”

      Rosie got to her feet and walked over to Eugene’s desk. She grabbed the file that we had seen last time when he found Cara’s information for us.

      “You can’t touch that!” Eugene called, grimacing, but not moving to physically stop Rosie. “Put it down!”

      “No,” Rosie said. “We want Ralph’s information, and we’re going to get it.”

      Eugene made an irritated growl in his throat and got up. “Fine, but if I give you his contact details, you have to promise me something, okay?”

      “What?” I asked. I wasn’t going to promise, but I was curious.

      “Don’t upset him. I don’t want you messing this up.”

      “How would we mess it up?” I asked.

      “I told you, he’s sensitive. Temperamental. I don’t want you scaring him off with murder talk. He’s going to be the difference between success and failure for our team.”

      “Eugene, Cara is dead. We need to find out what happened to her. I’m sure Ralph won’t be scared off because we ask him a few questions.”

      Eugene took the file from Rosie and flicked through it until he found the right page. He held it in front of me, so I could take a photo and get Ralph’s contact details.

      “I’m telling you, he might. Try not to play up the murder theory, okay?”

      “She was murdered.”

      “Yeah, well, so they say. But come on, she fell off the roof of a building. It could have been an accident, right?”

      “The police don’t think so. We don’t think so.”

      “But you don’t have to mention it to Ralph, do you? Can’t you just say, y’know, that she got herself killed?”

      “Afraid not. Look, we’re not setting out to scare him, okay? I think you’re being too sensitive here. Our goal is simply to find out what happened to Cara. We’re not going to try and frighten Ralph off from joining your team. Relax, okay?”

      Eugene slumped back down on his bed. “It’s just… there’s a lot riding on this. Ralph is kind of our only hope. Without him, Games! Games! Games! is going to drop us. And what am I going to do at my age? I’m nearly twenty-six!”

      “I found a new career,” Rosie told him. “Several, in fact.”

      Eugene ran a hand through his hair in frustration.

      “Good for you. But I don’t know what I would do. I don’t know how to do anything else. Look, just be nice to Ralph, will you? Maybe talk up the team a bit? Let him know how nice the house is?”

      “We’ll see what we can do.”

      “Just say… just say Cara fell, and it’s being looked into. Please?”

      “Eugene,” I said, “we’re not setting out to denigrate you or your team, but we’re also not in the business of lying.” Except when we had to, of course. “We’re not out to ruin you, okay? We understand this Ralph guy is important, and we won’t deliberately scare him off. That’s the best we can do for you.”

      Eugene nodded unhappily, eyes almost pleading.

      I was staring at the contact details from Eugene’s information sheet.

      “This address for Ralph is in North Carolina,” I said. “What’s his current address?”

      Eugene shrugged. “I don’t know where he’s staying right now. His family’s in North Carolina, and he uses it as his business address.”

      “You don’t know where he is?”

      “Not right now, no. Probably at an Airbnb or something. Or maybe visiting his folks.”

      “There’s not even a last name on here, Eugene. Your accountant isn’t going to take this.”

      “I’ve not finished onboarding him yet, okay? He’s a very private person and doesn’t give his details out.”

      “He’s going to have to if he joins your team.”

      “I know that! Do you think I don’t know that? I’m trying not to pressure him, okay? He’s temperamental. I’ll get the information in good time. Please, don’t push him over the edge, okay? If you’re tough on him, he might decide it’s not worth the hassle of joining us. Don’t mess everything up when you find him, okay?”

      “I already told you we’re not trying to do that.”

      Rosie and I stood up.

      “Have a good day, Eugene,” Rosie told him. “We’ll see you again soon.”

      As soon as we were back outside, Rosie and I turned to each other.

      “We have to find Ralph,” Rosie said.

      And I couldn’t have been in more agreement.

      I got out my phone and dialed the number we’d got from Eugene from the contact sheet. It rang. And rang. And rang. He didn’t even have voicemail, the phone just kept ringing and ringing. After a minute, I disconnected and looked at Rosie.

      “We might need you to track him down online. Think you can do that?”

      “Sure thing, boss. I’ll find him through his old team.”

      “Excellent.”

      Confident that Rosie would do as she said, we got back in the car and headed off. Our next priority was for Rosie to find Ralph, so we headed back to the apartment building.

      Once we caught up with Ralph, everything was going to fall into place. I could feel it.

      And my feelings are never wrong.
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      I drove us home while Rosie mused about how she was going to find Ralph.

      “I might try calling his folks in North Carolina, if I can dig up their number.”

      “Yep, that might work. But they may not be willing to give you his address. Or they may not even know it.”

      “That’s a point. He’s a long way from home, maybe he doesn’t get on with them. Or keep them informed of his movements. I figure he’s probably living in a hotel or an Airbnb at the moment,” Rosie said. “It’s pretty common for young, wealthy people these days. Lets them move whenever they want, and that’s important if you’re changing teams regularly.”

      “So, what will you do to find him?” I was curious. When Ian worked with me, he usually dealt with the online stuff, and now Rosie was mostly doing the same as his replacement. But I wanted to know how they did it.

      “I’ll try his social media,” Rosie said. “Though the guys said we’re not likely to have much luck. If it doesn’t work, which it probably won’t, I’ll hit up some of my old gaming contacts, see if I can track him down that way.”

      “Do you think one of them will know him?”

      “One of them is bound to, or if they don’t, they’ll know someone who does. There can’t be more than three degrees of separation between any two players, past or present.” Rosie nudged me, and when I glanced over, she was grinning. “They used to say the Purple Rose could never be beaten. I’m not going to let finding some gamer guy beat me this time, that’s for sure.”

      “Excellent. Were you really unbeaten when you played?”

      Rosie grinned at me. “Yep.”

      I glanced at her again. There was something more. “But…?”

      “I was unbeaten… until I was.” Rosie laughed. “Your reflexes slow down when you get older, you know. I could never do it now.”

      “Of course, you could! You’re not older, Rosie. You’re young. We’re young.”

      “Afraid not, boss. In the gaming world I’m not young and nor are you. We couldn’t make it in e-sports today.”

      “Hmph.”

      When I was younger, Nanna used to always tell me I could do anything I set my mind to, and I’d taken it onboard. It had become an ingrained belief of mine, and it had worked out in becoming a casino dealer and then a private investigator. It’d set my mind to those things, and I’d done it.

      Perhaps it was lucky I’d never had a mind to join the WNBA or become president, so I hadn’t precisely put it to the test, but this reality check from Rosie wasn’t exactly a cheery thought. There weren’t many things I was too old for, but perhaps Rosie was right about this one.

      Rosie’s voice was still light and breezy as she said, “Any more thoughts about Stone…?”

      “Hmm? Who?”

      “Stone, boss. Don’t play dumb.”

      “Oh, Stone. Thoughts? Umm, he’s still a nice guy. Reliable. A good friend.”

      “Boss!”

      “What?”

      “You know that’s not what I meant. You’re clever, so stop playing dumb.”

      “I’m not playing dumb,” I lied through gritted teeth. “In fact, I’ve decided to start dating again, so you and Mom and Nanna can all stop hassling me about Stone.”

      Rosie stuck her head forward and tilted it to peer at me, distracting me from the road for a moment. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.” With an extended arm, I pushed Rosie back to sit like a normal passenger instead of an annoying one.

      I also pondered her question, really? and the answer I’d given that had preceded it. When had I decided to look for someone to date? That had just come out of nowhere. It sounded hollow when I said it, and it felt hollow, too. Who the heck would I want to date that wasn’t—I mean, who would I want to date?

      “Good.”

      “Good what?”

      “Good, you decided to start dating. I’ll set you up.”

      “Huh? Set me up? No thank you. Anyway, you don’t know anyone.”

      “I do too know people!” Rosie declared. “I know lots of people. There’re people from my acting—”

      “If you set me up with Elwood, I’ll shoot you. Actually, I’ll probably shoot him first, then you.”

      Rosie giggled. “I think Elwood’s a little too mature for you.”

      “He’s a little too something, that’s for sure,” I muttered.

      “I know lots of good people. I’ll find you someone much better than Elwood,” Rosie said. “Younger, handsomer, friendlier.”

      “Younger, handsomer, and friendlier than Elwood? That describes almost every single person in Las Vegas.”

      “So it won’t be hard!”

      “Rosie, you don’t need to do anything. I’m fine, okay? I’m happy,” I said unhappily.

      “Sure, boss. But I think I know just the guy for a blind date. I’ll set it up and tell you the details later.”

      “No, no need, don’t waste his time.”

      “Why would it be a waste of his time?” Rosie said. “You just told me you were going to start dating again.”

      “Because…”

      “Because of Stone?”

      “No! Not because of Stone. Because nothing. Fine. Whatever. Set it up.”

      “You sound thrilled, boss.”

      “Ha-ha.” Then I gelt guilty. “Sorry, Rosie. I just… I don’t like other people trying to manage my love life—or any other part of my life for that matter—for me. But I appreciate the sentiment. So thank you.”

      “Yes, I figured that. That’s settled. I’ll set it up.”

      “Who is it?” I asked suspiciously.

      Rosie laughed. “I’m not telling you. It’s a blind date. It’ll be more fun that way anyway.”

      “Yeah?” I was suspicious.

      “Definitely.”

      We arrived back at the apartment building and started to head upstairs. I couldn’t help but worry about this blind date I was being set up with. Did I really want to go out with some stranger? No, no, I didn’t. Or was I just being difficult? Maybe I should be more open. Perhaps—

      “Boss?” Rosie nudged me. I realized we were standing outside her front door. “I’ll hit up my old contacts to see if we can figure out where this Ralph is hiding out.”

      “Right, great, you do that. I’ve got a shift at the casino in a couple of hours. We’ll reconvene in the morning and track this Ralph down.”

      Rosie headed into her apartment while I went into mine to get changed and grab a bite to eat before work. While getting ready, I couldn’t help but wonder what I was getting myself into by letting Rosie arrange a blind date for me. What was I thinking? I didn’t even want a blind date, did I?

      And I was fed up with everyone acting like Stone and I were some kind of item. He had a girlfriend, and he and I were nothing more than friends.

      Definitely.

      In fact, since he was my friend, I decided to call him up for a chat and see how he was doing. That would prove it. That’s the kind of thing friends do, right? They hang out, they talk, they have fun together. And since Stone was a friend, that’s exactly what he and I should be doing. We needed to put a stop to all this interfering, where people would keep implying that he and I were something more. We weren’t and never could be because… because of all kinds of reasons. Him having a girlfriend, a lovely person, for one.

      My phone was ringing before I even knew what I was doing.

      “Speak.”

      “Hey, Stone, how’s it going?” After an eternity of silence—at least three seconds—I realized it was an answerphone message. “Oh, umm, right, hi! What are you doing? Wait, I didn’t mean that, you’re not there! I mean, I just called to see how you’re doing. What’s up? That’s what I meant! What’s up, Stone? Oh, this is Tiffany, by the way. I just called because of the— We’re friends. I mean, uh… yeah. Sorry! Talk soon! Bye!”

      I pressed the button to hang up as quickly as I could.

      What the heck did I just do?

      Was that the worst, cringiest, phone message of all time? Yep. Yep, it was.

      I smacked my thigh in frustration. What the heck did I do that for? I’d just gone and embarrassed myself for no reason whatsoever. Who leaves dumb messages like that?

      I tilted my head as an idea formed. I could break into his home, steal his phone, and delete the message…

      “No, Tiffany, that’s crazy!” I smacked my thigh again. “And stop talking to yourself!”

      Was I losing it? Yeah, maybe. Then again, as Rosie said, we were getting older…

      I shook my head quickly to try and get whatever was going on out of my system. I had a job to get to. And, oh goodness, Stone was going to listen to that stupid message…

      In the bathroom, I splashed water on my face and smiled into the mirror, trying not to look like a crazed loon. I just about pulled it off.

      Right, Tiffany, I told myself—making sure to speak in my head and not with my mouth—time to start being normal!

      Be normal. Be normal. Be normal. With that handy mantra running through my head, I hurried off to The Treasury for my shift.
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        * * *

      

      Sometimes a shift dealing cards can be like driving a familiar route. Even though it lasted several hours, I did the whole thing on autopilot. Smile when a customer arrives. Take their bets. Dish out the cards. Play the hand and give out the winnings or rake in the losses. It’s simple once you get the hang of it, and I’d got the hang of it years earlier.

      By the time my replacement arrived at the table and it was time to clap out, I realized I could barely remember anything about my shift. There’d been a pair of ladies with huge glasses and a guy from New York who acted like it, but apart from that, it was like someone had clicked their fingers, and I’d moved several hours into the future.

      When I got home again, I checked my phone. Two messages—audio ones, not text. Uh-oh.

      The first one was from Stone. I figured he was probably calling to tell me I was an idiot and to never call him again. Or at least not leave him any more dumb messages.

      “Tiffany. Returning your call.” Then I heard another voice, in the background, calling from a distance. “You want pickles on your burger, hon?” Stone answered her, muffled, probably because he put his hand over the mouthpiece while he did so, “Sure!” Then his voice returned to normal. “Not much is up. Just having dinner. If you need my help with something—anything—call me back, and I’ll be there. Good night.”

      I stared at the phone as I tried to process the message. Was he mad at me? Did he think I was an idiot? Maybe, and maybe. But it was hard to tell with Stone. He wasn’t much of a talker at the best of times, so the fact his message was all terse, clipped sentences—except when calling out to his girlfriend—wasn’t anything to worry about. Was it? Perhaps it was. Perhaps he and Laura had been playing my stupid message back to each other and laughing at me.

      No. Stone wouldn’t do that. He was a good guy. And a friend. My imagination was getting the better of me, and I was worse for it. All I had to do, I told myself, was just start acting normal again. What the heck had even happened to me?

      And being normal meant listening to both my messages. I moved onto the next one. Thank goodness this one wasn’t from Stone as well.

      “Hi, boss, it’s me, Rosie. Your assistant. In Ian’s old—wait, you know that. Just calling to let you know I arranged it! Your blind date is tomorrow night at seven o’clock. I’ll message you the restaurant details. He’s a great guy. You’re going to love him, I can tell. I mean, you’ll like him, not that you’ll be, like, in love with him. Or maybe you will! Who knows! Uh, I think this message is too long now. But I can’t go back and change it. That’s the thing about life, and phone messages, you can never go back and change them, can you, boss? Bye.”

      Giggling to myself, I put the phone down on my lap. Maybe I wasn’t the only one who struggled with not sounding like a doofus on a phone message.

      With a yawn, I got ready for bed. There would be a lot more investigating to do the next day. Hopefully, Rosie would have found out where Ralph was living, and we could go and interrogate him. We didn’t have compelling evidence pointing to him yet, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was going to be key in solving this whole thing. If he wasn’t the perp himself.

      In the dark, I tried my best not to think about Stone and the stupid message I’d left him and instead focus on the positive things that had happened that day. We were making progress on our case, and Rosie had arranged a date for me. Maybe it would be good. Maybe they’d be nice. Maybe they’d be as attractive as St—no, no I wasn’t going there.

      Stone was a friend.

      Nothing more.

      I’m not sure when I drifted off, but I know exactly when I woke up.

      It was just after two a.m., and it was due to a call from Rosie. I grabbed the phone, squinting at the screen.

      Rosie never seemed to sleep, but she was usually considerate enough not to call in the middle of the night—though her mornings did tend to start a little earlier than mine. But still. Two in the morning? That was unheard of. I tapped the screen to answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Boss! Help! Fire!”

      “Fire? Where?”

      “My apartment! I’m trapped!”

      Adrenaline surged, and I leaped out of bed, phone still pressed to my ear.

      “I’m coming! Call the fire department!” I disconnected the call and moved as fast as I could, rushing out of my apartment to a smoke-filled hallway. My eyes stung. I coughed immediately.

      This wasn’t good.

      This wasn’t good at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I grabbed a cloth from the kitchen, dampened it, and put it over my face before returning to the hallway. The first thing I did was yank the fire alarm, and then I grabbed a fire extinguisher to see what I was working with.

      The door to Rosie’s apartment was alight, flames flickering up to the blackened ceiling above. The floor below was singed but seemingly not burning anymore.

      I dropped the cloth from my face, held my breath, and using two hands sprayed the fire extinguisher at the burning door. Arcs of chemical foam sprayed from the end of the hose, turning to sizzling steam as they connected with the door. The smoke seemed to worsen when the foam hit, and I found myself squeezing my eyes shut to keep it out, spraying blindly at the flames.

      Then, I felt a grip on my arm.

      “Tiffany. You’ve got it. It’s done.”

      I tried to blink my eyes open, but they stung and were tear-filled, making it impossible to see just yet. But I knew who was speaking—it was my neighbor, Glenn, the retired baker.

      “It’s out?” I paused to cough and wipe at my eyes. “Is she okay?”

      Finally, my eyes were able to begin to focus again, though they still stung. The smoke was dissipating fast through windows open at the end of the hallways. The door to Rosie’s apartment swung open and a shadowy figure stepped out.

      “Oh, my gosh!” Glenn said.

      A monstrous apparition was heading toward us.

      “Agh!” I yelled, taking a hurried step backward, pulling Glenn with me.

      Then, I cottoned on to what I was seeing. It took both Glenn and I several seconds to process what we were looking at and then we broke into laughter. It was Rosie, but she was wearing a gas mask over her face, which had given her a monstrous appearance in the smoky hallway.

      “Boss?” said a muffled voice from behind the terrifying mask. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay. What about you? And where’d you get that?”

      Rosie reached behind her head and disconnected the straps of the mask before pulling it off her head and shaking out her hair.

      “Ian left it. In his survival kit. He said I might need it in case of war, zombies, or other apocalyptic events. I guess he was right.”

      “He was a smart cookie, that Ian,” Glenn said, nodding. “A bit of an oddball, but he had his wits about him.”

      “Half of them, anyway,” I said with a grin.

      Thumping footsteps came from the end of the hallway. We all turned to look. Two brawny firefighters rushed out of the stairwell and hurried our way.

      “Hi!” Rosie said brightly. “Fire’s out.” She jabbed her thumb in the direction of the door.

      “Ma’am! Step away from the door! Everyone, move, move, move.”

      “But—”

      Neither Rosie nor anyone else got to say anything more before we were hustled down the hallway and then down the stairs and outside.

      The firefighters had a system, and it seemingly involved making absolutely sure everything was safe. We couldn’t really blame them, even if it were a little irritating.

      Two hours later, the firefighters had packed up their equipment and left, as had the police officers that had come to inspect the scene and swab the door. Rosie and I stood in front of her doorway, inspecting the damage.

      “I think it just needs some new paint,” Rosie said.

      “And scrubbing first. It reeks of burning.”

      We went back into the apartment. Rosie had the windows open and the air conditioning running to try and get the last of the smoke out, though the smell would surely linger for days.

      Snowflake was sitting in the middle of the living room, glaring at us. Her beauty sleep had been disturbed, and she wasn’t happy about it.

      “Come on, cat, come sit with us,” Rosie said from the sofa. Snowflake pointedly ignored her, so Rosie just shrugged and left the little cat to her own grumpiness.

      “Why don’t you come over to my place and sleep on the sofa tonight?”

      “But why?” Rosie asked.

      “What if whoever did this comes back and tries again?”

      “They won’t do that,” Rosie said adamantly. “They know our guard would be up now. They had their chance, and they blew it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. You go and get another couple of hours’ sleep, boss. We’re going to your mom’s for breakfast, then we’ll be back on the case.”

      “Okay. I’m not going to sleep though. I’m going to think about who did this. Figure it out. We can’t have this happening to you, Rosie.”

      Rosie shrugged. “It comes with the territory, right?”

      “It shouldn’t,” I said. “Though, unfortunately, sometimes it does.”

      The life of most PIs was rather dull from what I understood. But for me and my assistants, the cases we seemed to attract made things a lot more interesting—if that was the right word for the death, destruction, and mayhem that I was frequently surrounded with—than they really should have been.

      I left Rosie to get what rest she could, determined to pick things up and move on swiftly with them in the morning. Not only did we have a killer to catch, they were now an arsonist as well.
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        * * *

      

      At Mom’s, Rosie regaled the family with the story of what happened the night before, her eyes wide with excitement despite the danger she had been in.

      “They sprayed your door with an accelerant?” Nanna asked, leaning forward on her dining chair.

      “That’s right. And squirted some under the door as well. The firefighters think it was probably lighter fluid.”

      “You’re lucky the whole place didn’t burn down,” Mom told Rosie with considerable concern.

      “I guess,” she said cheerily. “But you know Ian had the floors replaced with marble, and the walls are just bare paint. There wasn’t much to burn. Even the front door itself has a steel core, so it can’t burn through. They were basically just wasting their lighter fluid and everyone’s time.”

      “It still could have been deadly. The smoke could have caused you some real harm,” Mom said with worry.

      “I suppose so. But luckily, the smoke detector was working. You know, when I first smelled the smoke and saw the entranceway on fire, I really was worried. I called Tiffany in quite a panic. But she saved the day and calmed me down.”

      Mom, Dad, and Nanna all gave me prideful looks that left me squirming uncomfortably in my seat. “It was nothing. I just emptied a whole fire extinguisher on the apartment door. Nothing to it.”

      “But you were thinking quickly,” Nanna said. “That’s why you’re so good at your job.”

      “Thanks, Nanna.” It was nice to receive some compliments for once. “Now we just need to figure out who did it.”

      Nanna produced a notepad and pencil from her bag. “So, what’ve we got?”

      “We’ll handle this, Nanna.”

      She shook her head. “You need all the help you can get. I can’t have someone trying to kill my girls!”

      Rosie’s face lit up. “Did you call me one of your girls?”

      Nanna gave her a sharp nod. “Of course, you’re one of my girls. You’re part of the family now.”

      “I am?” Rosie’s face was like a Christmas tree.

      “Yes, you are, and do you know what that means?”

      “What?”

      “It means I get to look after you. And you have to do whatever I say. I’m the matriarch.”

      I had to quickly interject.

      “Rosie, you don’t have to do whatever Nanna says—”

      “Yes, she does!”

      “Nanna, we completely and totally welcome all of your wise advice, but we’re adults, and we do get to make our own decisions.”

      “Make your own decisions? You don’t need to if I’ve decided something. I’m never wrong, am I?”

      “Err—”

      “Exactly.” Nanna patted Rosie’s hand. “Just listen to Nanna.”

      Out of Nanna’s view, I shook my head and pointed at myself: listen to me. Rosie flicked her head in a quick nod of acknowledgment my way.

      “Now, I think it was Ralph who did it,” Rosie said.

      “Who’s Ralph?” Nanna asked, face scrunched up as she scribbled the name down in her notebook.

      “Possible boyfriend of our victim, top suspect, and currently in the process of joining Cara’s gaming team.”

      “What’s he like? Does he have killer eyes?”

      “We don’t actually know,” I said. “We haven’t met him. We’ve got a photo, but it’s hard to know if they’re killer eyes. But finding him is next on our agenda.” I caught Rosie’s eye. “Any particular reason to think it was him? He probably doesn’t even know who you are, does he?”

      “He probably does,” Rosie said. “I’ve been poking around, and I may have been a little sloppy. I should have used a VPN when I contacted his old teammates, but I didn’t. They probably traced me to my apartment and handed the details over to him.”

      “Can they do that?” I asked, surprised.

      “Sure,” Rosie said. “If they got my IP, they could have tracked me down. If they hacked the ISP, they could have got all my details including my address.”

      “Right.” I really wasn’t certain exactly what she meant, but it sounded like Rosie knew what she was talking about at least, and I trusted her knowledge in the area.

      “What did you say to his teammates? And did you get an address? Anything else?”

      Nanna was nodding along as I asked my questions, pencil gripped tightly between fingers that I knew to be much stronger than they had any right to be at her age.

      “I was trying to find out Ralph’s address, but also anything else about him that I could. I found some old videos of his matches online, and some of his old teammates. His previous team had a house in the city. It seems he’s been in Las Vegas for some time, actually. He’s not just moved here from North Carolina.”

      “Even though he still uses his parents' address?”

      “Right. He was living in another house before, until a month or so ago.”

      “What did they tell you about him?”

      “Nothing!” Rosie said, annoyed at the memory. “That was the thing. One of them recognized me, and he was totally paranoid. He thought I was on some rival team now as a ‘secret weapon,’ and they all stopped talking to me. They thought I was trying to… I don’t know, steal their training secrets? It didn’t even make sense, but they were all so wired on energy drinks they just went with it. They disconnected and blocked me. But I think they must have then traced my IP address as well and then passed it on to Ralph!”

      “And why would Ralph want to hurt you?”

      “Maybe he looked into me and found out I was working with you now? He could have realized I’m not an athlete anymore, I’m an investigator, and I was hot in his trail.”

      “Hmm. Makes sense, I suppose. It seems very aggressive though, trying to kill someone because they’re investigating.”

      “It’s frightful behavior,” Nanna agreed. “He sounds like a very nasty boy, this Ralph. I’m going to have stern words with him.”

      “Let’s hope you never meet him, Nanna.”

      “Oh, I’m going to meet him.” Nanna waved her notebook at us. “I’m on the case. Don’t you worry about it!”

      “No, Nanna. Please. Let Rosie and me handle this. How’s your fingerprint dusting coming along?”

      “Don’t try and change the topic, Tiffany Black. I’ve got to look after my girls.”

      Mom patted Nanna’s wrist. “Don’t get yourself too worked up, Nanna. Tiffany’s very good at looking after herself now. She’s got out a lot of scrapes.”

      “Usually because I help her.”

      Occasionally because she helped me. I really didn’t want Nanna getting involved in this, especially now that things were turning violent. When what we’re doing is just talking and going through paperwork, it’s okay, but once murder attempts start being made… that’s no place for a nanna, even one as tough as my Nanna, to be. I had to distract her.

      “I’ve got a date!”

      “But Stone’s dating that other girl now,” Mom said, confused.

      “Stone? Why are you talking about him?” I put on my best fake puzzled face.

      “A date with someone else?” Nanna asked, skeptically. I’m not sure if she was skeptical because she literally didn’t believe I could get one or because she thought the concept of me dating anyone but Stone was ridiculous. I hoped it was… neither of those options. Neither would be great for my self-esteem.

      “Yes, someone else! We’re going to an Italian restaurant tonight.”

      “What’s his name?” Mom asked.

      “What does he look like?” Nanna followed with, before I could answer the first.

      “Uh…” I looked to Rosie for help.

      “You don’t know?” Nanna said. She peered at me closer. “Are you telling fibs, Tiffany Black?”

      “She’s telling the truth!” Rosie blurted. “Tiffany always tells the truth. She has a blind date with a very nice man named Owen. He’s wonderful.”

      I nodded. “Yep. Owen. He’s lovely.”

      “And how does he look?” Nanna asked, keen eyes fixed on me.

      “He doesn’t,” Rosie said quickly before correcting her verbal blunder. “I mean, Tiffany hasn’t met him yet, so she doesn’t know. I arranged it.”

      “Where do you know him from?” Mom asked. “Is he one of your rejects?”

      Rosie giggled. “I don’t have any rejects. No, he’s a nice guy who came to audition at our theater group. He’s perfect for Tiffany.”

      “What makes him perfect?” Mom asked, her hands wrapped around a coffee mug, face lit up with excitement for me. An excitement which I wasn’t feeling at all.

      “Well, he’s nice, and he’s smart, and—”

      “Alive and not dating anyone else!” Nanna finished for her. “Right?”

      Rosie giggled and nodded at Nanna. “That’s exactly right.”

      “He sounds perfect,” Mom said, like she was about to swoon.

      “How can you say that?” Dad said. “We don’t know anything about the man.”

      “Rosie vouched for him,” Nanna said in defense of the guy. What was his name again? Oliver? “I think Owen sounds just perfect.” Aha! That was his name. Owen. I should probably remember that. Nanna turned to me, eyes sparkling. “Would you like me to come along and vet him for you, dear? I could leave after a couple of minutes.”

      “Umm, thanks, but I think I’m a little old to bring a chaperone on a date.”

      Nanna gave me a stern look. “No, you are not, Tiffany Black.”

      “It’ll be better if I go alone. Speaking of going, Rosie and I have to leave now. We’re going to be late.”

      If Rosie had been my old assistant Ian, she would have said, late for what? No we’re not! But luckily, Rosie was a lot quicker off the mark. My new assistant stood up.

      “Thank you for a wonderful breakfast and even better company.” She turned to Nanna. “And thank you for including me earlier. I really appreciate it. It feels like I’ve got a family now.”

      “It feels like it because you do,” Nanna said. “Now, you don’t want to be late! Off you go!”

      We were halfway out the door before Nanna called after us. “What are you late for, anyway? Do I need to come?”

      “No, Nanna!” I called over my shoulder, hurrying to get my car door open. “We’ve got this! Talk to you later!”

      “What time are we going on the date?” Nanna yelled.

      “You’re not! I’m going alone!”

      Nanna made a motion with her hand that she would call me. That was better than coming with me, so I gave her a thumbs up.

      When Rosie was beside me, I gunned the engine and peeled away from the house before we could be stopped for further questioning.

      “So, where are we going?” I asked as I pointed the car roughly in the direction of home.

      “Let’s go to Ralph’s old team’s house,” Rosie said. “I want to talk to those guys who hung up on me last night.”

      “And who gave your details to Ralph who then tried to kill you.”

      “Exactly. I’ve got a bone to pick with them.”

      “Do you think we’ll need backup?”

      Rosie laughed.

      “Boss, you’re all the backup I need. They’re e-sports athletes, not real ones. We could chew ‘em up and spit ‘em out before they knew what was happening if they decided to get physical.”

      “We are pretty tough, aren’t we,” I said with a grin. “Can you direct me?”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      With my partner by my side, we headed off to give this houseful of gamers a wakeup call and find out where Ralph was hiding out.

      The chase was on, and the trail was fresh.

      Just how I liked it.
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      Rosie and I pulled up outside a large two-story house on the edge of the Summerlin suburb. It was probably once a comfortable family home but now looked a little rundown. The front yard was overrun with vehicles, not just on the driveway but on the dusty patch of ground that was once a yard. A few scrappy cacti and weedy grasses managed to survive on the edges, but most of the yard was now more of a moonscape than anything else.

      The front door was open, and several trash bags were piled up outside. As we got out of the car to head inside, a middle-aged woman wearing a furious scowl stomped down the driveway, weaving around a flashy new pickup truck and past a little red sports car.

      “Hi!” Rosie said brightly as we headed toward the door. Being friendly to a woman with a face as irritated as hers almost seemed like an aggressive act.

      “You live here?” The woman had narrow glasses, tightly permed hair, and a face that resembled an angry eagle.

      “Nope. We’re looking for someone who does. Or used to. Do you know him? Ralph?”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “No, I don’t know him. I’m from the local resident’s association, and I was here to pass on our latest list of complaints.”

      “Are the people who live here not good neighbors?” I asked.

      “They are terrible neighbors. There are dozens of them in there, and they have the lights on all day and all night. They’re noisy, their front yard is like a junkyard, and they’re lowering everyone’s property values just by existing. We want them evicted.”

      “They have a right to live here as much as you do,” Rosie told her, defensive of the gamers.

      “We have a right not to have our neighborhood wrecked by these game-playing, soda-drinking wastrels. If you’re going to defend them, I have no time for you. Good day.”

      “See ya!” I called after her. She didn’t respond.

      We poked our heads inside the house and heard plenty of signs of life but didn’t see anyone near the entrance. I could see what looked like the kitchen ahead, and the sound of cooking, so we headed that way to start our investigation in the house.

      Rosie and I stopped in the kitchen doorway. To my surprise, there was a late-middle-aged woman standing over a large skillet.

      “Guess she’s not a gamer,” I whispered to Rosie as I nudged her.

      “No,” Rosie said quietly. “Probably a housemother. Some houses have them.” Rosie stepped into the kitchen and called to the lady. “Hello?”

      The cook turned around, and she was a grinning, chubby woman who looked delighted to see us.

      “Hello! What’ve we got here, then? New recruits? I’m Gloriana.” She looked a little closer. “No. You look a little old. Are you from a marketing agency?”

      I shook my head. “No, we’re looking for a guy named Ralph. We think he used to live here. Do you know him?”

      Gloriana nodded happily. “Of course, I knew him. I know everyone. But you don’t want to talk to me. You’ll want to talk to his manager. Now, if I remember rightly, he was in the Fighting Phoenixes. They’re based in the office upstairs, first door on your right. The manager’s named Benjamin. Head on up and he’ll sort you out! Gotta get back to my bacon. Are you staying for breakfast?”

      “We just ate, thanks,” Rosie told her.

      “That sure smelled good, though,” I said as we headed for the stairs.

      “Hungry again, boss?”

      “Hmm? No, no, of course not. We just ate. Lucky gamers, though, huh? Live-in chef?”

      “Right. We had a housemother where I used to live, too. Jemma. She cooked the best pancakes.”

      “It must have been a fun atmosphere, all living and working together.”

      “Yep, when we weren’t fighting, it was great. It’s good to do when you’re young. But when you’re a bit older, it’s nice to have some free time and your own space. I wouldn’t want to live like this now.”

      At the top of the stairs, we immediately saw the door we needed.

      “That’s the one.” Rosie pointed at a door with a large phoenix mural painted on it.

      I pushed the door open tentatively to reveal a dim room, the only light coming from computer monitors and a pair of pink salt lamps. Just as the door opened, a guy on a large gaming chair burst to his feet.

      “No! Nope, nope, nope! I’m done. Done! Done!”

      He smacked the chair and set it spinning angrily and stomped toward us. Rosie and I stepped out of the way as the young man with a bushy beard, round glasses, and fiery red cheeks stormed past us and down the stairs.

      “Typical,” said another shadowy figure in the corner of the room.

      “He’ll be back,” said another.

      It was weird hearing all the voices coming from the shadows. Why didn’t they turn the lights on? Or, better yet, open the blinds.

      “Hello?” I called as I tried to pick out people in the gloom. “Benjamin?”

      From the corner of the room, a slender figure unfolded himself from a chair, looming up so tall his head was near the ceiling.

      “Yes?” His voice was soft and whispery but still seemed to carry right across the room.

      “Can we talk to you? We’re investigators. It’s about Ralph.”

      “Ralph?” He repeated the name contemplatively. “Has something happened to him?”

      Another voice piped up from the gloom, a high-pitched, annoying-sounding young man. “Hey, it’s that lady who was trying to track down Ralph! The one I told you about!”

      Another young man voiced his agreement. “Yeah. She’s a spy.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Benjamin in his slow raspy voice. “They’re too old to be working for another team.”

      What was with everyone calling us old?! We were young, darn it!

      “We’re investigators,” I said loudly. “We’re not spies. We’re not working for another team. We’re simply looking for your old teammate. We’re not here to cause any kind of trouble. It’s nothing to do with your games.” I gave the room a stern look. “Now, Benjamin, can we talk to you, please?”

      Benjamin emerged from the shadows and began to move toward us with silent, stalking steps. As he got closer, I got a better look at him. Rail-thin, his clothes hung off him like a poorly dressed skeleton. Sharp cheekbones sliced through the air as he got close, and then he bent over us, looking down on us as if from a stepladder.

      “Can we talk somewhere a bit lighter?” Rosie asked. “My boss isn’t used to this kind of atmosphere.”

      “Of course,” Benjamin said in his whispery voice. “Let us go onto the balcony.”

      We followed Benjamin as he walked with long, arcing steps, down a hallway, across a bedroom, and out some sliding doors onto a large balcony that looked out onto a desert view beyond.

      “Would you care for a soda?” Benjamin indicated a small drinks refrigerator.

      “Sure.”

      The balcony was clearly a hangout spot. There were several sun-faded lawn chairs for seating, and we pulled a couple up for us and one for Benjamin. He handed over cans of soda and then folded himself in half to sit on the chair we’d set up for him.

      “Is Ralph okay?” Benjamin rasped, his words slow and considered. “I haven’t heard from him since he left us.”

      “Ah,” I said. “That’s what we were hoping you could tell us. We’re looking for him, actually.”

      Benjamin slowly bobbed his head contemplatively. “You said you are investigators. Is he in trouble?”

      “Not exactly,” I said. “We’re investigating someone else, another gamer, and we think Ralph may have some valuable information.”

      “Oh, that makes sense.”

      “So, you don’t know where he is?”

      “I do not. He left us a few weeks ago.”

      “Why did he leave?” Rosie asked.

      “His contract was coming to an end, and I assume he got a better offer.” Benjamin took a contemplative sip of soda before continuing. “He told me he didn’t want to renew the contract. It didn’t sound like he was quitting the scene, so I assumed he had a new offer under a non-disclosure agreement.” Benjamin lifted his shoulders in a slow, languorous shrug, his shoulders reaching up to his long ears. “It’s not uncommon in our industry.”

      “Right,” Rosie agreed, turning to me to give a little more information. “Players skip around from team to team throughout their career, whenever they get a better offer.”

      “You didn’t know his new team? No rumors?”

      Benjamin shook his head. “Perhaps I could have found out if I dug around. It didn’t matter. He was gone, and we already replaced him.” Benjamin took another contemplative sip of soda. “Though I’m not sure that’s working out.”

      “The guy who just stormed out?” Rosie asked. “Was that his replacement?”

      Benjamin’s head bobbed up and down in a slow nod. “That’s right. Wick replaced him, and he’s rather short-tempered.”

      “It’s a stressful life,” Rosie said.

      “Is it?” Benjamin contemplated it for a moment. “It’s the only life I know.”

      “Benjamin,” I said, “do you have a forwarding address for Ralph?”

      “I can’t share that information. Data protection is important.” Benjamin had another sip. “And I don’t want to be sued.”

      A strange sound came out of Benjamin’s mouth, a raspy wheeze that sounded like an old dog on its last legs. It took me a moment to recognize it as laughter. I joined in tentatively.

      Benjamin stopped the noise. “Actually, the address he gave me is a post office box, anyway. So you couldn’t go there to find him. It wouldn’t do you much good.”

      “Okay. Do you know if he had a girlfriend…?” Benjamin paused for a long time, and for a moment I worried that he’d frozen like my computer sometimes did. “Ben?”

      He blinked and then he was back with us. “A girlfriend? I hadn’t considered it before, but it might make sense. Toward the end, he left the house on several occasions.”

      “Was that unusual?”

      “Yes. We are serious about our training and our practice. We don’t go outside.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “What do you mean you don’t go outside.”

      “I’m exaggerating. We go outside to go to tournaments. And two of our players go to church. And sometimes we go to the convenience store. Oh, and Jiggles.”

      “Jiggles? Is that a, uh, exotic dancing club?”

      Benjamin gave me a strange look. “No, it’s an arcade. That’s why it’s called Jiggles. Like coins do, if you have a lot of them jiggling into each other.” Benjamin dug a spindly hand into his pocket and pulled out a fistful of coins, shaking them in his hand. “Like that,” he said as he jiggled. “Not an exotic dance club,” Benjamin shook his head at the repulsive idea.

      “But it was rare for him or anyone else to go out otherwise?”

      “Yes. But Ralph did go outside, several times, in his last few weeks. At night. He said something about going to get some air. It seemed very odd. So perhaps he did have a girlfriend. But he didn’t tell me—didn’t tell any of us.”

      “Did you know a player called Cara? From the Blood Ravens?”

      Benjamin snorted. “Oh, yes. I enjoyed killing her.”

      I nearly leaped out of my seat. Rosie steadied me by placing a hand on my knee.

      “You mean in a game,” Rosie said.

      Benjamin looked puzzled for a moment, then his eyes lit up in understanding. “Of course!” Benjamin’s face creased into worried frown lines, and he stared at his soda can a minute. “I heard she died in meatspace,” he said quietly. “That’s sad.”

      “Meatspace?”

      “He means the real world,” Rosie explained. She turned back to Benjamin. “That’s right, she did. And we think she might have known Ralph and even been seeing him before she died.”

      “Oh,” Benjamin nodded. “That would make sense. Since they are both gamers. He must be very upset.”

      Yeah, if it wasn’t him that killed her. “Perhaps that’s why he’s lying low,” I said.

      “Yes,” Benjamin said. “When Ralph got upset, he didn’t storm out like Wick just did. He would close up. Literally. Close his eyes, go into a room and close the door, curl up into a ball. If he was really dating her, he’s probably curled up in a room somewhere keeping to himself. When he’s over it, he’ll reappear.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “I don’t know,” Benjamin said. “When he died in a game in a way that made him beat himself up, it could be ten or twelve hours. Once we lost a tournament because of a mistake he made, and he locked himself away for two whole days. I don’t know what would happen if someone real, that he cared about, died. Maybe it would be weeks.”

      “That’s very informative, thank you, Ben. So, this place, Jiggles—he used to hang out there?”

      “Sometimes. He would go there and gamble.”

      “Gamble?” I asked. Las Vegas has more gambling establishments than it does churches, and that’s saying something. But arcades were not generally gambling halls. Actually, arcades were pretty rare. I didn’t think I’d even seen one in years.

      “With other customers. He would play old games—Super Street Fighter IV, things like that—for money against other customers. He usually won.”

      “So he was making some extra money?”

      Benjamin shook his head. “No. People in arcades don’t gamble big. He made plenty of money here. It was just for fun. That’s what we like to do for fun when we’re not training—play arcade games.”

      “So when you’re not gaming for work, you game for pleasure?”

      “Yes,” Benjamin said very seriously.

      “Okay. And where is this Jiggles?”

      Benjamin gave us directions to the arcade.

      “Is there anything else you can tell us that might help find him?”

      “No. I think you need to find where he’s staying, and then you’ll find him curled up being sad. Or just wait. When he gets over it, he’ll be back out in the real world.”

      “Thanks for your time.”

      Before leaving the house, we headed back into the kitchen. The house mother, Gloriana, was scrubbing pans in the sink.

      “Gloriana?” I called. “Do you have a moment?”

      There was a clatter as she let a pan fall into the bubbly water, and she turned around, a beaming smile on her face. “What can I do for you, dears?”

      I told her we’d like to know whatever she could tell us about Ralph.

      Gloriana directed us to sit at chairs at a wooden dining table and joined us, wiping her damp hands on a cloth while she sat.

      “Ralph. Nice boy, but…”

      “But…”

      “He could be rather sarcastic. Sometimes, I would ask how he was, he’d say, ‘Great, Gloriana, just great,’ and roll his eyes, when I could see he was upset. He didn’t like to be mothered.” Gloriana shook her head sadly. “But it’s what I do, isn’t it?”

      We asked about his personal life, but she couldn’t give us much more information than what we’d obtained from Benjamin. She didn’t know if he had a girlfriend and had no idea where he had gone to after leaving.

      “When people leave, they always say they’ll come back and visit. But they never do. It’s like, poof, they’re gone, like they never existed. It’s a little sad, but it is what it is. People are like that, aren’t they?”

      “I guess they are,” I said, my voice tinged with sadness.

      “It’s because they’re young and obsessed with their careers and their games,” Rosie said. “You shouldn’t feel bad. Gamers are very self-absorbed.”

      Gloriana nodded at Rosie. “But then you grow up?”

      Rosie laughed with some embarrassment. “I guess.”

      “You used to be one. I can tell.”

      “Correct.”

      “I wondered what happened when you got older. They always just seem to… disappear. Like they were never here at all.”

      “Yep, that’s what we do,” Rosie said. “Find something else or move into a related industry.”

      “Oh, well. Still, in Ralph’s case, I think some of them were probably glad to see the back of him.”

      “Yeah?” I asked, hoping for more. And I got it.

      “He upset his teammates. Not all the time, but quite often. I said he was a little sarcastic? It bounces off me, I’m old, and I can take it, but some of the others were a little sensitive. Except for Benjamin, of course. He never seemed to notice when Ralph called him a ghoulish freak or a lanky vampire, or whatever other horrible nicknames he’d thought up.”

      “He could dish it, but could he take it?” Rosie asked.

      Gloriana laughed. “No. He would stomp off like a toddler and hide in his room if someone dared to be mean back to him. He was very sensitive—but only toward himself, not to others.”

      “So you’re saying he isn’t being missed.”

      Gloriana nodded. “I miss him; I miss everyone who leaves. But perhaps I’m the only one.”

      “You don’t know if a girl named Cara ever came by here, do you?”

      Gloriana laughed. “We don’t get many girls here. There are two who live in the house, but they’re not what you might call girly-girls, but apart from that…” She shook her head. “Not many would put up living or even visiting a place like this. I try to keep on top of everything, but it’s too much for one person. I made a cleaning rota for them to follow. It didn’t work. So I keep the kitchen clean, cook the meals, and do the laundry. But the rest of the house…” Gloriana shuddered.

      “So, you never met a Cara.”

      “Nope.”

      “And Ralph didn’t talk about her?”

      “No, as I said, he wasn’t very social. Most of what he said to me was quite rude, in fact.” Gloriana shrugged. “Water off a duck’s back!”

      “You shouldn’t let any of them speak to you rudely,” Rosie said. “You should give them a whack around the ear if they do.”

      Gloriana laughed at the prospect. “My grandmother would have, but those days are long gone.”

      “Maybe a metaphorical one, then,” Rosie suggested. “Some gamers can be very arrogant and rude.”

      “The way I figure it, it’s not my job to raise them. That was their parents’ role. I just do my thing—cooking and laundry. I enjoy it and ignore everything else.” She laughed at herself. “If I let them get to me, I would have quit the first day! This is a strange place to work, but in a way, it’s my home as well now.”

      “Thanks for the information, Gloriana. And just to check, you wouldn’t know where Ralph would be now, would you?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Afraid not. I wish I could help more, but I mostly keep myself to myself. This kitchen and the laundry room are my little bubble.”

      We stood up, and Rosie hugged Gloriana before we left. Perhaps she reminded Rosie of her own old housemother from her gaming days.

      Back in the car, Rosie looked at me.

      “Jiggles?”

      “Jiggles.”
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      Before we went into the arcade, Rosie muttered, “I don’t think I like Ralph.”

      “We haven’t even met him yet.”

      Rosie nodded. “I know. But the fact that no one knows where he’s gone means no one likes him. He sounds like a sarcastic know-it-all. I know that type, and they’re awful.”

      “Let’s reserve judgment until we meet him. Right, let’s do this.”

      Jiggles was a large, warehouse-type establishment connected to a burger restaurant. Inside, there were dozens of old-school arcade machines with bright, colorful screens, and intense players standing in front of them. At the far end was a section with foosball tables and air hockey, but most of it was given over to noisy gaming machines.

      Rosie and I took a slow walk around, taking in the noise and bustle of the place, before heading over to the main counter. A bored-looking girl behind the desk called over the manager for us.

      I was expecting a youngish guy to be the manager, so I was surprised when a man in his seventies in a well-fitting but well worn, brown suit stepped out, tipping a hat our way.

      “You’re the manager?” I asked, surprised.

      “Sure am. Name’s Burt, and you can call me… Burt.” He saw the surprise on my face. “You think I’m too old to be managing an arcade.”

      “No!”

      “Yes,” he said, with an amused laugh. “I was in my early thirties when arcade games started to become popular. I became obsessed, played them all the time, after work every day. Even during my lunch breaks. They fell out of fashion in recent years, but when I retired from my corporate job, I decided to fulfill the dream I had when I was younger and opened up this place. It doesn’t make much money, but it keeps me busy.”

      “I think it’s fantastic,” I said. I also thought it was noisy and full of people who looked rather too intensely involved in their games for my tastes, but it seemed to keep this old man happy, so I liked it for that reason even if I wouldn’t choose to go to Jiggles for pleasure.

      “We’re looking for someone who hangs out here,” I said.

      Rosie had already pulled up a picture of Ralph on her phone and showed it to Burt. He peered at it, nodding.

      “Are you police? Is he in trouble?”

      “No, we’re private investigators. We’re actually investigating someone else, but we think Ralph might be able to help us.” This was only a little bit of a white lie. Burt didn’t need to know that we also suspected Ralph of murder and arson.

      “I seen him, yeah. He’s a regular. Likes to put bets on with people, especially the Super Street Fighter IV machine. It’s not strictly allowed, but it’s only low stakes, so we turn a blind eye, mostly.” Burt’s eyes narrowed. “But if the cops are asking, we strictly ban any gambling. We don’t have a license for that.”

      “Yeah, we heard about that. Have you seen him recently?”

      “Maybe a day or two ago,” Burt said, nodding. “You should go and ask the people by the Street Fighter machine. I don’t know if he was really the friendly sort—mostly I saw him being a bad winner when he beat people—but the folk over there are most likely to know him.”

      “Where’s that machine?” I asked.

      Burt pointed over near the air hockey tables. “Just over there, can’t miss it.”

      After confirming he didn’t have any more information about Ralph, we headed over to the game he liked to gamble at.

      There were two people playing at the Super Street Fighter IV machine and two more watching. The two watchers were two teenage girls, chewing on gum and staring at the machine intensely.

      “Hi!” I said cheerily, like I was just one of the girls there to hang out. Yeah, I could still fit in, in a place like this.

      They both looked at us, and not in a particularly friendly way. More like suspicious.

      “Yeah?” said a ridiculously slim, dark-haired gum snapper.

      “We’re looking for Ralph.” Rosie showed a picture. “Do you know him?”

      The girl looked at the phone screen, as did her friend, a willowy blonde, taller than me with pink-streaked hair. Their eyes went to each other, and they both briefly flicked their heads in a quick shake, in silent communication with each other.

      “Never seen him,” said pink-streaks.

      “Don’t know him,” said slim-dark.

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “He plays here a lot. For money, sometimes.”

      They both shrugged and then pointedly turned to stare back at the game like we weren’t even there.

      “How rude,” I muttered to Rosie. She just grinned back at me, as if she weren’t surprised in the slightest.

      “Yes!” yelled one guy, smacking the machine with two fists like he was trying to break it.

      “I hate you!” said the other in a jovial way before play punching his friend’s arm and then handing over a five-dollar bill.

      The two of them turned around, already aware of our presence, and sized us up.

      “What were you asking?” asked the winner from inside the hood of his sweatshirt, which he kept up over his head.

      “We’re looking for Ralph.” Rosie showed the picture again.

      The two guys looked at each other, at the girls, and then back at us, shaking their heads.

      “Never heard of him,” said the winner.

      “And we’re not narcs,” said the loser.

      “Wouldn’t tell you if we did know him,” said slim-dark.

      “And we don’t,” said pink-streaks. Then she gave me a mean smile. “Or maybe we do. Either way.” She shrugged.

      “This is very serious!” I said, sounding like an angsty middle-aged lady instead of the cool young woman I actually was. “He could be involved in a serious crime.”

      “Yeah?” said slim-dark, feigning sudden interest. “Is that right?”

      “Yes,” Rosie told her sternly.

      “Then,” slim-dark leaned forward, eyebrows up. “We ain’t telling you nothin’. Now go away.”

      I put my hands on my hips and gave them the meanest glare I could muster. I must have been losing my touch because all four of the youths burst into laughter.

      “Go away, gran,” said pink-streaks.

      “Go hang out with someone your own age, like Burt,” said slim-dark.

      This was outrageous!

      I leaned over to whisper in Rosie’s ear. “Do you think I could get away with shooting them?”

      Rosie grinned at me and nudged me with her elbow. “Probably not a great idea, boss. Come on. Let’s talk to someone else.”

      We left the rude, nasty youths. My eyes roamed the arcade, looking for someone else to talk to, when I thought I saw a familiar figure.

      “What the…”

      “Huh? What’d you see, boss? Did you see Ralph?”

      I had not seen Ralph. But I’d seen someone else. And they’d just ducked behind a foosball table. They didn’t want me spotting them. Too late. Tough luck. I already had.

      “Come on.”

      “Later!” yelled pink-streaks after us, to the amusement of herself and her horrible friends.

      Rosie hurried beside me as we rushed over to the foosball table.

      I stood over it, staring down at a woman in a neon-yellow wig. A woman who was older even than Bert. A woman who was…

      “Nanna!” I said sternly. “I can see you. No use hiding.”

      Nanna stood up, holding a quarter. She waved the coin at me. “Oh, hello, dear. Fancy seeing you here. Fancy a game?”

      “What are you doing?”

      Nanna pointed at the foosball table. “I like to come down here to play sometimes.”

      “On your own?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “You play table football on your own?” Rosie asked skeptically. “You need two players.”

      Nanna stared at the table, trying to think of how to keep her ridiculous story going. I stopped her before she could.

      “Were you trailing us? You were, weren’t you?”

      Nanna grinned at me. “Okay, okay. You’ve caught me. And much faster than that stupid police boy. Yes, I was practicing again.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t,” I told her. “It’s not nice, being followed.”

      “But if you don’t know you’re being followed, then it doesn’t matter!”

      She did have a point there.

      “Looks like you found someone your own age to hang out with!”

      My head whipped around to find slim-dark and pink-streaks, arm-in-arm, giggling at us.

      “Shoo!” I said, waving my hand at them. “If you don’t want to help us, go away.”

      “Oh, we will. Is that your sister?”

      Nanna beamed at them. “Actually, I’m her Nanna.”

      “Oh, my gosh. You must be, like, two-hundred years-old to be her Nanna.”

      Nanna didn’t like that and swung her handbag at them. The girls jumped back and then turned around and scurried off, giggling.

      “They’re horrible girls, Nanna. Ignore them.”

      “I thought they were complimenting me, saying I was your sister.”

      “Unfortunately not, Nanna.”

      “So,” Nanna said. “Did you talk to Ralph?”

      “No, we haven’t found him yet. That’s how we met those girls. They clearly know him, but they won’t talk to us. But from the sounds of things, Ralph wasn’t particularly friendly. He probably didn’t know them outside of this place.”

      “He’s here,” Nanna said. “That Ralph guy. I saw his picture before. I saw him.”

      “Huh?”

      Nanna nodded. “Show me again.”

      Rosie had her phone in front of Nanna in an instant. Nanna squinted at the screen, nodding.

      “I knew it! I’ve seen him. He’s here somewhere. Let’s split up and find him.”

      Before I could stop her, Nanna was marching off, head swiveling left and right as she tried to survey every young man in the arcade.

      “I’ll go that way, boss!”

      Rosie hurried off along the foosball tables toward the air hockey. I took a route through the center of the arcade parallel to Nanna’s.

      Walking through the noisy establishment, I tried not to stare as I examined each person playing at an arcade machine. Most of them had baseball caps or turned up hoodies, making it hard to see their features without getting close. I made my examinations brief as I peered around to check each person playing. Luckily, most of them were so engrossed they didn’t even notice me, though I got a few dirty looks from their companions.

      My walk through the establishment came to a screeching halt when I heard Nanna in a parallel row of games. “Come here!”

      “Get off me, you old coot!”

      I rushed through a gap between machines to see Nanna, lying horizontal on the floor with her hands wrapped around the ankle of Ralph.

      “Got him! Got him!” Nanna yelled.

      I grabbed Ralph by the arm. When Nanna saw that he was securely held, she released her grip on his ankle and clambered back to her feet. Rosie emerged from the small crowd gathered around us.

      “What the heck is going on?” Ralph said, staring down at my hand on his arm.

      “Apologies,” I said. “But we’ve been looking for you all over the city, Ralph. We need to talk to you.”

      “Huh?”

      “Ralph, we need to talk to you about Cara.”

      “Who’s Cara? And who’s Ralph?”

      Bert emerged with a slightly amused look on his face. He clapped a hand on the shoulder of the young man in front of me.

      “Chris,” Bert said. “I think there’s been a mix-up. Take it easy.” Bert turned to me. “This young man is named Chris. He works here part-time. He looks rather like your Ralph, but I’m afraid it isn’t him.”

      Rosie held up her phone right in front of Chris’s face so that I could compare the two. They both had short brown hair. They both had a slightly olive complexion. They both had brown eyes. And they both had a slightly arrogant expression. But they were not the same person.

      “Are you his brother?” I asked hopefully.

      “No! This is so annoying. You confused me with that idiot who plays Street Fighter, didn’t you?”

      “Umm… maybe…”

      “Well, I’m not him! And he’s horrible. I can’t believe you mistook me for him.” He looked down pointedly at his arm and his ankle. “Though I’m not surprised people are after him. He’s always winding people up.”

      “Sorry, Chris,” I said, cheeks flushing with embarrassment.

      Nanna stuck her face in front of his. “You should try to look more different if you don’t want to be mistaken for him.”

      “Huh? But he’s the one who’s horrible. He should try to look more different, I don’t see why I should have to.”

      Nanna lifted her neon yellow wig off her head and waved it at him. “You need one of these!”

      Chris stared at it in horror. “I do not. It’s the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen!”

      “It’s not ugly! It’s stylish.”

      “It’s a great disguise, Nanna,” I told her, even though I wasn’t too keen on the wig myself. It was rather garish.

      “I’m leaving,” Chris said, and then he did exactly that, pushing past people and stomping off out the arcade.

      “Sorry,” I said to Burt. “He really does look like Ralph, though.”

      Burt shrugged. “No worries, these things happen. Maybe check with me before you grab anyone else, though?”

      “Yeah, will do.”

      “And I’m telling you, Ralph hasn’t been in for a while. A few days. Maybe a couple of weeks, now I think about it.”

      I paused, something striking me. “Is that unusual?”

      “He’s a regular. So, I guess, yeah, it is.”

      “Huh. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Burt turned to the gathered throng around us. “Show’s over folks. Get back to spending all your money on my machines!”

      Laughing, people began to disperse.

      “You people are so embarrassing,” said a voice. I peered at the speaker. It was pink-streaks, back with her friend.

      “You should go back to the retirement home,” said slim-dark. “Before you get yourselves in trouble.”

      “Hey!” Burt barked at them. “Enough of that lip. Any more and I’ll ban you.”

      The two girls gave him a sullen look but shut their mouths and turned to leave.

      “We were just kidding. Get a sense of humor,” said pink-streaks in a parting shot.

      Nanna glared after them.

      “We have a great sense of humor, don’t we, Tiffany?”

      “Yes, we do, Nanna. Ignore them. Now, let’s get out of here.”

      Outside, Nanna told us she was going to go home to her garden. She’d had enough of tailing people and dealing with rude youths, so she was going to talk to her cucumbers instead.

      It sounded mighty appealing.

      But Rosie and I had a murder to solve and a Ralph to find. And that wasn’t going to happen talking to vegetables.
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      Next, Rosie and I headed over to the scene of the crime. Cara had died falling off a three-story building. It was a few miles from their gamers’ house, located on the edge of a strip mall. It was a three-story building with a fire escape going up one side. On the first floor was a large coin-operated laundromat and above it a couple of floors of rundown-looking offices.

      Rosie and I climbed up the black-painted staircase to get up to the roof. A broken trail of yellow police tape whipped in the breeze. There were no other signs that this was where Cara had spent her last living moments.

      We made a slow tour of the roof. It was thick with dust and sand blown up there by the wind, as well as trash dropped by others who climbed up here. Emily told us teenagers liked to hang out up there, and the empty chip bags and soda cans indicated it to be true. There was no one there now, though. It wasn’t much fun being on a dusty flat roof in the daytime under a Las Vegas sun.

      Rosie led us over to the far side, and we peered over the low wall that separated the roof from the air beyond and the ground below.

      “That’s a nasty fall,” I said, shaking my head.

      We examined the wall, looking for non-existent clues. There was no sign of a scuffle, or that anything had happened here.

      Above us, the sun beat down. It wasn’t comfortable up here in the daytime at all, but at night it would be a quiet spot to look at the stars.

      “I don’t think we’re going to get much out of this place,” I said as we finished the circumference of the roof. “But it’s good to get a feel for the scene.”

      Rosie nodded. “What next, boss? Any ideas how to find Ralph?”

      I nodded. “Sure. There’s always more that can be done. We know he was a gamer, and he liked arcades. So, we can visit other arcades and other gaming spots. Maybe try some of the geekier stores in town? And perhaps you can find out if there are any other gaming houses we could ask at. Maybe he does have a real friend somewhere. Basic legwork.”

      “Sounds fun!”

      “Does it?” I asked skeptically. Trawling for leads was often the least satisfying part of our line of work.

      “Sure! It’ll be like a city tour!”

      Laughing at her enthusiasm, we headed back to my car. I put Rosie in charge of finding places for us to go and then directing us there.

      We started off with arcades. There weren’t many left in the city these days. They had their heyday in the eighties and nineties, and these days they were much more a niche activity. Still, we made the rounds, checking which ones had Street Fighter and then visiting the ones that did.

      We had just finished at our fifth and final Street Fighter location when I was ready to call it a day. Driving around had taken longer than I thought, and it seemed best to leave further searching for another day.

      “When you get a chance, why don’t you poke around online and see if you can get in contact with any of his gaming buddies who might know where he is,” I said. “And addresses of more gaming houses we can visit tomorrow.”

      Rosie nodded. “Will do, boss. We’d better get back so you can get ready!”

      Ugh. I had my blind date.

      “I’m not sure I really feel up to it.”

      Rosie slapped a hand on my forehead. “You don’t have a fever. You’ll be fine, boss. Don’t be nervous.”

      “I’m not nervous! I’m just not sure I want to go on a blind date.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because… because I’ve been on a few before. Ian arranged some for me. And they were awful.”

      Rosie laughed. “Yeah, well, I bet Ian was worse at choosing dates for you than me. You’ll like Owen. He’s lovely. He’ll be the best blind date you’ve ever had.”

      “I’m sure he is nice, but—”

      Rosie shook her head. “No backing out now. You’ll embarrass me.”

      That was a point. I would. I should be more thoughtful, shouldn’t I? Maybe it would be fun. And I’d get a nice meal out of it at least.

      I just couldn’t shake the feeling that it was wrong. Not because of Owen—I didn’t even know him yet—but because it felt like it should be someone else. Not that there was anyone else. No one except—

      “Boss?” Rosie was nudging me. “You’re not canceling, right?”

      “Right. I’ll do it. I’m looking forward to it. It’ll be fun.”

      “That’s the spirit!”

      We drove home, and I got ready for my blind date while Rosie got ready to go to her acting rehearsal.

      It was going to be fun.

      I’d decided.

      And when I decide something, that’s what happens.

      Most of the time.
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        * * *

      

      I was pleased to find that the restaurant Rosie had arranged the date at was L’Oro, a hot new Italian restaurant. I knew Ian and Sally had been there on a date once and had given it a favorable report. Not that I necessarily trusted Ian’s judgment, but it did also have great reviews.

      I was due to meet this Owen guy there, though Rosie had booked the restaurant under my name.

      Before leaving, I’d asked Rosie whether I should wear a red dress or a black dress. Rosie had eyed them both up, then shrugged. “Doesn’t matter,” she told me.

      “Huh. You mean they’re both equally bad?”

      “No way, boss. They’re equally good.”

      When I was ready, I asked Rosie a final time, “Do I look okay?”

      She just shrugged. “Sure! Owen won’t mind what you look like.”

      “That’s not very encouraging.”

      “Sorry, boss! I just mean, he’s not into superficialities. It’s your brilliant mind he’s going to love.”

      “My… brilliant mind?”

      Rosie nodded at me happily.

      “That’s the nicest thing someone’s said to me all day.”

      “Yeah, well, I think we better avoid that arcade in the future if we’re looking for compliments.”

      “You’re not wrong.”

      I sent Rosie off to her acting while I drove and parked at L’Oro.

      Trying to look cool and sophisticated, I walked inside with a small clutch by my side and a waft of a fancy perfume Nanna had given me surrounding me.

      I told the hostess my name, and she led me to a table where a handsome man in his thirties was sitting in a tuxedo. The waitress indicated the table with a nod and headed back to her station where another large group was arriving.

      The restaurant was noisy and bustling, and I was slightly surprised Rosie had managed to get us a reservation at such short notice. Every table was taken.

      I smiled as I approached the table.

      Owen didn’t.

      In fact, he didn’t even seem to notice me.

      He was holding a napkin in his hand and seemed to be quite fascinated by it, staring down as he slowly folded and unfolded it.

      Oh goodness, I hoped he wasn’t going to be too weird.

      Maybe he just liked napkins.

      But that would be weird. Ugh. It’s just one dinner, I told myself. What does it matter?

      “Good evening!” I said loudly.

      That got his attention. He looked up, smiling, but didn’t really seem to look at me.

      “I’m Tiffany. Rosie’s, uh, friend.”

      “Owen,” he said, standing, putting out a hand for me to shake. “I heard you were her boss, not her friend.”

      I laughed. “I’m a friendly boss. At least I hope so. Wait, did she say something? Did she say I was mean?”

      Owen laughed again, a pleasant, genuinely amused sound. “She talks about you with great admiration, even awe. I must say, I was nervous to meet you. But I can tell by your tone that you’re a lovely person.”

      “Thank you, Owen, that’s kind of you to say.” I pulled out a chair to join him. “So, uh, did you read the menu?”

      Owen laughed as if I’d said something hilarious. “The waitress said she could read it to me, or perhaps you could.”

      I stared at him. He refused to meet my gaze, staring down at the napkin again.

      “You, umm, can’t read?”

      He looked and sounded so intelligent, I found it hard to believe.

      Owen laughed again, even louder. “It’s kind of hard when you can’t see.”

      I stared at him, then slapped my hand over my mouth. I was such an idiot! Rosie and her blind date.

      “Did you just put your hand over your mouth?” Owen tilted his head curiously. “I heard it. Wait. Did Rosie not tell you your date was blind?”

      “Umm.”

      “She didn’t, did she? I hope you’re not upset. I won’t be insulted if you leave.”

      “No! Of course I’m not leaving! Goodness. No. I wouldn’t do that! Wow. And I would hope you would be insulted if I did!”

      Owen chuckled again. “Okay, maybe I would be a little insulted. And disappointed. But these things happen. I can’t control how other people feel.” He shrugged. “So, I just go with the flow.”

      “That’s a good attitude,” I said. “But if someone won’t go on a date with you because you’re blind, then I think that makes them a bad person.”

      Owen shrugged again. “Bad? Perhaps. Or maybe just ignorant. Or maybe they had some nasty experiences with blind people.”

      “What, like getting mugged by a blind gang?”

      Owen grinned, a big flash of white. “Exactly! I bet if someone had been mugged by a gang of blind ruffians, they’d be quite put off!”

      “Err, are there any blind gangs?”

      Owen laughed again. He found me amusing, at least. At least I hoped that’s why he was laughing at me. Maybe he thought I was a dolt.

      “Not to my knowledge, but who knows. It’s a big world, and I’ve not seen much of it.”

      “You’ve not seen any of it,” I said, before I could stop myself. I slapped my hand back over my mouth.

      Owen burst into even louder laughter. When it subsided, he said, “You’re funny. Intelligent people usually are. You have to be smart to quip like that.”

      “Sorry, I think it was a rather mean thing to say, actually. It just slipped out.”

      “Never apologize for being funny!”

      “I like the sound of that philosophy,” I mused. “But I’ll need to consider whether to commit to it full time. It might get me in trouble.”

      “Trouble is where life’s fun lies.”

      “Hmm. I think I need to consider that, too. You’re making me think, Owen.”

      “Is that a good or a bad thing?”

      “Good,” I said, then after a pause, “I think.”

      We were still laughing when the waitress came over with two menus, water, and a basket of Italian bread.

      I read the menu to Owen and we both decided to go for a set menu—a rustic soup with chickpeas, followed by a salad, then spaghetti in a cheese and pepper sauce, followed by a beef and arugula dish with an olive oil and lemon dressing. It all sounded amazing.

      “Rosie tells me you’re the greatest private investigator in the world,” Owen said. He spoke as if he had an amused glint in his eyes, though he couldn’t actually show it.

      “I think she must be angling for a pay raise,” I said, laughing. “On a good day, I might feel like I’m the best in the city. But I’m not sure I’d go beyond that.”

      “Hey, best in the city is pretty impressive. I should ask for your autograph or something.”

      “I’m not a celebrity!” I swatted him on the arm.

      “Rosie thinks you are.”

      Our food began to arrive, and the conversation flowed far better than I’d ever hoped it would. Owen turned out to be both intelligent and interesting without being arrogant. He told me he worked as an editor, using text-to-speech software to read books and articles to him which he would correct while sitting back in an armchair, controlling everything with his voice and ears. It sounded quite delightful, though when a twinge of jealousy hit me, I came to the stark realization that I could do the exact same thing if I wanted.

      Each dish was perfect, and it turned out Owen knew a fair bit about Italian food, explaining to me that the soup was originally a peasant dish—even though they were not peasant prices in this restaurant—that Italians don’t generally regard the pasta course as the main meal, and that focaccia bread was not an ancient Italian treat but a recent invention designed to compete with the French baguette.

      “Have you been to Italy?” I asked.

      “I have,” Owen confirmed. “I took a year there.”

      “I’d love to see Rome,” I said.

      “So would I,” Owen said with a self-teasing chuckle. “But tasting and smelling the food was enough. Do you like Roman pizza?”

      “Umm. I know I like pizza. I’m not sure I know what makes a pizza Roman, though…?”

      Owen launched into a fascinating explanation of how Napoli and Rome pizzas differed—with a brief foray into New York, Chicago, Californian and Detroit pies—and I found myself both enjoying his company and learning a lot. It was like having a personal professor of delicious food at the table.

      “I’m sure I’m boring you,” Owen said after a delightful diversion into how the best tiramisu are made. “I’d love to hear about the case you’re working on.”

      We were mostly through our rucola and beef by then, and thanks to Owen’s words, I was looking forward to trying some authentic tiramisu for dessert. He assured me this restaurant made it properly, unlike most of them. I began to tell him about the case and about how we were looking for a guy called Ralph.

      Just as I was finishing telling him about our time in the arcade—skipping some of the nasty things the horrible girls had said—a thought began to occur to me.

      I’d missed something.

      “What’s the matter?” Owen asked.

      I’d stopped speaking.

      “Sorry, nothing.”

      “No, there is something. I can tell. You’ve just thought of something, haven’t you?”

      I nodded. Owen didn’t see—because he’s blind, you dolt!—so I said quietly, “I have.”

      Owen drummed his fingers on the table, then he tilted his head, and nodded. “It’s okay.”

      “Huh?”

      “You’ve thought of something and you need to go, but you don’t want to be rude.”

      My mouth dropped open in astonishment. How the heck could he be so perceptive? I slapped my mouth shut, before he could perceive even that.

      “I’m really enjoying myself, Owen.”

      “But duty calls. Am I right? Or am I right?”

      “You’re right, but I really want to eat some tiramisu now!”

      Owen laughed.

      “Shall we get you some to go?”

      “You’d let me run out of our date and take dessert with me?”

      Owen shrugged. “It’s certainly not a matter of letting you do anything. It just seems like the best solution. You need to go. You want dessert. I won’t be offended—as long as you promise we can pick this up again another time.”

      “Absolutely! Excuse me, I’ve just got to text Rosie.”

      While I tapped at my phone, Owen put his hand in the air until a waitress came. He ordered two tiramisus, one to go, and one for him.

      “You’re amazing, Owen, thank you! I feel awful leaving you here.”

      “Don’t. I enjoy dining alone. I’m going to take my time, have a tiramisu, then a small glass of amaretto, and head home. I’ve enjoyed myself. Thank you for your company, Tiffany Black.”

      “You’ll have to tell me what the heck amoretto is next time,” I said.

      The waitress returned with a little container in a small plastic bag for me.

      I squeezed Owen’s hand goodbye.

      “Thanks for being so understanding! I promise I won’t do this next time.”

      With my tiramisu by my side, I hurried out of the restaurant.

      That had gone far better than I thought.

      But I really should have picked up on Rosie’s hints about it being a blind date.

      I bet she was going to laugh at me.

      It didn’t matter. She could laugh for the whole drive for all I cared.

      I was pretty sure I’d figured out where Ralph was.

      And Rosie and I needed to see him.

      Urgently.

      If I was right, it was going to change everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      When I got to the John Longstreet theater where Rosie had been at acting rehearsal, my assistant was already waiting outside. She leaped into the car, already filled with excitement from her night at the theater and now bursting with curiosity as to what had me picking her up at that hour.

      Once I told Rosie what was up, she slapped her forehead. “Ohh, I should have thought of that! I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “I didn’t spot it either,” I told her. “Sometimes it takes time for these things to sink in, then later our subconscious just kind of grabs them and everything starts to seem obvious. It’s weird how we miss these things at the time, but as long as they come back later, I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

      “Boss,” Rosie said seriously. “How was your date with Owen?”

      “My blind date?”

      “Yes, unless you had another one as well tonight?”

      “No. I was just emphasizing the fact that my blind date was with a blind person. I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Ohh,” Rosie said. “I forgot about that.”

      “You forgot he was blind?”

      Rosie shrugged. “He’s so interesting, I forgot about it completely. He’s fascinating, don’t you think?”

      “Yep. He sure was. And he knew a lot about food. Well, Italian food. I bet he knows about other cuisines as well.”

      “So you liked him?”

      Wait, was I sounding too enthusiastic?

      “Oh, uh, yeah, he was fine.”

      “Just fine?”

      “It was a first date. A blind date. I think not running out is a win in that situation, right?”

      “Right.” Rosie paused for several seconds, then, “But you did like him?”

      “He was fine.”

      “Oh.” Rosie paused again. “Fine. Or, like, fine.”

      “Gah! You’re as bad as Nanna and Mom. We had a nice time. Now, do you want to make yourself useful?”

      “Yes, boss! Want me to look something up?”

      “No. There’s a bag of tiramisu there. Can you open it and put some on a spoon for me? I didn’t get a chance to eat dessert in the restaurant.”

      Rosie gasped. “You didn’t eat dessert?”

      “Ha-ha. Come on, quick, quick.”

      Rosie did as she was told, and a moment later passed a spoonful of tiramisu over.

      When I tasted it, I almost swerved off the road.

      “Uh, boss?”

      I let the flavors linger in my mouth.

      “That,” I declared, “is the best tiramisu I’ve ever had.” I handed the spoon back to Rosie. “Another spoonful please.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Fifteen minutes and one order of tiramisu later, we arrived at our destination: the morgue.

      Something Owen had said made me think of Emily. And thinking of Emily made me remember something she had told us last time we spoke—she said they had a John Doe body in the morgue. An unidentified young male. With Ralph seemingly disappeared off the face of the planet and an unknown body in the morgue… it made perfect sense.

      We managed to get inside after a bit of persuading and pointing out that we were there to identify a body. I even showed a photo of Ralph to the person working the desk that evening. That was enough for them to get the coroner on duty up there.

      The coroner, Dr. Fan, squinted at the photo on Rosie’s phone. “That could be him. Are you a relative?”

      “No. But his relatives are a long way away, in North Carolina. We’ve been looking for Ralph. We’re investigators.”

      While I didn’t say that we’d been hired to look for Ralph, I didn’t avoid implying it. The coroner took the bait, and soon we were whisked into a walk-in body storage room, each of the corpses tucked away in a pull-out drawer. The room smelled of disinfectant, which was unpleasant, but better than the smell of dead bodies.

      The coroner pulled one of the drawers open, pulled back a sheet, and we were greeted—if that was the right word, which it wasn’t—by the pale, waxy face of a young man. The hair was short and brown, and the skin had an almost greenish hue to it. When the blood was flowing, he would have had an olive complexion.

      We held up Rosie’s phone to the face. We compared the nose. The cheekbones. The eyebrows. The hairline. The chin.

      We stared at him.

      There was no doubt.

      “It’s him, boss.”

      It sure was.

      We’d found Ralph.

      The only problem was, he was dead as a doornail, and he’d been brought in before Cara had died herself.

      He didn’t kill Cara.

      All we’d earned for our troubles was another mystery and the end of a wild goose chase trying to find a possible killer of Cara who, it turned out, couldn’t have murdered her, and was now not even able to provide us with any information that might help.

      “What now, boss?”

      “Now, we go home and sleep on it, Rosie. I’m going to invite Emily over to Mom’s for breakfast. See what she thinks.”

      “Sounds like an excellent plan, boss.”

      I laughed. “It really doesn’t. But it’s all we’ve got for now.”

      “Breakfast is always excellent.”

      Rosie wasn’t wrong.
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        * * *

      

      We sat around the dining table, a happy bustle of hungry people eager to begin the breakfast feast. In the middle was a large bowl of scrambled eggs, a plate with sunny-side-up fried eggs, and more dishes with waffles, pancakes, bacon, and home fries, as well as a basket of toast and a bowl of fruit salad for breakfast dessert.

      “Now this is real food,” Emily said as she enthusiastically loaded up her plate.

      “You’ve got dozens of live-in chefs,” I pointed out. Obviously, they weren’t all for her—they ran the Tremonte’s various food outlets—but she had access to them.

      Emily shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Corporate food is never the same as home cooked. It’s one of the things I miss the most about my mom living up in ‘Jersey. Wish she’d finally make the move down here.”

      “Then we’d have to compete for your attention,” Nanna joked. “You wouldn’t join us nearly as often.”

      “Oh, I would,” Emily said. Though we knew it wouldn’t be true. Especially once she got back to work.

      Jack Junior gurgled from the little bouncy chair he was lying back in at the end of the table.

      “He’s jealous of us eating,” Emily explained. “He can’t wait until he has teeth and can eat proper meals.”

      “Did he tell you that, dear?” Nanna asked, sounding slightly puzzled.

      “He didn’t need to. I can see it on his face,” Emily said. “I can tell what he’s thinking.”

      “That’s amazing,” Mom told her.

      “You should teach him sign language,” Rosie said. “Babies can learn to sign before they can speak.”

      “But then I’d have to learn, too,” Emily said, giggling. “I was never good at languages.”

      Rosie shrugged. “Even a baby can learn. I’m sure you could, too, if you tried.”

      Emily tilted her head thoughtfully. “Okay, I’ll look into it. Now,” Emily turned to me, “you didn’t invite me here just to feed me, did you?”

      “We also enjoy your company, dear,” Nanna said.

      “Yeah, yeah. Get to it. Spit it out. Well, don’t literally—we’re eating. But come on. Spill.”

      “Well,” I said with a piece of bacon and egg on the end of my fork, “remember you told us there was a John Doe in the morgue?”

      “Did I…?”

      “Yeah. It was just in passing. You were talking about how busy everything is.”

      “Ohh, right.”

      “I didn’t think about it at the time, but we figured out who it was. It was this Ralph guy we’d been looking for. We suspect he was the boyfriend of Cara. In fact, he was our top suspect. We’d been looking for him for days.”

      Emily whistled. The baby gurgled again, as if he recognized his mom’s tone. He probably did. “Guess you won’t be interviewing him soon, then.”

      “No, that’s not gonna work now, what with him being dead. And anyway, he was brought in before Cara. He certainly didn’t kill her.”

      Emily tapped the end of her fork on the table thoughtfully. “If they were a couple and they’re both dead, it’s got to be connected.”

      “Maybe there’s a serial killer targeting game-playing couples,” Nanna said brightly, as if the thought were quite delightful.

      “Since we’ve only got one dead couple so far—and we’re not even certain they were a couple yet—I’m not sure we can call them a serial killer. It’s probably something they were mixed up in together.”

      “You think they were doing something illegal?” Rosie asked. “Ripping people off? Hacking? Phishing?”

      “Who knows,” I said. “But their deaths must be connected. Even though he’s dead, we need to find out more about Ralph. What was he doing around the time he disappeared and left the last gaming house?”

      We chewed thoughtfully on our delicious breakfast for a moment.

      “How’d he die?” Nanna asked. “Was he pushed off a building, too?”

      “No,” Emily said. “That John Doe—well, Ralph, now—was blunt force trauma to the head, right?”

      I nodded. “Right. Someone bashed him hard. Then they stripped him of all identification, which is why they couldn’t figure out who he was.”

      “Could it have been a robbery then?” Nanna asked. “You say he was stripped of identification, but what you mean is that his wallet was gone, right?”

      “Pretty much,” Emily said. “Most people have their ID in their wallet. He didn’t have anything on him though—that’s why they couldn’t identify him. No wallet, no keys, no phone.”

      “And no one reported him missing,” I said.

      Jack Junior made a little yelp, and Emily leaped to her feet.

      “He’s going to cry!”

      Before Jack Junior could get any further than thinking about it, Emily had him pressed against her shoulder as she began to walk up and down. I noticed her plate was clean already. Clearly, Emily had gotten in the habit of eating her meals quick in case of such ‘emergencies.’

      “I think we need to figure out who knew both Cara and Ralph,” Rosie said. “Is that right, boss?”

      I shrugged. “Yep, that would be ideal. But you know we’ve struggled to dig up much information on Ralph so far. No one seemed to like him much. Any ideas?”

      “I can dig around online more. Someone must know them. I’ll find his old handles, maybe old teammates, or people he played with before he turned pro. See what I can dig up.”

      “Handles?” Nanna asked, brow furrowed.

      “Like, online nicknames,” Rosie said.

      “Oh,” Nanna nodded thoughtfully. “Do I need a handle?”

      “Are you planning on becoming a gamer?”

      Nanna tapped her chin. “I suppose not. Perhaps when I get older and slow down. Gaming’s all sitting down, isn’t it? I like to keep more active.”

      “But you need fast reflexes,” Rosie told her.

      Nanna flashed Rosie a look. “Don’t you worry about that. My reflexes are never going to slow down.”

      Rosie grinned at her. “Then maybe we’ll get you to turn pro, when you’re old.”

      This was so unfair. Everyone had been calling me too old to be a gamer, and now Rosie was pretending Nanna could be one. Why couldn’t I get any of this kid glove treatment? I guessed I’d earn the same privileges when I was Nanna’s age, i.e., when I actually was old. Life wasn’t fair, I decided.

      “I’m going to go back to talk to Benjamin and his team then,” I said. “We didn’t get much out of the teammates last time. And maybe now that we know he’s dead, Benjamin might be a little more forthcoming.”

      “Good,” Nanna said with a nod. “That’s settled. Rosie will go on the computer, and Tiffany and I will go and talk to these layabout gamers.”

      “Nanna, you don’t need to come.”

      She laughed and patted me on the hand. “It’s okay, I don’t mind helping you.”

      I guessed we weren’t going to be in much danger in a house full of games players. And if there was trouble, Gloriana would surely sort it out.

      “I’d love to join,” Emily said, “but we’ve got baby yoga, don’t we, Jack Junior?”

      Jack Junior didn’t answer, but Emily nodded down at him like he had.

      “Sounds like you’ve got a full day,” Mom said. “Have another plate of breakfast before you go. You’ll need to keep your energy up.”

      Mom was right.

      We really did.

      But after another plate of eggs and bacon, it was time to hit the road.

      Somehow, we’d doubled our number of dead bodies and lost our best suspect.

      We had to make some progress soon.
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      Rosie went to sit at her computer at home while Nanna and I headed back to the e-sports house that Ralph had last been living in.

      The front door was swinging open again, so we headed straight upstairs to the Fighting Phoenixes’ main room.

      “Why’s it so dark?” Nanna asked me with a nudge as we peered into the gloom.

      The room was full of zombies. Not real zombies, but gamers who had been awake all night, fueled with giant cans of energy drinks, tortilla chips, microwave hotdogs, and other food which I assumed was good for the reflexes.

      At the far side of the room, a shape shifted from a hunched over bulk to a looming lamppost of a figure. Nanna gripped my arm nervously.

      “That’s Benjamin,” I whispered. Then, louder, “Hi, Benjamin? Can I talk to you again?”

      The wraith-like shadow stalked toward us, his gaunt face only becoming visible when he got close. This time, he had a hoodie up over his head, giving him the appearance of an evil necromancer out of a fantasy movie. Nanna’s grip on my arm tightened.

      “He’s harmless,” I whispered.

      “It’s very late,” Benjamin rasped when he got close. “Don’t you sleep?”

      “Umm, it’s ten in the morning,” I told him.

      Benjamin stuck his head out of the room into the hallway, which had some natural light filtering in through the closed blinds at the end.

      “Ten?” he asked owlishly. “In the morning?”

      “That’s right. Balcony?”

      Benjamin nodded and stalked ahead of us, through the bedroom and out onto the large balcony.

      Nanna and I declined sodas this time, while Benjamin cracked one open for himself. We sat in a small circle together. Benjamin pulled the hood of his shirt even further over his eyes to block out the bright glare of the morning desert sun.

      “It’s Ralph,” I told him. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but he’s passed away.”

      Benjamin let the words sink in for several seconds before slowly nodding. “He’s dead?”

      “That’s right.”

      I watched his face carefully. He didn’t give much away.

      “What happened?” Benjamin asked, finally.

      “His body has been in the morgue for a couple of weeks. No one could identify him. It looks like he was murdered. Hit over the head, hard.”

      Benjamin slowly nodded again. “That’s awful.”

      “Yes, it is. So, now we need to find out what happened to Ralph, and to Cara. Last time we were here, you couldn’t give us any information about where Ralph was living. Has that changed? Is there anything you can tell us at all about where he was living or any friends of his?”

      “Wait.”

      Benjamin unfolded himself into his lamppost form and stalked back inside.

      “He’s odd,” Nanna said.

      I couldn’t disagree. “He seems harmless.”

      “He’s too tall,” Nanna said, “for his weight. He’s all bones. He needs about a hundred proper meals.”

      “Please don’t invite him over for a hundred meals, Nanna. Small doses of him are enough.”

      Nanna held her chin in her hand. “It would be a nice gesture.”

      “It’d be terrible. Now shush, he’s coming back.”

      Benjamin came back out onto the balcony with another man in tow. It was the guy who had run out last time we were there. He was short and stocky, with a thick red beard and round gold-framed glasses.

      “This is Wick,” Benjamin whispered. “He knew Ralph.”

      Wick smiled nervously then ran over, grabbed a chair, and sat down with a thunk.

      “Nice to meet you…?”

      Wick nodded his head very quickly. “Yes, yes, nice to meet you.”

      “I’m Tiffany. We want to ask you a few questions about Ralph.”

      “And I’m Blonde Vixen,” Nanna announced, to my and everyone else’s surprise.

      We all gave her questioning looks.

      “It’s my handle,” Nanna said proudly.

      “You’re not blonde,” Wick said, “and you’re not—”

      He couldn’t finish his uncharitable thought before Nanna interrupted him. “Think again, buster!” Nanna dug into her handbag and withdrew her neon yellow wig, slapping it onto her head. “Not so clever now, are you?”

      Wick gave her a skeptical look. “What do you play?”

      “Nothing yet,” Nanna told him. “I’m waiting until I’m old.”

      Wick just sat there blinking, as if Nanna had broken his brain with her antics. I rather hoped she hadn’t since he apparently had some information for us.

      “Wick?” I said, snapping my fingers in front of him. He gave a final blink, then his eyes focused again, this time on me. “You knew Ralph?”

      Wick nodded.

      I gave Benjamin a questioning look. “You said Wick was new last time. You said he replaced Ralph?”

      Wick and Benjamin both nodded. “I played with him in California,” Wick said. “We were on a team together for a couple of months, until it imploded. When I heard he was leaving the Fighting Phoenixes, I applied for his spot on the team. Of course, I got it.”

      “Of course?” Nanna asked.

      Wick nodded. “I’m the best.”

      I glanced at Benjamin. He was completely impassive, except when he saw my look, then he gave the merest twitch of a shake of his head. No, he seemed to say, he’s not the best, but he’s good enough. It was a lot of words for a millisecond headshake, but some people are just good at expressing themselves like that.

      “So, did you meet Ralph when you moved back here?”

      “Of course, I did. We’re old teammates.”

      Aha! We were getting somewhere.

      “Do you know where he was staying?”

      “Yep. I went to his place. Well, not his place. The place he was staying at. It’s another old friend of ours. It was like old times. We used to hang out in California.”

      “And where was this?”

      “At the Wicked Wiccan’s apartment.”

      “The who?”

      Wick shook his head. “Not the Who, the Wicked Wiccan. He’s retired now.”

      “How old is he?” Nanna asked.

      “Dunno. Pretty old. Maybe twenty-three?”

      “Twenty-three isn’t old. It isn’t even young. Twenty-three is a baby.”

      Wick snorted. “Yeah, maybe, if you’re like, a hundred and fifty.”

      “He doesn’t mean you, Nanna,” I said quickly before things got violent. I didn’t want Wick to get hurt. Before the rude gamer could argue, I got us back on track. “I need an address.”

      “An address?” Wick shrugged. “It was an apartment complex. Greenfields.”

      “And do you know the number?”

      “Umm.” Wick tilted his head in thought. “No.”

      Great. “Can you describe the location?”

      “It was a first-floor unit. Toward the back. Like, back right, kinda? Center back, right?”

      “Can you call him up and ask?”

      “Call who?”

      “The naughty witch!” Nanna snapped at him.

      “The Wicked Wiccan?” Wick shook his head. “Don’t have his number.”

      “Email?”

      Wick shook his head.

      “I thought you were friends.”

      “Yeah, yeah, we were. But you know, not super close.”

      “Not close enough to have any contact details at all?”

      Wick scrunched up his face in annoyance. “Okay, he was a friend of a friend. Jeez. Stop pressuring me.” Wick turned to Benjamin. “Tell them to stop pressuring me.”

      Benjamin gave me a haunted, apologetic look. “I think he’s told you all he can.”

      “It doesn’t sound like he was your friend at all,” Nanna said to Wick. “He was Ralph’s friend, not yours, right?”

      Wick glared at Nanna and got to his feet. “I’m done. I want to get another hour of practice in before bed.”

      Wick stomped off back inside, his face almost as red as his hair.

      “He’s a bit temperamental,” Benjamin explained. “But was his information useful?”

      “It was. Thanks for introducing him to us, Benjamin. Is there anyone else here who might have still been in contact with Ralph?”

      Benjamin shook his head. “No. They were annoyed at him leaving. I don’t think anyone from our team talked to him after he left. I asked them after you were here last time.”

      “Okay, thanks again, Benjamin. You’ve been very helpful. We’re going to find out what happened to Ralph.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Uh, yeah, it is. See you.”

      “I’m going to text you,” Benjamin announced, before we were out.

      “Uh, okay.”

      “I might have more information soon.”

      “Oh?”

      Benjamin nodded solemnly and then mimed sending a text message.

      “Great, keep in touch.”

      Nanna and I left the house with a fresh lead and headed off for the Greenfields apartment complex.

      It felt like we were finally on an active trail.

      And there’s no feeling quite like it.
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        * * *

      

      We parked in a lot at the front of the complex and walked in. Despite the name, the apartment complex was not surrounded by lush green fields, which wasn’t surprising, what with it being in a desert. But most of the complex was painted green, from the facades of the two- and three-story buildings, to the railings and fences and the green AstroTurf that surrounded the rather decrepit looking swimming pool with its faded forest-green sun loungers.

      We headed to the back of the complex and started knocking on ground-floor doors.

      When the first door opened, a young woman—around my age—opened the door with a baby in her arms.

      “We’re looking for the Wicked Wiccan,” I told her.

      She gave me a skeptical look. “You’re looking for who?”

      I realized how ridiculous it sounded.

      “A young man,” Nanna said, “about twenty-three years old. Slightly odd. Looks like he spends all his time indoors. Likes computer games. Not great with people.”

      I beamed at Nanna. That was an impressive description of a guy we’d never met.

      “Ohh!” said the girl. “You mean Weird John?”

      “Quite possibly,” I said. “Wicked Wiccan is his gaming handle.”

      “I’m Blonde Vixen,” Nanna said, patting the wig on her head.

      “Oh-kay…” said the girl hesitantly. “Well, if you want John, he’s in unit thirteen, just down there.” She nodded her head in the direction we needed to follow. “Is there going to be trouble?”

      “Nope,” I said. “No trouble. Have a lovely day!”

      The young girl closed the door, and we headed down to unit thirteen.

      It was opened by a man with long, curly black hair, wearing white robes, and with a slightly glazed expression on his face.

      “Whoa,” he said, staring at Nanna and her wig. “That’s awesome.”

      Nanna patted her head. “It’s lovely, isn’t it?”

      “Are you the Wicked Wiccan?”

      The man laughed and shook his head. “The Wicked Wiccan died a long time ago.”

      “He’s dead?”

      The man nodded solemnly. “Dead as a doornail.”

      “Huh.” That put a damper on things. “Umm, what happened?”

      “Age. It gets all of us, eventually.”

      This wasn’t making any sense.

      “The Wicked Wiccan died of old age?”

      The man nodded again, seriously.

      Nanna nudged me. “See,” she whispered. “You can be an older gamer!”

      “How old was he?” I asked skeptically.

      “Twenty-two.”

      “Uh, people don’t die of old age at twenty-two.”

      The man shook his head. “The Wicked Wiccan wasn’t a person. He was so much more. A force. A power. A danger. The best Dota player there ever was.”

      Nanna poked him in the chest. “You mean his handle is dead.”

      “Right,” said the guy. “I’m not dead, but the Wicked Wiccan is. I just don’t have it anymore. Too old.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So you are the Wicked Wiccan?”

      “They used to call me that, many moons ago.”

      “For goodness’ sake. Can we come in? We need to talk to you. It’s about Ralph.”

      “Sure. People call me John now.”

      As we followed him inside, Nanna asked him, “When did you retire?”

      He stopped and looked up toward the ceiling. “It’s been a long time. Eight… almost nine months now.”

      For goodness’ sake! None of these people had any concept of time, or age, or being old.

      He got moving again, and we followed him into his home. It was a small, one-bedroom unit that was fairly clean, though with an odd I. The walls were painted purple but were scrawled with black diagrams and symbols that looked like they were meaningful, but not with any meaning that I could understand. A bookcase had one shelf of books, but the rest was filled with odd-looking ornaments—a small, polished animal skull, a crystal orb, various candleholders, incense holders, a strange-looking plant, and other knickknacks which I supposed tied into his Wiccan persona.

      We sat on some wicker furniture, and he smiled at us pleasantly while he waited to see what we wanted.

      “Ralph was staying here?”

      “Yep. Still is, in theory.” Our host nodded his head toward a sofa covered in a heap of clothes and with a sports bag sitting at the end of it.

      “But you haven’t seen him for some time.”

      “Right,” John said, “He went out and didn’t come back a couple of weeks ago.”

      “Have you been worried?”

      “Worried?” John shook his head. “No, I’m not much of a worrier.”

      “But he’s your guest, and you haven’t seen him for a couple of weeks.”

      “He was on the verge of signing a new contract.” John shrugged. “I figure he signed it and dived right on in. He’ll be back to pick up his stuff when he’s settled.”

      “I’m afraid he won’t,” I said. “Ralph didn’t sign his new contract. He died.”

      John gave me a quizzical look. “What do you mean ‘died’?”

      “He’s dead. No longer living. He’s not coming back, John.”

      He blinked. “Dead dead?”

      “Yes. Dead dead.”

      He blinked again, his eyes swinging over to Ralph’s belongings on the sofa.

      “Err…” John got to his feet and hurried over to the bookshelf with its odds and ends.

      “John?”

      “One moment!”

      John grabbed a small brass object, filled it with something, and then held a lighter to it until it was smoldering, a pleasant-smelling smoke beginning to fill the room.

      “What are you doing?” Nanna called to him. Then she turned to me. “What’s he doing, Tiffany?”

      “I don’t know…”

      John began to walk around the room, waving the little brass holder he was holding, sending smoke around. “I’m sage smudging.”

      “You’re what?” Nanna asked. She turned to me. “Is this a young person thing? Do you and Rosie do this?”

      I shook my head.

      John completed one quick circuit of the room and then began another, slower one. “I need to clear the room of bad spirits. Sage is very good for that.”

      “Why do you think there are bad spirits?” Nanna asked him as she watched him slowly circle the room.

      “Because Ralph’s dead! That’s bad, bad, bad. Man, I knew something was up. The room’s been too cool lately. Ralph must have been here.” John looked up toward the ceiling, as if Ralph himself may be floating up there. “Begone, to rest, dear Ralph. Leave this place! Continue your journey!”

      Nanna gave me a worried look. I shrugged back. John seemed fairly harmless, even if the behavior was a little odd.

      “Will you join us again?” I called to him as he completed his third circuit. The smoke from his brass burner seemed to be dissipating, and I figured he must be nearly done.

      “One more time,” John said to us, then turned his gaze up to the ceiling. “Farewell, fair Ralph! Fly! Fly! Fly away free!”

      Ritual completed, he placed the brass burner back on the bookshelf and came to sit with us again.

      “I think it worked,” John said. “Does the room feel one degree warmer?”

      “Probably from all that burning,” Nanna said.

      “No, when a spirit departs, a room warms. It’s a well-known fact.”

      “That’s very interesting,” I said, pretending that it was. “But let’s get back to the topic of Ralph. How come he was staying with you?”

      “He asked,” John said, with a shrug. “He finished his contract with Phoenix and was about to sign with someone else. We used to know each other, back in California. We’re old friends, well, acquaintances. He said it would only be for a few days. And it was because he disappeared.”

      “And you and he and Wick were friends?”

      “Wick?” John looked puzzled for a moment. “Oh, that short-tempered guy? Ugh. Yeah. I mean, no, we weren’t friends. But I knew him. He came here once. Got angry about something and stormed out. Haven’t seen him since. He brings bad vibes.”

      “Do you know if Ralph had any other friends?”

      “I guess his old teammates at the house he was at?”

      “Apart from them.”

      John shook his head. “I don’t think so. Not really. Not everyone really got Ralph. He was very funny, but a lot of people didn’t see it and thought he was being rude.”

      “Okay. The last time you saw him, did he tell you where he was going?”

      “No. I didn’t see him. I went out to the pagan supplies store, and when I came back, he wasn’t here. I figured he’d gone down to Jingles or something. But then he didn’t come back, so I guessed he must have started his new contract.”

      “Without saying goodbye?”

      John shrugged. “He wasn’t really a people person. It didn’t strike me as odd. I did wonder when he was going to get his stuff back.”

      “And you didn’t call him?”

      John shook his head. “Oh, no, I didn’t have his number. I’m taking a technology sabbatical.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m all natural for a year. No computer. No phone. No internet. Just books and magic. Now that I’m old, I think I need to focus on the simple things in life. When you’re getting on in years, you have to be careful not to get overwhelmed.”

      “Ralph’s stuff over there,” I said. “Can I take it?”

      “Would you? I’d appreciate it. Having a dead man’s objects in my home is terrible for the feng shui.”

      “Thanks. It could be useful for our investigation.”

      Nanna and I questioned John a little more about Ralph but couldn’t get much information out of him. He didn’t know, or even know of, Cara, and knew little about Ralph’s life.

      We packed up Ralph’s belongings—including a laptop computer—into the sports bag, and said farewell to John, formerly known as the Wicked Wiccan.

      “Here’s my card,” I said. “If you hear anything else, please call me.”

      “I don’t have a phone.”

      “Then borrow one!”

      “Oh, good idea. Okay, I’ll do that. Good luck with your investigation. I’ll do a ritual for you this evening.”

      “Thanks, that’ll be very helpful, I’m sure.”

      Pleased with my response, John painted a sigil into the air with his finger—which I hoped was some kind of blessing—and sent us on our way.

      “Right,” Nanna said. “You go take that computer to Rosie, but first you can drop me off at home. My lettuces need some attention.”

      Feeling like I was back on track and making progress, we headed off.

      We were going to figure out what happened to Ralph and Cara, and soon.

      I was sure of it.
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      Rosie and I sat at her glass dining table, staring at the laptop screen. We were stuck. There was a password required to proceed, and we had no idea what to do.

      “Can’t you just… hack it?” I asked my assistant hopefully.

      “Umm. You might have to teach me how to do that, boss. I was more of a gamer than a hacker.”

      “Ah.”

      “Ah?”

      “I don’t know either. Ian used to do this kind of thing.”

      Rosie looked alarmed, her hands going to her face. “I’m sorry! I’ll learn, I will. I’m smart. I can learn quickly. I’ll—”

      I held up a hand. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Relax. I don’t expect you to do everything. You’re not Ian, you’re Rosie, and you have a different skill set. Don’t worry about it. We’ll outsource this.”

      “Outsource it?” Rosie’s brow furrowed in thought. “Oh! Stone will have someone, won’t he? I bet he has a tech guy.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m sure he does.”

      I got out my phone, my finger hovering over the screen. I’d just call him up. No problem. Nothing wrong with calling a friend to help, was there? No. No, there wasn’t. No problem—

      “Boss?”

      “Sorry, I was just thinking.” I found Stone’s contact details and pressed the dial button.

      It didn’t ring. Before it could, the phone was answered with a gruff, “Hello.”

      “Hi, Stone! It’s me, Tiffany, how are you?”

      “Good. Need help with something?”

      “How ever did you guess! Rosie and I were wondering, do you know anyone who’s good at hacking computers?”

      There was silence for a moment. “What’s the situation?”

      “We’ve got a laptop we need to get into.”

      “Okay, yeah, I’ve got someone. They owe me a favor. I’ll try and get ‘em there within the hour, but if they’re busy, I’ll… I’ll get ‘em there within the hour.”

      “That would be amazing. We’re at Rosie’s. Ian’s old place.”

      “I’ll send you a text with an ETA.”

      “Thanks, Stone. And how are things? Are you good?”

      “Yes.”

      “And Laura?”

      “Good.”

      Sometimes talking to Stone was like talking to a rock.

      “Good to hear it. We’ll have dinner with the family soon, okay?”

      “I’ll look forward to it.”

      I paused before I replied again. There was something about the way Stone had said that last line, like he really meant it. Which of course he would, because he liked me and my family. But it was more than that. It was—

      “Better make the call. Talk later.”

      Stone hung up before I could even get out a proper farewell and final thank you for his help.

      “You know all the best people, boss.”

      “I know a few of them,” I admitted. “And he’s one of the good ones.”

      Rosie nodded. “And you liked Owen?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “As much as Stone?”

      “Stone’s just a friend,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Oh, and Owen’s more than that? Do you think you and Owen might become serious?”

      “Huh? No!”

      Rosie’s face fell. “So you didn’t like him?”

      “What? No! I liked him fine. I only just met him. Please, let’s think about the case.”

      “Right, sorry, boss.”

      We stared quietly at the computer screen and its request for a password. After a minute, my phone buzzed with a message.

      >Jan is on her way. ETA 30 mins.

      “Ooh,” Rosie said. “Jan. It’s a tech girl, not a tech guy. Maybe she can teach me.”

      “Maybe, but Rosie, you don’t need to learn everything.”

      “But I like learning everything.”

      “Well, okay, but just know I don’t expect it. You already have a lot of skills, and you’re doing great. I don’t want you to feel like I’m pressuring you to learn more.”

      Rosie shrugged. “No worries, boss. I like learning, but I understand, you’re not making me do it. It’s just for me. Okay?”

      “Okay then. Right, let’s make some coffee for Jan and run through everything again. See if we’ve missed anything.”

      Jan arrived five minutes ahead of schedule, and I took a step back when I opened the door. I tried not to let my mouth gape, though it was hard because Jan was the kind of person who took you by surprise if you weren’t expecting her.

      Jan was a little over six feet tall with shoulders as broad as Stone’s. Her head was shaved, her eyes were piercing, and on her temples, she had tribal tattoos that pointed down toward her nose ring. In her left hand, she carried a large black messenger bag.

      “Tiffany Black?” She stuck out her free hand. “Jan Lamb. Show me the sitch.”

      “The, uh…”

      “The sitch, the situation. The computer. What are we working with here? Stone says it's urgent. Let’s get to it.”

      I led her inside, and she immediately sat down on a chair in front of the computer.

      “What are you going to do?” Rosie asked, her voice buzzing with excitement. “Can I watch?”

      “Sure thing, sweet cheeks. Grab a chair. We’re gonna yank the drive, clone the data, and transfer it to another computer. Doesn’t look to be encrypted.”

      “Wow,” Rosie said. “You’re amazing. I can tell already.”

      Jan turned to Rosie. “I am amazing, sweet cheeks. Let’s do this thing.”

      While Rosie and Jan worked, I made myself useful by pouring them coffee and bringing over a bowl of chips. Brain food’s important in this line of work, and there’s not much better brain food than potato chips. I’ve heard fish is good, too, but a big bowl of fish isn’t exactly a great snack, is it?

      After about twenty minutes, Jan clapped her hands together with a thunderous smack that echoed around Ian’s apartment. “We’re in business. I’ve got all of this guy’s data ready to go. Where do you want to start?”

      “We need to find out more about him—people he knew. Ideally, we’d like to find out the last things he did online, perhaps if he were arranging to meet someone, or something like that? If not, then who did he talk to? What kinds of things was he talking about? Are there any clues as to where he might have gone?”

      Jan nodded at me thoughtfully. “Okay, got it.” She turned to Rosie. “Right, we’ll start with their online persona. See who they were in the shadows of the internet.”

      Rosie’s eyes were alight with excitement as they set to work.

      I sat on the other side of the table, trying to work through the case in my head, but mostly listening to Jan and Rosie muttering to each other as they uncovered pieces of information.

      “Right,” Jan said to get my attention after a few minutes. “First, your man was a bit of a fool.”

      “A fool?”

      “To other people. He used a number of fake identities online. None under his real name—he was a ghost under his real name—but he had fake IDs set up that he would use. He was a troll. He liked causing arguments, getting people riled up, insulting people, upsetting them.”

      Rosie nodded at me. “He was really nasty online, boss.”

      “Great. Anyone in particular?”

      “Bubbly Tina,” Rosie and Jan said in unison and then giggled together. While Rosie could giggle, it sounded odd hearing such an innocent noise coming from Jan.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Runs a soap store,” Jan explained. “This Ralph was sending her nasty messages about her soap recipes. Saying they all smelled horrible, that they weren’t really vegan, and she should just quit.”

      “Why would he do that? I don’t know much about Ralph, but I can’t imagine he was that into soaps.”

      “Because he’s a troll, and that’s what trolls do,” Jan said with a heaving shrug. “He finds people’s buttons, and then he presses them to get a reaction. Or he did. You said he’s dead, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “Not surprised.” Jan peered at the screen. “So, he and Bubbly Tina got into it. Got pretty heated. They even threatened to beat each other up.”

      “Wow,” I said. “I assume Bubbly Tina isn’t her real name. Can we track her down?”

      “Already have. Sweet cheeks here has written down the address of her shop. But there’s plenty more people he’s upset. We’re gonna need to spend a while going through his messages and accounts. He’s got a whole bunch of them.”

      “Awesome.”

      There was a knock at the door. As far as I knew we weren’t expecting anyone, but Jan got to her feet like she was.

      “Y’all like pizza?”

      “Yes!” Rosie yelled, while I added my own agreement.

      “Good. Because that’s what that is. Hope you don’t mind?”

      Jan didn’t wait for an answer from us and went to the door. She collected the pizza and handed a tip over to the delivery girl, then she and Rosie went into the kitchen to grab plates, napkins, and drinks.

      Rosie came back out holding a six-pack of beer and a six-pack of soda. “What do you want, boss?”

      “I’ve got to get to The Treasury for a shift in a little while. I’ll stick to the soda.”

      “I’ll have a beer with you, sweet cheeks,” Jan said with a grin.

      “Awesome!”

      Jan and Rosie sat back down together and began to work with one hand, mostly scrolling through messages, while they grabbed pizza and drinks with the other.

      “So, how’d you know Stone?” I asked Jan.

      She looked up at me. “We got in a fight in Afghanistan.”

      “A… fight?”

      Jan nodded at me. “A misunderstanding.”

      “Who won?” Rosie asked.

      Jan cocked her head and shrugged.

      Rosie poked Jan in the arm. “You beat Stone up?”

      “Didn’t break any bones,” Jan said. “Went easy on him. Now we’re buds.”

      “How long have you been in Vegas?”

      Jan lifted her wrist and looked at her watch, a big chunky steel piece which I assumed was bulletproof. “Eleven hours. Just got in. Came here because Stone told me he could always hook me up with some work. Called him up when I arrived. Know what he said?”

      “That he sold his company?” I asked.

      Jan laughed. “Yep. Then he calls me up again, tells me about this little gig.”

      “Just send me an invoice when you’re done,” I told her. “We’re happy to pay whatever your daily rate is.”

      “Thanks. Will do.”

      Jan and Rosie got back to staring at the computer. After three big slices of pizza, I got to my feet.

      “I’d better get ready for work. You guys okay to carry on without me?”

      “Sure thing, boss. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I wished them a good afternoon and headed out to get ready. Jan had been intimidating at first, but she knew what she was doing, and I had no doubt she and Rosie would make excellent progress.

      Things were on a roll. Speaking of which, I had to roll, too, to get to work in time. With a new spring in my step, I got a move on.
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      It was a good night in The Treasury. The customers were fun, the tips were generous, and I didn’t see the horrible woman from HR, Stella, who caused most of the dissatisfaction I had with the job. It was nights like that that reminded me how much fun being a dealer could be.

      When I got home after midnight, I paused outside Rosie’s door. From inside, I could hear laughter.

      I considered going in to see if they had uncovered anything else, but I was beat, and didn’t have the energy for any late-night sleuthing. If there was anything urgent, Rosie would come and get me.

      Inside my own home, I collapsed onto my sofa to decompress for a bit before bed. I’d barely sat down when my phone buzzed with a message.

      I was curious as to who would send me messages that late at night, but I figured it out before I’d even looked at the screen—it had to be one of those gamers. They didn’t seem to operate on the same clock as the rest of us.

      Sure enough, it was a message from Benjamin. My eyebrows went up, and I peered at the screen with interest.

      > Competition tomorrow. Competitors flying in from all over. Some of them might have known Ralph. I can get you backstage access to the prep area if you’d like.

      > Yes please!!!

      See, I knew that Benjamin was a nice guy, even if he was a little odd and shaped less like a regular human and more like a flagpole.

      By the time I went to sleep, I was feeling quite positive about our case. We had this soap woman, Tina, to look into, and possibly more friends of Ralph at a gaming tournament. Things were progressing nicely.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I knocked on Rosie’s door bright and early. Well, about nine o’clock. But that was early enough.

      I was about to knock a second time when Rosie finally opened the door. That wasn’t like her. She was bleary-eyed and still wearing her pajamas.

      “Sorry, boss! I overslept!”

      “Don’t worry. Looks like you need coffee. I’ll make it while you get yourself together.”

      Rosie scurried off to make herself presentable, and fifteen minutes later, she was freshly showered and ready for another day of hardcore sleuthing. With steaming mugs of coffee in front of us, I told her about Benjamin’s late-night message and our plans for that evening.

      “How come you’re so tired?”

      “I, well, Jan and I ended up watching a couple of horror movies.”

      “You watched movies?”

      Rosie nodded. “We worked on Ralph’s social media for a couple more hours, but I didn’t want to work Jan too hard. So, we drank beers and watched movies. By the time she left, it was pretty late.”

      I laughed. “So you were having fun? Good. I worry you work too much, Rosie. I’m glad you had a nice time.”

      “Me too. But I don’t really work that much. I do my acting as well, now. I’m always taking time off.” She swallowed a big mouthful of coffee. “So, what are we going to do next?”

      “Let’s visit this Bubbly Tina lady at her soap shop, and you can fill me in on what else you and Jan found out. Then later we’ll head to this tournament and see if we can find anyone else who knew Ralph and might have seen him in his final moments or heard where he may have been going.”

      “Sounds like a plan, boss. We found someone else Ralph trolled, though it was a little earlier than his harassment of Tina. I’ll tell you about it later.”

      We stopped at a drive-thru on the way and got ourselves some breakfast burritos as we headed toward old downtown, where Bubbly Tina’s shop was located just off Fremont Street.

      “What do you think of this?” I said to Rosie after I’d finished my burrito. “Before, we were thinking that Ralph may have killed Cara. What if it was the other way around? What if Cara killed Ralph?”

      “Ooh!” Rosie said, excited by the idea. “That’s brilliant, boss. And then maybe someone killed Cara in revenge?”

      “Could be.”

      Rosie nodded. “That’s a brilliant theory, boss. How can we prove it?”

      “We don’t want to prove it, as such. It’s just something to keep in mind as we continue our investigation. The killings are definitely going to be linked. We just need to consider all the different ways that it came to happen.”

      We parked a few minutes’ walk away from Tina’s shop and strolled over. Before going in, we stopped outside.

      “Tina’s Boutique Soaps and Bubbles,” Rosie read on the sign. Underneath, further information promised that they sold hand soaps, shower gels, shampoos, bubble baths, and related items and accessories for the ultimate bathing experience.

      We went in, but before we could take more than a step, we were hit with a strong waft of flowery, perfumed scents as dozens of different flavors of soap competed with each other for our attention. The shop was arranged in an artful, spacious manner, with each type of soap being given its own designated section. We stopped next to a White Lily display, with its bath bombs, shower gels, moisturizers, and bar soaps, and surveyed the rest of the store.

      “Over there,” Rosie said. “That’s Tina.”

      A tall, curly-haired woman was trying to open a box that was labeled Royal Jelly Bar Soaps on the end of the payment counter, leaving space for people to put their purchases when checking out. The woman paused, glared down at the uncooperative box that really didn’t seem to want to be opened, and then with two large, strong hands, she yanked it in frustration, tearing the whole thing open with considerable strength.

      Rosie nudged me. “Look at those hands!”

      Yep. She had a strong pair of box-rippers on her. A pair that could have bruised someone’s neck. Or given the strength needed to push someone off a building. In fact, all of Tina was well built. She was no Jan, but she looked like she could have been a serious athlete of some kind, volleyball perhaps.

      “Good morning,” I said cheerily as we approached. “Are you Tina?”

      She set down a stack of soaps she’d just pulled out of the torn-open box and looked up at us, giving us each a quick assessment before smiling at us both.

      “Sure am. People call me Bubbly Tina.”

      As if to prove the nickname, a middle-aged man emerged from a back room and stuck his head out. “Bubbles?” he called. “Do we have any more luscious lavender?”

      Tina gave us an apologetic look before turning to call to the man. “Yes, it’s right at the back, underneath the signs we took down last week.”

      The man gave a thumbs-up and headed back.

      “Bubbles?” Rosie giggled. “That’s such a cute name.”

      “Thanks. So, what was it you all were after?

      “Actually, we wanted to talk to you,” I said. “We’re investigators.”

      Tina paused for a moment before giving us a curt nod. “What are you investigating?” She tried to keep her tone light and breezy, but there was an edge to her voice. Was it nervousness? Or just regular old suspicion?

      “Don’t worry,” Rosie said lightly and gently squeezed Tina’s wrist. “We’re not investigating you.” We handed over business cards with our names on them, which Tina examined and placed neatly on the edge of the counter. “We thought you might be able to help us,” Rosie continued. “We’re running an investigation into online trolls.”

      Tina blinked, swallowed, then nodded. “I see, but I’m not a troll.”

      Rosie nodded. “Oh, no, my apologies. I didn’t mean to imply you were! Goodness, no. Here’s the sitch—”

      “The sitch?”

      “The situation,” Rosie explained. “There’s this guy who was really nasty online, and we’re investigating him.”

      “Oh. I see. There are some really awful people on the internet these days.”

      “Indeed, there are,” I continued, picking up from Rosie. “And we think this one might have harassed you. Have you had problems online?”

      Tina bit her lip in thought for a moment, then gave a nod. “Not a lot. Just a few. Actually, just one, but he pretends to be other people.”

      Rosie and I both gave her very knowing looks that encouraged her to continue telling us about her sitch. Err, situation.

      “He’s been posting harassing reviews online. I believe in free speech, but that doesn’t mean you should just be able to lie about people online, you know?” Tina sounded almost relieved to be telling us this.

      “Did he lie about you? What did he say?”

      Tina looked around to make sure no one else was listening before she began her bad-mouthing. She didn’t want any other customers overhearing what she was about to say.

      “Lots of things, but the main one was reviews. He’d write these long, horrible reviews full of lies about my store. And he did them under different names, but I could tell it was the same person.”

      “How could you tell it was the same person?” Rosie asked gently.

      “By the style. He would always write in one, very long paragraph. Most reviews are really short. You know, like, ‘I love these soaps!’ Or just, ‘Great service,’ stuff like that. But his reviews were long, like a story. A horrible story. I can’t remember exactly, but one of them was, like, ‘As soon as I stepped into the emporium I was hit by a rancid wave of sickly-smelling soaps. Nonetheless, I proceeded to purchase some Red Rose bath-side candles at my girlfriend’s request. The shop owner was rude and condescending, and I noticed a rat behind the counter…’”

      Tina paused for breath, and we gave her sympathetic looks to encourage her to continue.

      “Then, he ended with, ‘and when my girlfriend lit the candle, it filled the room with oily smoke and caused her to have an asthma attack. And she didn’t even have asthma.’ And then he left us one star.”

      “It’s terrible for people to make stuff up like that,” I said sympathetically.

      “Right?! And he didn’t just do it once, it was at least twice a week. Long reviews, just full of lies. I was spending hours getting the reviews taken down, but some of them they left up. They said they wouldn’t take down reviews of legitimate customer experiences, even when I explained they weren’t legitimate; they were lies!” Tina thumped the counter with a big, meaty hand, her irritation at the memory coming strongly to the fore. “Sorry,” she whispered.

      “That’s okay,” Rosie told her. “Those kinds of trolls can be incredibly upsetting. It’s perfectly normal to be annoyed. More than annoyed.” Rosie leaned over, and in a low voice said, “Makes me want to kill them!” Rosie looked around, making sure no one else could hear her ‘confession.’

      Tina grinned at Rosie. Together they were a pair of troll-haters who seemingly wished the whole species dead.

      “I know what you mean. It was just so annoying. If the criticisms were true, I’d have no problem. We had a batch of strawberry soaps once that had a fragrance that got really weak after a couple of days. People complained, legitimately, and we removed the product. That’s how it should work. Not pages and pages of lies about my shop and my products. And you know, he also kept saying my products weren’t vegan. He even said they were made with dog bones in one review! I had an animal lover come in and throw an apple at me. It was horrific!”

      “An apple?” Rosie asked, face alive with shock.

      “Yeah, a Red Delicious.” Tina tapped her forehead. “Hit me right here! Then they yelled I was a monster and ran away.”

      “Wow,” I told her. “You sure had it rough from this troll. Did you find out who he really was?”

      Tina nodded, a firm, prideful gesture of someone who didn’t like to be beaten.

      “I sure did. I kept googling the names he posted under, until he slipped up one time. One of the names he used, he’d also used on an online gaming discussion group. And on there, someone had accused him of being someone else—they named who he really was. He didn’t post under that name again until his lying review for my shop.”

      “Yeah? Who was it?”

      “It turned out he was some kind of game player. Like, professionally. It was his job. He was almost a celebrity among people who like that kind of thing. But it seemed to me that it was more like his job was to harass me, but nope, he played some game and got paid for it. Do you believe that?”

      I nodded. “Oh yeah, e-sports are a big business,” I said blithely as if it were something I’d always known about rather than being mostly ignorant on the topic until this case started.

      “Did you confront him?” Rosie asked, excited.

      Tina bit her lip in nervousness again, then, after several seconds, she shook her head. “No. I, uh, sent him an email, saying I knew who he was and he had to stop his harassment, or I’d sue him and his game-playing team’s sponsor.”

      “Oh, wow!” Rosie said. “Well done! I bet that scared him off.”

      “It did. He hasn’t posted any reviews for three weeks!”

      “Congratulations,” I told her. “Now, this troll, you uncovered his identity?”

      Tina nodded again.

      “Was it Ralph Skingle?”

      Tina’s brow lifted in surprise. “You knew about him already?”

      We nodded. “Oh, yeah. He’s harassed a lot of people. Not just you.”

      “Why do people do things like that?”

      “Hard to say, I said. However, he won’t be harassing you any longer.”

      “Because I scared him off.”

      Rosie shook her head at Tina. “Because he’s dead.”

      Tina tilted her head slightly. “Did you say he’s dead?”

      We watched her face carefully, but it turned out we didn’t need to, as it became almost a caricature. Tina’s eyebrows went up, her mouth opened, her head dropped back, and Tina began to laugh, a long, rolling series of ha’s.

      Rosie and I looked at each other when Tina didn’t soon stop. Instead, her head tilted back even further, and the laugh became even louder, almost manic.

      Rosie gripped my arm, not sure what to do. I didn’t know either, but as the senior investigator, felt like I should at least pretend I did.

      Tentatively, I reached out a hand to Tina. Tears were now streaming down her red-cheeked face. Her shoulders were shaking, and her whole body was shuddering in time to her loud, seal-like laughs. The second my hand touched her wrist, she froze.

      The honking laughter stopped. The shaking and shuddering halted. Tina lowered her gaze to me. Her eyes were vacant and wide. Then her legs buckled. Tina tumbled in a heap on the floor.

      Rosie crouched down beside her. “Are you okay?”

      “Dead!” Tina said. “Dead, dead, dead!”

      “Yes, Ralph is dead.”

      “Dead, dead, dead…” Tina’s frame began to shake again, but this time not with laughter, but with sobbing tears.

      Rosie rested an arm on Tina’s shoulders and tried to comfort her. I hurried to knock on the door to the back, where Tina’s assistant had gone earlier.

      “Please,” I called into the storeroom. “Tina needs help.”

      The man hurried from the back and then stood, staring down at his boss.

      “Tina?”

      His boss didn’t react. Instead, she sobbed, she shook, she cried.

      “Dead, dead, dead…”
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      Tina Bubbles shook, and sobbed, and every now and then whispered the word dead to herself, over and over again. Her arms clutched her knees tightly, and she began to roll back and forth, mixing crying and laughter and tears and repetitions of dead, dead, dead.

      The man—Roy according to his name tag—looked at me in horror. It didn’t look like he was used to dealing with this, either. “What happened?” His voice was an urgent whisper, and judging by his face, he was beginning to panic.

      “Did you hear about the troll that was harassing her and the shop with fake reviews?”

      He nodded quickly. “Yes, it’s been very stressful.”

      “Well, the troll died. And we just let Tina know, and she…” I nodded down at her.

      “The troll died? That’s why she’s like this?” Roy nodded down at Tina, some level of relief flowing through him.

      “That’s right.”

      Roy clutched his chin, nodding as understanding dawned on him. “That troll was driving her crazy. She even started seeing a therapist because of him. The news must be a shock. Or a relief.”

      Tina rolled over onto her back and stared up toward the ceiling. She put her legs and arms flat out. Her sobs slowed and she stopped repeating the word dead. A beatific smile slowly spread across her face, as if she were looking up to heaven. I checked the ceiling just in case, but nope, it was just a regular, white-painted ceiling with fluorescent light strips hanging from it.

      “He’s dead?” Tina asked again, regaining control of her faculties.

      “Yes,” I said again. “He won’t be leaving you any more fake reviews.”

      Tina stared up at the ceiling for a few more moments, and then finally clambered to her feet. She smiled at me, and then before I could react, leaped at me.

      “Agh!” I yelped, but there was nothing I could do. Tina enveloped me in a hug, arms wrapping tightly around me.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you! Oh, thank you, so, so, so much.”

      Tina released me and stood back, hands still gripping my shoulders. “This isn’t a prank, is it? He’s really gone?”

      “It’s not a prank, and yes, he has.”

      “This is the most wonderful thing anyone has ever said to me. I love you, Tiffany Black and Rosie McCann.” Tina released me, and then enveloped Rosie in another tight hug.

      “Did you hear that, Roy? The troll is dead!”

      Roy nodded a little uncertainly clearly still worried about his boss’s mental state. “I’m glad he won’t be a problem any longer.”

      “You don’t know how much of a relief this is. It’s cost me so much money…”

      “In lost business?” Rosie asked.

      Tina shook her head. “No. It was… it was worse than that.”

      “How so?”

      “I… wasn’t entirely truthful before. But now I know he’s dead, I’m free!” Tina beamed at us until I nodded for her to continue. “Before I said I got some of his horrible fake reviews taken down? Well, none of them were taken down by the company. He took them down.”

      “Huh?” I was confused.

      “He made me pay him,” Tina said, her voice almost a whisper. “The first time, he said he could make the review go away for a hundred dollars. Like an idiot, I agreed.”

      “Then he did it again?”

      Tina nodded. “The next review, he wanted two hundred and fifty dollars. Then the third time, a thousand. He was bleeding me dry.”

      “Oh, Tina,” Roy said, giving her a quick hug. “I had no idea.”

      “I didn’t want to burden anyone else. It was stressful enough for me to deal with, without heaping trouble on you as well.”

      “You can always lean on me, Tina. I’m always here for you.” Roy gave Tina another hug, and this one was longer and lingering. It looked like there might soon be something more than a boss-employee relationship there, if I wasn’t mistaken.

      Tina released Roy and then smiled at me again, this time a calm, sober, relieved smile. “Sorry about that. Where were we?”

      “We were talking about Ralph. Does this mean you actually met him? In person? When you paid him?”

      “Yes,” Tina said. “He was a horrible young man. Him and his girlfriend didn’t seem to—”

      “Girlfriend?” I interrupted.

      Tina nodded quickly. “Yeah. Carol? Carla? Something like that.”

      “Cara?”

      Tina nodded quickly. “Yes, that was it! What an awful young couple they were. Last time, it was her that did the talking. She said we should move to a monthly arrangement! A thousand dollars a month. Every month. Can you believe it?”

      “That’s awful,” I said. “It sounds like they were trying to set themselves up as a mini-mafia.”

      “That’s precisely what it was like! Protection money. Except it was for online protection, and if I didn’t pay, they’d destroy my reputation instead of physically destroying the store. And do you know what? That’s even worse in my opinion because you can’t get insurance against fake bad reviews.” Tina laughed a moment. “You probably think I’m awful for being glad he’s dead, but I am, and no one can stop me. I didn’t know what I was going to do. It was like they were stealing everything I’d worked toward. Even if I could pay them a thousand bucks a month, who’s to say they wouldn’t have put it up later? But now he’s dead. It’s such a relief.”

      “Cara is dead, too,” I said, to test the waters.

      “They died together?”

      “Nope. Ralph died first and Cara a couple of weeks after, just a few days ago. We were looking into Cara’s death, actually, and that’s how we came onto the trail of your troll, Ralph. Can you tell us anything more about either of them?”

      “Not really. I only met them briefly, and we didn’t have much conversation. They threatened me. It was mainly Ralph who did the talking. Cara just clutched his arm and nodded along. She gave me some mean looks, but she didn’t say much.”

      “Do you know if they did this to anyone else?”

      Tina tilted her head in thought. “I don’t know. Probably?”

      “But you don’t have any firsthand knowledge of that?”

      “No, I’m afraid not.” Tina looked up to the ceiling again, slowly shaking her head. “I feel a hundred pounds lighter. This is such a relief.” She turned to Roy. “Tonight, let’s celebrate! I’m going to get us a table at L’Oro!”

      “Oh, you should!” I told her. “The food is to die for.”

      Tina laughed, a pleasant, happy, tinkling, not the manic sea lion honk of before. “Food to die for, huh? Then that’s just perfect since we’re going to be celebrating a death.”

      “You guys have a good meal tonight,” I told her, “but I don’t recommend yelling too loudly about what you’re celebrating.”

      “Right, yes, of course. We’ll have to keep it to ourselves, Roy.” Tina turned back to me and grabbed me in another hug. “You gave me the best news I could ever hear. Thank you.”

      Tina gave Rosie another squeeze and then we left a bouncy shopkeeper and her newly cheery assistant behind.

      “What do your instincts say?” I asked Rosie on the way back to the car.

      “They say she’s either the best actor I’ve met—and I should get her down to the John Longstreet theater—or she had nothing to do with their death, even though she’s clearly delighted by it.”

      “Yeah, that’s what mine are saying too. Of course, if that was all an act and she did kill them, she won’t be down your theater any time soon. She’ll be behind bars.”

      Rosie laughed. “I guess so, boss. I think I know where we can go next.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Tina wasn’t the only person he was trolling online. Jan and I found another guy he really went after, but most of it happened almost a year ago. Tina’s harassment was much more recent.”

      “Tell me more.”

      Rosie filled me in on one of Ralph’s earlier victims on the way back to the car.

      My senses were tingling when she was done.

      Yeah, this could be something.
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      We parked at The Tremonte, and then Rosie took me to somewhere I’d never been: to see the Mole People.

      “How come you know about this?”

      Rosie just shrugged happily. “Jan and I got into researching it last night. It’s actually really interesting. You see, under the city there are all these giant concrete tunnels for when there’s really heavy rain, to take it out of the city. But the rest of the time, those tunnels are home to hundreds, maybe thousands, of homeless people.”

      “And they call themselves Mole People?”

      “Yep. Because they sleep underground. It keeps them out of the heat on a hot day, and it’s shelter.” Rosie shrugged. “I think I should have gone there when I first arrived here instead of trying to live in my car. I would have had more space.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” I told her. “It sounds dangerous to me. At least you could close the doors of your car.”

      “I guess. Right. I think there should be an entrance down here…”

      We were just off the Strip, and Rosie took us down an embankment to a concrete structure. Sure enough, there was a hole leading inside to the network of tunnels that crisscrossed under the city.

      “He lives in this section, from what I can tell,” Rosie said.

      “What was our guy’s name again?”

      “Lionel Bandish. He was Ralph’s homeroom teacher in tenth grade.”

      “And how’d a high school teacher end up homeless in Las Vegas instead of teaching in North Carolina?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I’ve got an idea, but Jan and I couldn’t get all the information. A lot of it had been deleted, like Ralph and Lionel were both trying to cover their tracks. I think we need to hear it in person.”

      We turned on the flashlights on our phones and made our way into the much cooler darkness of a large water-evacuation tunnel.

      Almost as soon as we were inside, there came a loud shriek.

      “What was that?” I asked in alarm.

      “Sounded like a woman in her forties or fifties,” Rosie said thoughtfully.

      “Yeah…” That hadn’t exactly been what I was asking, but Rosie wasn’t technically wrong.

      There didn’t seem to be any sign of imminent danger or any further shrieks, and up ahead we saw dim lights and could hear the murmur of gentle talking. We followed the tunnel down, and soon it expanded into a larger ‘room’—more of an underground reservoir where huge amounts of rainwater could be temporarily stored during a downpour.

      “Wow,” I said quietly. “It’s like a little village down here.”

      There were dozens of little shelters set up, lean-tos, tents, and random mounds of blankets and boxes. There were people here, most of whom wanted to avoid attention, keeping themselves to themselves, cowered down, huddled up under blankets or tarps or in the darkest recesses.

      “Hi!” Rosie said loudly to the first person we came to. It was a young guy with greasy hair and tremorous hands. He stared up at us from his spot sitting against a wall.

      “Yeah?”

      Rosie explained we were looking for a man called Lionel Bandish.

      The young man nodded. “That’s Teach.”

      “Teach?” I repeated.

      “Yeah, that’s what we call him. Lionel is Teach. He’s got a nice little spot, just over there.” He waved his arm in the direction of a neat looking lean-to up against the wall. “Real nice. Got lawn chairs, a table—well, a box—and he’s even got books, if you can believe it.”

      “The lighting’s not great down here for reading,” I said.

      The guy shrugged. “He uses a flashlight at night, but most of the time he goes out in the afternoon to read. He’ll be heading off in a minute. If you want him, you better hurry.”

      We didn’t need any more encouraging than that.

      Lionel’s little shelter was neatly made with care. While the materials weren’t great, they’d been assembled into something considerably more than ramshackle. It was like a little home, complete with a hanging curtain as a door.

      “Lionel?” Rosie called inside. “We need to talk to you.”

      There was a rustling from inside, and then a man with a neatly trimmed mustache and thin gray hair poked his head out, a friendly smile on his lips.

      “Hello, hello. I wasn’t expecting guests. Make yourself at home in the dining room.” Lionel nodded toward a set of four old chairs around a large cardboard box.

      Taking his hospitality graciously, we sat down and waited for him to join us. He wasn’t exactly the kind of person I expected to talk to in a homeless encampment, but then again, I didn’t know too much about Las Vegas’ large homeless population. There are thousands of people who live an alternate life, separate from the rest of us, going through life in their alternative community. Of course, most of them weren’t there through choice, but nonetheless, they were there, and these Mole People were just one part of the larger homeless collective in the city.

      Lionel was wearing brown pants that looked to be from a tweed suit, and a clean but well-worn short-sleeved shirt. Perched on his nose was a pair of spectacles that gave him a scholarly air, and in his hand, he held a book.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said as he joined us, offering his hand. “Lionel Bandish, but everyone here calls me Teach, though you seem to know that already. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      We headed over business cards and shook his surprisingly clean hand.

      “We’re here because of Ralph Skingle,” Rosie said, and waited for a reaction.

      Lionel pursed his lips, blew out a long breath of air, and then shook his head. “Ralph, Ralph, Ralph,” he said, then gave us a questioning look. “Has he done something silly?”

      “He did a lot of silly things,” I told him. “We’re interested in your story, if you could share it with us? We know he harassed you online.”

      “Harassed me online?” Lionel laughed and shook his head. “If it only stayed online, that would have been fine. But it didn’t.”

      “Is he why you’re here?” Rosie asked, and when he began to nod back, Rosie added, “Can you tell us what happened?”

      Lionel sat still for several seconds while he considered, then he gave a firm nod. “I don’t normally talk about my past down here, but perhaps it’s time I did. They say it’s good for you to get things off your chest. I’m mostly over what he did, but still, there’s some residual… feeling.”

      “Anger?”

      Lionel hesitated again, then gave a nod. “I’ve got over it, mostly, but there’s still a little nugget buried down there, though goodness I wish there wasn’t. So. You want to know what happened. What he did to me.”

      Lionel clasped his fingers together neatly and placed them on his lap. Perhaps a deliberate attempt at self-control?

      “It began back in Raleigh, North Carolina. Have you been?”

      I shook my head.

      “You should visit, it’s lovely.”

      “It sure is,” Rosie said. “I love it there.”

      “I was a high school teacher, and Ralph was one of my students. Not particularly memorable, not a standout student. He was often tired in class because he stayed up late playing video games. But otherwise, he was rather unremarkable. At least I thought he was. After he graduated and left, I thought no more of him. Not for years. But then it started.”

      “It?”

      “It. The events. The stories. The accusations. The recriminations. And eventually, the destruction of everything I had. Ralph—I didn’t know it was him at the time; that came later—started to spread rumors about me online. He used fake, made-up personas to hurl accusations at me. Nasty ones. Accusations that can ruin a teaching career. Rumors about me dating—if that’s the right word—some of the high school senior girls. Awful, impossible things like that. I would never. But he made up these stories, and even though each individual one was shot down or unproven, it didn’t matter. Rumors begat rumors, and they spread. I ignored it at first, but then they became worse and worse.”

      “How awful,” Rosie said softly, not wanting to interrupt his flow.

      “I couldn’t understand it. At first, I figured it was just online, so I deleted my social media accounts and decided to just ignore it. Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words… well, it turned out, words could hurt me. The fact that I’d never married and had no family certainly didn’t help matters. Gossipers gossiped. Rumor mongers spread their rumors. And Ralph, in the background, kept dropping more fuel on the fire, making up new stories and spreading them around. After a few months, our school district superintendent became involved. They requested my resignation. I resisted for a little while, but my position became untenable. My colleagues wouldn’t meet my eye. My students wouldn’t listen to me. People called out hurtful things in the street.”

      “Goodness,” I said. “That’s awful.”

      “And then it got worse.”

      “Worse?”

      Lionel nodded. “Bricks through my windows, graffiti on the wall of my house. Someone smashed my car windows, filled it with gas, and set it on fire. Do you have any idea what that’s like?”

      Rosie nodded sympathetically. “That happened to me recently.” She nodded my way. “Luckily, I have the best boss in the world, and she put me up and helped me out. But it sounds like you didn’t have that support. It must have been awful.”

      “It was. After losing my job, I became like a hermit. And I became obsessed with finding out who did this to me. I hired a private investigator—one like yourselves, in fact, a young woman back in Raleigh.”

      “You think we’re young?” I asked, interrupting in excitement.

      Lionel laughed. “Yes, of course I do. You are young.”

      “Thank you. Carry on.”

      “She was a bit of a computer whizz. She tracked down the fake online profiles, figured out where they were coming from.”

      “And it was Ralph?”

      Lionel nodded. “It was Ralph. She found his address. Here in Las Vegas. The day she gave it to me, someone threw a Molotov cocktail through my living room window. My house went up in flames. And, without a job, I’d let my home insurance lapse. I still own the plot of land, but there’s no house there anymore. With the last of my money, I set off for Las Vegas to find out just why Ralph had done this to me.”

      “Wow. You must have wanted to kill him,” Rosie said.

      Lionel shrugged. “You’d think, but I was more in shock than enraged, then. I just wanted to understand. Why had he done what he did? Why me? What did I do to deserve it? And you know what the answer was?”

      “What?”

      Lionel shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Nothing. I met him a couple of months ago. He even agreed to meet me! He came with someone else, a girlfriend. We met in a fast food store, and I looked him in the eyes, and I asked him why, why?”

      “And he said…”

      “He shrugged his shoulders and laughed and said, ‘Why not?’ I pushed him harder for an explanation, a reason, a meaning behind what had happened. He just laughed again and told me that he did it because he could, because it was fun, because he liked making other people dance to his tune.”

      “Wow,” Rosie said, shaking her head in sympathy. “That’s one of the most awful things I’ve ever heard.”

      “I left that fast food restaurant in a daze. I just couldn’t process it. Why would someone do that? How could they? It was beyond my comprehension. I sat on a sidewalk, and just… stared. When the sun finally set, I woke from a daze and realized someone had left a few coins in front of me, a few dollars. My bank account was nearly dry. I had nothing to get back to in Raleigh. And this lady, Yuki, grabbed me by the arm and took me to a soup kitchen. She thought I was on drugs and out of it. She didn’t realize I was just in shock. Before I knew it, she led me down here, showed me the ropes.”

      “Have you tried to get your life back on track?” I asked.

      “Back on what track? I was a teacher, but now no one will hire me. There is no track for me anymore. It might not look like much, but it's peaceful down here. I’ve got no deadlines, no assignments to grade, no bills to pay. I live day to day. As long as I have some books to read, I’m happy.”

      It was hard to believe anyone could be happy living down here, especially after what he’d been through. But he seemed cheerful and placid enough, despite the torment he suffered.

      “Did you see Ralph again?”

      Lionel nodded. “Yes, once.”

      When he bashed him over the head, I wondered?

      “Can you tell us?”

      “A few weeks ago, Ralph came down here to find me. He’d seen me sitting up near The Strip, asking for money from passersby, and followed me down. He and that girl, Cara. When he appeared here, I half wondered if he was there to finish the job. To kill me. If he wanted to, I wasn’t going to stop him. He sat right where you are now, and do you know what he said?”

      “What?”

      “He made me an offer.”

      “An offer? What kind of offer?”

      Unlike Bubbly Tina, Lionel didn’t exactly have reviews he could be blackmailed over.

      “He told me that he could clear my record, remove the signs of the allegations that had been made. He could get me registered to teach here in Nevada. He could even find me a room to stay in, to start me off again.”

      “Huh? He wanted to help you?”

      “Not exactly. The deal was that he would help me, and in return, I would give him twenty percent of my earnings.”

      “A cut of your income?”

      “Yes. For life. And if I failed to pay him, he’d bring me down again, like he did before, but he said this next time would be worse. You know, I think he really thought I’d go for it. That I’d jump at the chance to get a semblance of a life back, thanks to his fake benevolence. I told him, very calmly, no, and ordered Ralph and Cara out of here. He didn’t believe me at first. He grabbed my shirt. Told me to think again. But some of my friends down here grabbed him instead, and we sent them packing. I haven’t seen them since.”

      “That’s quite the tale,” Rosie said. “You must really hate him.”

      “As I said, there is a little buried nugget of bad feeling down there, and I can’t say this is my dream life, but it is what it is. I’ve been going to a church, and the pastor says that every moment of every day is a test. We can either accept it with grace or rage against it. He says if we rage, we’ll never be happy. And you know what, he’s right? When I accept my lot, I’m content. I’m at peace.”

      “You don’t want revenge?” I pushed.

      Lionel shook his head. “He’ll be judged and sentenced one way or another.” Lionel looked up into the inky blackness above. “It’s not my place to do so. He’s not my responsibility, and he’s no longer a part of my life.”

      “He’s no longer a part of anyone’s life,” I said. “Ralph is dead.”

      Lionel slowly nodded. “Dead? Then he won’t be harassing any more people.”

      “So, you’re pleased?”

      Lionel shook his head. “He also won’t have a chance to repent and make amends. Not down here, anyway. What a waste it was. May I ask how he died?”

      “Someone killed him,” I said. “Someone who he must have made very angry indeed. You’re not the only person he trolled. There were others.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, and I feel bad for the others. Is it your theory that one of them became so enraged they killed him?”

      “That does seem the most likely.”

      Lionel nodded. “Oh. Then I must be a suspect.” Lionel pursed his lips in thought. “I can assure you it wasn’t me. And I live a simple life. My hours are accounted for. If you know the time and date, I’m sure I’ll have an alibi. I would either be here or on Fremont Street, or in the public library. While Ralph completely upended my life, I wasn’t after revenge, and I didn’t enact it.”

      I couldn’t help but believe Lionel’s words. And as we didn’t have an exact time of death, or even an exact date, it would be hard to test his alibi. It seemed to me we needed another trail to follow for the time being.

      “Thanks for your time, Lionel.”

      We said goodbye to the homeless former English teacher.

      We needed another path to follow.

      And I had an idea.
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      Back outside, the daylight seemed even brighter than usual and the air warmer. While living in flood-prone underground tunnels must be a fairly terrible way to live, the coolness of the air was easy to envy once we were back outside.

      “That’s two people whose lives he ruined or near enough, but neither seems like they killed him,” Rosie said as we headed back to the car.

      “Yeah. I don’t like to write anyone off as a suspect until we have cast-iron proof that they couldn’t have done it, but it really does seem like neither Tina nor Lionel are likely to have killed him. What are you thinking we should do next, Rosie?”

      Rosie let out a loud hmm. “Something’s not right.”

      “Go on.”

      “Her roommate, Bonny. I don’t trust her.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “She misled us about the dog. Luna wasn’t hers at all. Luna was Cara’s.”

      “Yep. And?”

      “And it sounds like Cara and Ralph spent quite a bit of time together in their last few weeks. They were together at the soap shop and when they went to see Lionel. They were hanging out a lot. I can’t believe Bonny didn’t see Ralph.”

      “Excellent thinking, Rosie. We need to go back and see Bonny and give her a bit more of a push this time.”

      Back in the car, we drove toward Carla and Bonny’s shared apartment. When we were getting close, Rosie tapped my arm to get my attention and gestured toward the small park we were passing.

      “Look, that’s Luna.”

      It was hard for me to recognize a dog I’d only spent a few minutes around from a distance of over a hundred yards, but the dog Rosie was pointing at was certainly the right color and shape. It was leaping around like a little furry maniac, jumping up and snapping its jaws like it was trying to catch flies out of the air with its mouth. Rosie and I both scanned the area nearby, looking for Bonny.

      “Aha,” I said. “Look, over there, leaning against the back of that tree. I think that’s her.”

      I pulled over, and after waiting a couple of minutes, Bonny emerged into clearer view, and we confirmed it was her. A short time after, she attached a leash to the little dog’s collar and began walking Luna back in the direction of her apartment.

      Slowly, I edged the car behind them and pulled up outside the apartment building a little while after Bonny and Luna had ascended the staircase.

      When we knocked on the front door, there was no immediate answer, but on the other side Luna began to yap and then launched herself at the door with a series of clicking scratches.

      “Bonny,” I called. “We saw you arrive. We need to talk.”

      Luna kept yapping, and we kept waiting. Finally, the door unlocked, and Bonny stared at us with a scowl.

      “Yes?”

      “We’d like to talk to you again.”

      Bonny didn’t move. Rosie did. She slipped past Bonny in a quick, slick, move and headed straight back to the living room. I beamed at Bonny so brightly she withered under my friendly smile. With an irritated fall of her shoulders, she stepped back and followed Rosie to the living room where Luna was already sitting on Rosie’s lap and panting happily.

      Back inside her apartment, I looked at the living room again. The bookshelves were stacked, but there was no television. There was, however, a television stand, but all that sat upon it was another stack of books and an old landline telephone. Something began to click into place in my mind. There was more going on in this little household than Bonny had let on before.

      “Bonny,” I said, my tone cool and commanding. “You knew Ralph. You knew Cara had a boyfriend, and you met him.”

      Bonny blew out an irritated sigh. “Fine. Yes. It’s true.”

      “He started harassing you, didn’t he?”

      “How could you know that?”

      I swung an arm around the room. “You’ve got books, but you’ve got no television, no computer. You’ve even got a landline phone. Do you even have a smartphone?”

      Bonny shook her head. “Not anymore,” she said quietly.

      “Because of Ralph.”

      Bonny nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Tell us what happened. The truth. We’ll know if you mislead us.”

      Rosie gave a confirmatory nod. “Tiffany Black can tell if anyone’s lying,” my assistant boasted of me. I wished it were true. “Though sometimes she lets people lie to use it against them later. So don’t think you’re pulling the wool over our eyes if you try!”

      “I just hoped this would all go away now that Cara’s gone.”

      “Ralph’s gone too,” I told her. “He’s dead as well.”

      Bonny blinked, and a quick smile hit her lips. “Really?” She sounded almost excited.

      “Yes.”

      Bonny seemed to grow lighter. Her shoulders relaxed, her head and neck straightened, and a tightness around the eyes seemed to loosen. “What happened?”

      “He was murdered. Beaten over the head, stripped of identification, and left in a drainage ditch.”

      “Huh. I guess he got what was coming to him.”

      “You think he deserved that?”

      “Well. I mean… he didn’t not deserve it. He wasn’t exactly a nice guy, you know?”

      “Let’s get back to your story. Tell us about your interactions with him.”

      “He was a bad guy. Cara was moving out, and she wanted to take Luna, and I said no, and so he started to try and ruin my life.”

      “How?”

      “By trolling me online. He made a bunch of fake profiles and started trying to spread rumors about me. Nasty ones.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I quit.”

      “Quit?”

      Bonny nodded. “I quit everything. I deleted all my online accounts. I got rid of my computer. Got rid of my phone. I went off-grid.” Bonny laughed at herself. “Okay, not completely, I have electricity and a landline, but I’m not online anymore. And you know what? I feel so much better. It’s like a constant, nagging sensation has been removed from my life. And not just because of Ralph, I just mean getting away from it has made me feel so much more at peace with myself. In a way, I’m almost grateful to him.”

      “What do you do for work now?” Rosie asked.

      Bonny held up her hands and waved them at us. Rosie and I looked at each other, neither comprehending.

      “I’m a cleaner,” Bonny explained. “I clean houses. I get my jobs through word of mouth. It’s cash in hand, and Ralph can’t mess with that. Well, he couldn’t, I mean. I work at older people’s houses, people who don’t go online to check reviews and stuff like that. Weirdly, I’m happier than I’ve ever been. It’s not glamorous work, but it keeps Luna and me in food and pays the rent.”

      “Tell us more about Luna. She was a gift to Cara. Why do you feel like she’s yours?”

      Bonny rolled her eyes. “If I left Luna to Cara, there wouldn’t be any Luna. She was always at that stupid gaming house. It was me that fed Luna in the morning and the evening. It was me that took her for walks. It was me that took her to the vet for her shots and checkups. Cara would come home, snatch Luna away for five minutes, say how much she loved her, and that was the end of her interaction. The rest of the time it was just me and Luna, wasn’t it girl?”

      Luna yapped from Rosie’s lap.

      “But Cara wanted to take Luna when she left? Why?”

      Bonny just shook her head. “Who knows? I think Cara had this idea that she was going to live a normal life. She’d have a perfect little home, living on her own—though now I think about it, probably with Ralph—and the perfect little dog that she didn’t even know how to take care of. It never would have worked though, not with the hours they put into their gaming. It wouldn’t be fair on Luna. I couldn’t let Cara take her. Poor Luna doesn’t deserve a messed-up life like that. Luna and I belong together.”

      “Why do you think Cara might think that kind of life was possible?”

      “I think… I think maybe she thought things would change? Maybe her career was coming to an end? Perhaps she thought she would start to have more free time. I don’t know. I never really understood Cara.”

      “Was Cara thinking about retirement?” Rosie asked.

      “I guess she could have been. I knew it was something that would have to happen some time.”

      “What was she like the last couple of weeks before she died?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. I couldn’t really tell you. We weren’t speaking. Luna and I would stay in our room when Cara was home—which wasn’t much of the time. I’d keep the door locked when we slept because I was afraid she’d try and dog-nap Luna. She’d come back at these crazy hours—one, two, three in the morning. She could have grabbed Luna and run off while I was sleeping. I was mostly just avoiding her at the end.” Bonny thought for a moment, then added one final thing, “I did hear her… I don’t know… crying, once?”

      “You don’t sound very certain.”

      “She was crying, but like… not with sadness? It woke me up, so I missed the beginning, but she was kind of yelling, then crying, then yelling. It was like she was so mad at something she was rage-crying. I put the pillow over my head and ignored it. Luna didn’t like it much, she whimpered next to me. But the next morning, she was gone again.”

      “And did you see Ralph and Cara interacting with anyone else? Or do you know of anyone Ralph might have trolled that was mad at him?”

      “No. As I said, I disconnected from everything and hardly saw Cara the last couple of weeks she was alive, before she left. I wanted as little to do with them as possible, especially after I saw how dangerous Ralph could be.”

      “You mean with his online trolling? Or do you mean physically?”

      “No, I never saw anything physical. But the online stuff was just as terrifying, you know? I tried to fight it for a couple of days, and it was the most stressful time of my life. Then I decided, nope, not gonna do this. The moment I shut everything down and deleted my accounts, I felt freer than I ever have.”

      “Thanks for being honest with us, Bonny. We appreciate the information. If you remember anything else, can you call us?” I nodded toward her landline.

      Bonny promised that she would, and we left her and Luna in the quiet, electronic-device-free apartment.

      Rosie and I chatted as we walked back down to the car.

      “I wonder why they didn’t just overpower Bonny,” Rosie mused. “If they really wanted Luna, they could have done it by force.”

      “Hmm.” I had been having the same thought, but I also thought I’d come to an answer. “I think, perhaps, Ralph only used emotional violence rather than physical. It makes sense. Those gamers aren’t exactly physical types, are they? So, a more mental assault makes sense, right?”

      Rosie nodded. “I guess so. When I lived in team houses, our arguments were always just yelling. We didn’t fight. I think you’re right.”

      “I think it’s time we paid another visit to Cara’s mother. What do you think?”

      “That sounds like an excellent idea to me!”

      And so, we kept moving. Inch by inch. Moment by moment. All the time getting closer to a solution. The case was now like looking at an image through thick fog. We had an outline, we knew what was involved, but we couldn’t quite see what was what yet. But things were falling into place.
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      We had to wait outside Tabitha’s house for her to arrive back home, but we still had a little time before the e-sports tournament that evening, so we sat back in the car and relaxed for a while. But we didn’t have to sit there long.

      Tabitha arrived in the back of a car, and it didn’t look like she had come from work. She clambered out with two fistfuls of shopping bags, and then the driver opened the trunk for her to pull out a couple more. Tabitha walked encumbered to her front door, arms full of bags, setting them down on the ground as she dug out her keys to let herself inside.

      “She’s been shopping,” I said.

      “Yeah, and not for groceries. It’s all from clothes stores.”

      “Except for that little bag. That’s from a perfume store,” I pointed out.

      “For a poor waitress, that’s a lot of luxury spending. Shall we give her a few minutes to unpack?”

      “No. We should head back into the city for the tournament soon. And anyway, it’s easier to get people to reveal things they otherwise wouldn’t when they’re a little off kilter, like when they’ve just got somewhere, or they’re not entirely settled.”

      We went and rang the front doorbell.

      “Coming!” Tabitha called cheerily from deep inside the unit. Her voice was bright and energetic, and she hurried to the door with quick, audible, steps like a little girl running. She had a beaming smile on her face when the door swung open. Then she saw us, and it drooped. It’s a little disheartening to have that effect on people, but at the same time, sometimes it means you’re doing something right.

      “Hi, Tabitha,” I said, trying to match the cheery tone from which she’d called out before seeing us. “You look great. We just wanted to chat for a quick couple of minutes, then we have to go.”

      Tabitha did look great. She was wearing a lot more makeup than the last time we’d seen her, and her hair had been cut, styled, and colored in a sleek bob with blonde highlights. Even her forehead looked less lined—Botox, perhaps? Tabitha had been pampering herself, and it hadn’t come cheap.

      “We won’t be here long!” Rosie stepped inside, and Tabitha took a step backward, inviting us in further unintentionally before she could have second thoughts. Decision already made for her, she led us inside, and we sat down together at her dining table, her demeanor becoming more and more acidic by the moment.

      “We couldn’t help but notice you looked in a cheery mood,” Rosie told her with a playful smile of her own.

      Tabitha withdrew inside herself, shoulders hunching, face falling, shrinking before our eyes. “Yeah, I was.” She sounded almost sullen now.

      “You’ve been shopping,” I said. “That always cheers people up.”

      Tabitha nodded warily but didn’t say anything.

      “I couldn’t help but notice you seemed to be struggling last time we saw you,” Rosie told her. “But now you’re splurging on clothes and perfumes and haircuts and what have you…?”

      Tabitha nodded again, warily. “I decided to do something that would make me feel a little bit happier for a few minutes. I splurged on myself. Retail therapy. Now you show up to make me feel guilty over a few minutes of pleasure.”

      “That’s not what we were here to do,” I told her gently. “We’re here because we’re still investigating what happened to your daughter. We spoke to her roommate again, and it seems she wasn’t entirely honest with us the first time we met her. There was more going on than she wanted to tell us initially. Especially regarding Ralph.”

      Tabitha’s eyes narrowed, and she gave a sharp nod. “He’s dead. I saw it on the news. Skingle was his last name. It sounds as horrible as he was. They just identified his body; it had been in the morgue for a couple of weeks. No one even knew it was him. Shows how popular he was.”

      “That’s right.” I glanced at a couple of Tabitha’s shopping bags from a designer clothing outlet store. “Were you shopping to celebrate?”

      Tabitha snorted. “No. But I should have. I only read the news in the car on the way home. It puts an end to it all, doesn’t it?”

      “I’m afraid it doesn’t.” And why would it? “In fact, in some ways, it has added to the case. Now we are investigating what happened to him as well. We think you were right about him and Cara being in a relationship. We’ve found a lot of signs pointing to that being the case, and from speaking to her roommate again.”

      Tabitha nodded. “Yeah. I knew it. He was a nasty piece of work, that Ralph. Good riddance to him.”

      “You didn’t seem to know much about him last time we saw you.”

      Tabitha shrugged. “I didn’t want to talk about him. Still don’t. He was a bad influence on Cara. She wouldn’t have done what she did without him, I’m sure of it.”

      “You mean stealing your savings?”

      “Exactly.”

      “But you’ve come into some more money,” Rosie said. “Life insurance?”

      Tabitha froze a moment, then gave a sharp nod. “Yes. It just paid out.” She stared at us hard, defiant. “I can’t spend my whole life grieving, you know. What’s done is done. Cara made her choices, and they put her where they put her. It’s time for me to move on. That’s what they say. I read a book about grieving, and that’s what it said. You’ve got to find a sense of normality again.”

      “I’m sure that’s difficult to do. Tabitha,” I said with considerable sympathy. But we had to keep going with the questions. “When was it that Cara stole your savings?”

      Tabitha shrugged. “A few months ago.”

      “And why didn’t you report it to the police?”

      “Report it? You mean tell them my own daughter stole my money?”

      “Yes.”

      “It was a personal matter, not a police matter. She wasn’t some stranger who robbed my house. I would have called the cops for that. It was my own daughter emptying my bank account for some guy. That’s family business. Not police business.”

      “Some people would have had her prosecuted, daughter or not.”

      “Yeah, well, I ain’t some people. I’m this person. And this person doesn’t report their own daughter to the cops, even when they do something bad. I figured she’d pay me back eventually one day. Maybe win another one of her gaming tournaments or something. She wouldn’t have been able to do that if she were in prison, you know?”

      “That makes sense,” Rosie said. “And some of us have had bad experiences with the police.”

      Tabitha gave a hesitant nod, like she agreed but didn’t want to go into details.

      “Anyway,” I said. “You mostly blame Ralph, right?”

      “Right. Cara never got in trouble—not real trouble—until she met him. She used to be a good girl. Well, not a good daughter—she was too busy with her games—but she wasn’t stealing or doing stuff like that. She was quiet. She had her games and not a lot else.”

      “I bet you hated Ralph,” Rosie said, sounding angry on Tabitha’s behalf. “If someone led my daughter astray like that, I’d…”

      “You’d what?” Tabitha leaned forward, looking at Rosie intently.

      “…kill him,” Rosie finished.

      Tabitha stared at Rosie hard. The air was thick. I slipped my hand into my bag, grabbing my can of pepper spray, just in case. I had my gun in there, too, if I needed it. I just needed to move my fingers an inch. I didn’t think I’d need it here, though; not when talking to a victim’s mother. The pepper spray, however, could become useful if she lost it or felt provoked.

      Tabitha suddenly laughed. Not a laugh of delight or of humor, but a slightly more manic, angry sounding bark of a laugh. Rosie looked at me nervously, and I lifted my eyebrows slightly: be wary. My thumb flipped up the cover of the can. It was ready to go.

      Tabitha slapped the table with two hands and sat up straight, her laughter ending. “I wish,” was what she finally said.

      “I’m sorry?” Rosie said gently.

      “I wish I had killed him. The little punk. Maybe Cara would still be alive.”

      “Just to confirm, you’re saying you didn’t kill him?” Rosie asked.

      Tabitha rolled her eyes. “Of course I’m saying that! Even if I had, I’d deny it, wouldn’t I? What kind of murderer goes around saying they did it? But no, I didn’t hurt the little punk, but I wish I had. Could have scared him off, maybe. Sent him back to South Carolina.”

      “North,” Rosie said.

      “Huh?”

      “North Carolina. Not South.”

      “Whatever. He was bad juju, and he ruined everything.”

      “Still,” Rosie said, eying the bags of clothing, “you got something out of what happened.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “The insurance payout,” Rosie said. “It looks like it was effective consolation.”

      Tabitha stared at Rosie again, and I renewed my grip on the pepper spray.

      Rosie went all in. Like a gambler at a casino, she leaned forward and laid the cards on the table. “Did you kill Cara?”

      Tabitha’s jaw clenched hard. She froze for several seconds and then smashed the table with a fist. “How dare you?”

      Tabitha stood up quickly, sending her chair clattering behind her. Rosie and I both stood up warily and stepped backward toward the exit.

      Tabitha’s voice was low, cold, and hard. “I did not, would not, could not, could never even dream of hurting my daughter. Let alone killing her.” She gave an angry laugh at her shopping bags. “You think this makes up for it? A few bags of clothes? No. Shopping gave me a few minutes where I was able to take my mind off what happened. That’s all. The fact you could even ask if I…” Tabitha shook her head. Her eyes narrowed. Her breathing was heavy with irritation. “Get out. Get out of my house and don’t come back. Ever.”

      She took a step toward us, and you didn’t have to be a trained actor to recognize it as our cue to leave. Rosie rushed past me to get the front door open, while I walked backward slowly, hand still in my bag, just in case, keeping an eye on Tabitha. She stalked toward us, fire in her eyes. When I got to the front door, I turned and scurried out, and we rushed back to the car.

      Tabitha stood on the front step, glaring out at us until we were in the vehicle, then she slammed the door shut with an almighty bang.

      “I’m sorry,” Rosie said. “I think I messed up. I shouldn’t have asked if she killed Cara.”

      “No, it’s okay. Sometimes we have to ask difficult questions. If we never upset anyone, we’d rarely get anything done. It’s part of the process. It feels uncomfortable, but don’t beat yourself up over it.”

      “Thanks, boss.” Rosie checked the time on her phone. “We better get back if we’re going to this tournament. It should be a good one! I looked it up earlier, and there are some real good players going to be there.”

      “Excellent. You’ll have to explain everything that’s going on to me.”

      “Will do. And I know where it is. I’ll direct us there.”

      Leaving an angry Tabitha behind, we drove back into Vegas and cut across the city to the basketball stadium the event was being held at.

      I wasn’t much interested in watching the gaming, but I had a glimmer of hope that some of the players might be able to shed some new light on Ralph and Cara’s life.

      And point us toward their killer.
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      The air in the college basketball stadium was electric. We had about twenty minutes until the tournament was due to begin, and the air crackled with nervous excitement and hushed conversations. The seating was crowded with young people in their teens and twenties, slightly more male than female, most of them wearing graphic t-shirts with video game or movie characters and quotes plastered over them.

      “I forgot how young this scene is,” Rosie said to me as found ourselves a seat high up in the stands, giving us a good view of everyone in attendance.

      “They’re mostly similar to our age,” I said.

      Rosie snorted. “It’s been a while since I was high school or college age…”

      “But we’re close enough,” I said. “I think we fit right in.”

      “Mm,” Rosie said, unconvinced, but then she spotted a familiar figure down below and pointed him out to me. “There’s Benjamin!”

      He wasn’t hard to spot from a distance. With his distinctive beanpole-like frame and clothes that hung like they were on a human stick figure, Benjamin’s shape was easy to recognize. The gaunt, skeleton of a man had front row seats with his team—I was pretty sure I could make out Wick sitting next to him. As we watched, he unfolded himself to stand and began to walk down the front row seats along the floor.

      “Who’s that?” I mused when Benjamin reached his destination—a man in a dark grey business suit who most definitely did not look like one of the gamers. The man stood to greet Benjamin, clasping his hand with two of his own. “Do you think that’s the team sponsor?”

      Rosie and I watched carefully. They were a long way away, so all we could do was try and understand the body language of the distant figures—the looming lean of Benjamin and the confident, warm movements of the businessman he was talking to.

      “I don’t think it’s the team sponsor,” Rosie said, her voice slow and thoughtful.

      “Why not?”

      “If that man was from the sponsoring company, Benjamin would be introducing him to the team and talking about how awesome they are. Instead, he’s not even with them—he’s left them all sitting in their spot. This is a different kind of conversation.”

      I tapped my chin. “Like what?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe they’re approaching Benjamin about offering him some other kind of position? Or perhaps it’s something else entirely. A family friend or someone he knew in school or something?”

      We continued to watch as the two men talked. Benjamin’s team members glanced over at the conversation curiously a couple of times but didn’t seem to be particularly interested or excited. It seemed to me that Rosie’s instincts were right. This was not their corporate sponsor. Whoever it was, he was certainly interested in Benjamin though.

      Rosie snapped some pictures, but at this distance, they probably weren’t going to be much good. The conversation lasted a few minutes, and then Benjamin was stalking back to his team, his long strides seeming to have a bounce to them as he moved.

      “He looks happy.”

      Rosie laughed, and I understood why. With his skeletal-like features, happy wasn’t an adjective that would be often used to describe how he looked. “I guess he does.”

      Benjamin went and sat back down with his team. Even sitting, he towered above them like he was standing, but he was so thin any one of them could have lifted him up and tossed him away if they’d had a mind to.

      “Now what happens?”

      “It’ll all kick off soon. The emcee will make some remarks and some jokes which—no offense—you probably won’t get. And then the competition will begin. This tournament is going to be a bunch of one v one matches.”

      “How long will it take?”

      “Hmm.” Rosie looked up to the vaulted ceiling above in thought. “I think it’ll probably be done around one.”

      “In the morning?!”

      “Yeah. It shouldn’t be too late.”

      “That is too late!” I didn’t want to spend six or more hours watching computer games. It was bad enough when Ian used to make me watch him play.

      Rosie laughed. “Let’s try and talk to some people before it begins. They probably won’t want to chat while it’s going on. We’ll have to wait until the end.”

      Well, we couldn’t let that happen. I bounced out of my seat like a jack-in-the-box, and we headed down the stairs to the front where the competitors were sitting.

      “No one from Cara’s team is here,” I remarked. “No Eugene. No Michael. No Jarod.”

      “I think they must not have qualified,” Rosie said. “They’d be here otherwise.”

      “You think that’s because they lost Cara?”

      “Yeah. No Cara, and of course they didn’t get Ralph, either. They’re very weak right now. Probably can’t even make up the numbers.”

      “I bet that’s annoyed them,” I said thoughtfully. “They could probably do with some winnings about now, right?”

      “Yep. Okay, there’s a few other teams here. Let’s see who knew Ralph and Cara and try to get something out of some of them.”

      Rosie and I began to make our way among the competitors. Unfortunately, they weren’t really in the mood for chatting. Most were amped up about the evening’s competition and were busy talking tactics with friends, reading stuff online, or posting selfies and short videos of themselves and each other.

      We spoke to a team called the Angry Armadillos first. They’d heard of Ralph, but none of them knew him personally. One of them knew Cara, but only from tournaments, and didn’t know much else about her. The Armadillos were duds.

      We moved on. The Lounge Lobsters were less than useless, as were the Cunning Caterpillars. We thought we were having some luck with the Bloodstorm Bros, until it turned out they were simply winding us up: An intense, serious player called Graham earnestly told us with wide eyes that he’d been playing chess with Ralph the night before, before bursting into laughter.

      Not having much luck, we stopped by Benjamin’s team.

      “Thanks for the invite,” I said to Benjamin, but didn’t add that it had been a complete dud so far.

      “No problem,” Ben rasped happily. “It should be a good tournament.” He put a hand on Wick’s shoulder. “Secret weapon, right here.”

      Wick bounced in his chair in excitement and scrunched his face up in delight but didn’t say anything.

      “I notice the Blood Ravens aren’t here,” I said.

      Benjamin bobbed his head. “They didn’t make it.” He looked around furtively. “I think they might not be around much longer.” He made a throat-slitting motion with a long spindly finger. “They don’t have the talent anymore.” He patted Wick on the shoulder again. “They don’t have a Wick!”

      Wick bounced in his seat some more, delighted at the praise and attention.

      “Is there anyone here you think might be able to tell us more about Ralph or Cara?”

      Benjamin looked up to the roof for several long seconds before answering. “I don’t know. You need to ask around.”

      “Okay, we’ll get back to that. Thanks again for the invite.”

      Before we could talk to anyone else, the lights first dimmed and then began to flash as the tournament got ready to begin. The time for casual chatting was over. We walked back up the stairs to our seats as loud music began to play and dry ice smoke filled the gaming floor in the center of the basketball court. Conversation with strangers had become impossible, and Rosie and I would need to yell at each other just to make ourselves understood.

      In the center of the stadium, four computer stations were set up on slightly raised podiums, and from the ceiling above, large monitors hung showing the action on the screens—which wasn’t a lot just yet. A young host ran across the floor of the arena, a mic in one hand, screaming words of welcome that echoed around the stadium from speakers above.

      The crowd cheered, whooped, and hollered, and conversation became all but impossible.

      We sat back in our seats, and I began to think about leaving.

      “We’re not going to be able to get much done with all the noise,” I said—yelled—to Rosie.

      She gripped my arm and pointed at something.

      Squinting under the flashing lights, I looked at the object of her attention. It was a latecomer walking down the steps toward the front. The latecomer in question was Eugene, and he was walking with serious strides like he knew exactly where he was going, and he wasn’t there for fun.

      “What does he want?” I asked Rosie. “His team’s not here…”

      “I’m not sure… He doesn’t look happy though.”

      We stood up to watch where he went. Eugene marched down the stairs to the front, looked around, and spotted the Fighting Phoenix team.

      The emcee was babbling away on his microphone about rules updates and rivalries, still drowning out any but yelled conversation. The lighting flashes had slowed down, and most of the dry ice had faded, but it was still dim and hard to see much of what was going on outside of the spotlights on the computers in the middle and the event emcee who stood at their focal point.

      The shadowy outline of Eugene stopped in front of Benjamin, and then a hand went into the air.

      “Is he going to hit him?” I shouted, alarmed.

      “I think he’s just pointing?” Rosie answered warily. But we were already getting ready to leave our seats, leaning forward and watching intently to see what would happen next.

      Eugene waved his hand angrily at Benjamin several times, jabbing his finger at him. Like a zombie emerging from a grave, Benjamin stood up, towering over Eugene, and began to do some pointing of his own, waving his long finger at his competition.

      Then, it really kicked off.

      Eugene took a step back, lowered his arm, and then with a sudden movement swung at Benjamin. Faster than I expected, Benjamin knocked Eugene’s hand away before it could fully connect, but he still bent over double as some of the wind was knocked out of him.

      Eugene grabbed Benjamin around the neck in a headlock, but before he could get a proper grip, the Fighting Phoenixes were all standing, grabbing his arm, and disconnecting him from his grip on Benjamin. Two big, beefy security guards arrived on the scene, and each grabbed one of Eugene’s arms while yelling at the gamers to sit back down.

      On stage, the emcee paused his jabber and just stared out at the scene unfolding before him. “Oh, wow,” he said, perhaps not realizing his words were still being broadcast across the whole stadium.

      The security guards began marching Eugene up the stairs. Benjamin started to follow, but his team grabbed his arms and stopped him. Despite his towering height, he didn’t seem to possess the strength to overpower his whole team, and he just glared after Eugene as he was marched up toward us.

      Eugene was marched past us, and Rosie and I stood up to follow him out.

      Behind us, the emcee got back into his routine, and the event began to return to schedule.

      But we weren’t going to be there to watch it.

      The burly guards marched Eugene out the doorway we had entered through and then kept going to the main event entrance.

      Rosie and I walked behind, unnoticed by Eugene or security, simply following a few yards behind.

      “Don’t even try to come back in,” warned one of the guards. “You’re banned for the night.”

      “I’ve got a ticket!” Eugene complained. He dug into his pocket and yanked it out, waving it in the air.

      One of the guards took it from him and ripped it up.

      “Not anymore.”

      Irritated but stumped, Eugene glared as the little pieces of ripped paper snowed to the ground.

      The security guys stopped to talk to the door staff, making it very clear Eugene was not to be allowed back in, and then they headed back into the stadium.

      Eugene, shoulders slumped, started shuffling toward the parking lot.

      I grabbed Rosie’s wrist. “Let’s find out what that was all about.”

      We hurried to catch Eugene and find out just what was going on.
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      Eugene walked with his shoulders slumped, one hand held against his mouth as he headed for his car.

      “Eugene?” I called. “It’s us.”

      Eugene turned and stared at us in slight disbelief. “What are you doing here?”

      “Our investigation brought us here. We saw what just happened. What was that all about?”

      “Nothing. I’m going home.”

      Eugene turned to leave us, but I gently grasped his elbow. He turned back around in irritation.

      “We need to talk to you,” I said firmly. “Don’t leave yet.”

      He hesitated, but Rosie and I both gave him hard stares that brooked no argument. He sighed and nodded. “Fine.”

      “What was that about? Why did you attack Benjamin?”

      “He’s been messing with me.”

      “In what way?”

      “It’s not just me, it’s the team. I need to protect them. That’s why I was here.”

      “How does attacking Benjamin protect the team? Has he been trying to sabotage you?”

      Eugene nodded sullenly. “He hasn’t just been trying, he has been sabotaging us.”

      “How so?” Rosie asked, sounding genuinely curious.

      “He’s been telling people that the Ravens are cursed. Jinxed. That our team’s done for and won’t recover.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” I said.

      “You can’t recruit new players,” Rosie said. “Right?”

      “Yeah. Thanks to Benjamin, no one who’s any good wants to play with us now. People used to fight to get on our team. We were the best! We had our pick of the cream of the crop of players! Now? Nothing. I’ve been trying to recruit, and you know what I got? A twelve-year-old kid from Sydney who wants us to pay for his whole family to move here with him, and some ancient old crone in New Mexico who said she used to play Pacman back in the day and saw our ad…” Eugene clutched his hair in his hands. “Anyone who knows anything is avoiding us.”

      “That sounds rough,” I said sympathetically, though I couldn’t help but wonder how old the ‘crone’ was. She was probably only in her forties.

      “He’s ruined my life!”

      I patted Eugene’s shoulder. “Don’t say that. It’s a big wide world, and there are plenty of other things you can do.”

      “Like, I’m training to be a private investigator now,” Rosie said cheerily.

      Eugene snorted contemptuously as if our exciting, if not glamorous, work was in fact ten rungs lower than playing games for a living. Well, it wasn’t. Being a private investigator is a far more interesting career than playing computer games if you asked me.

      “There’s nothing else I want to do. This is it. This is my life.”

      “I’m sure things will turn around. Just give it some time.” Eugene did not look cheered by my words in the slightest, so I pressed on. “Is there any reason Benjamin has been targeting you?”

      Eugene gave a guilty shrug. Aha. Of course there was.

      “Was it because of Ralph?” Rosie asked.

      Eugene hesitated and then gave us a little nod.

      “Tell us.”

      “He was annoyed because I recruited Ralph.”

      “Didn’t his contract with the Phoenixes end?” Rosie asked.

      Eugene nodded. “Yeah, it was ending, and I made him a better offer. Cara put me in contact with him. She’d been friendly with him online since they met at a tournament half a year back. I got Games! Games! Games! to offer him a generous welcome package, and of course, he agreed to sign with us. But Benjamin didn’t like that. Ralph had already told him that he was going to stay on with the Phoenixes—before he’d heard our offer. When I made a better offer and he decided to leave, Benjamin was scrambling to find a replacement.”

      “So you poached Ralph, Benjamin got mad, and now he’s spreading rumors about your team,” I summarized.

      “Yeah. It’s totally unfair. Ralph’s dead. He never even came to play with us! Why should we be punished now when Ralph isn’t even alive anymore? Benjamin has been posting online that the reason Ralph and Cara died is because of the Ravens’ curse! It’s so stupid. But people believe it. They think if they come and play with us, they’ll die, and even if they don’t believe that, they think we’re on the way out. They think the team is dead. And it’s all because Benjamin is jealous that Ralph wanted to come and join our team.”

      “That does sound terribly unfair,” I said with a modicum of sympathy. “Is there anything else? Do you think Benjamin was threatened by your team?”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly it. He was threatened by how awesome we were going to be. He knows I’m an amazing manager and trainer. The way things were going, we’d have been smashing them in no time. But now everything’s just blown up. No Cara. No Ralph. No new players. We couldn’t even get a team together to qualify for the tournament tonight. A few months ago we were on top of the world. Now we’re nothing.”

      “You’re not nothing,” Rosie said. “You just need a little time to rebrand and rebuild.”

      “Rebrand?”

      Rosie nodded. “Yeah. It might be time to think about changing your name, make a new start of it.”

      “Huh.” Eugene kicked at the ground. “Maybe that’s not a stupid idea.”

      Of course, it wasn’t a stupid idea. My assistant was a genius.

      “Sounds smart to me,” I said.

      Eugene rolled his eyes. “But you don’t know anything.”

      “I know lots of things!”

      “Not about our world.” He gave Rosie a respectful nod.

      “I know plenty,” I said defensively. I’d learned a lot over the previous few days. “Eugene, there’s something else you can help us with.”

      “What?”

      “Just before you went and… spoke to Benjamin, he was talking to some guy in a suit.”

      “Yeah?”

      “We were wondering if you know who it might be?”

      “Was it someone from their corporate sponsor?”

      Rosie shook her head. “Nope. Wrong vibe. He would have been bigging up his team if it was.”

      “Show him the pictures you took.”

      Rosie dug out her phone and opened up the gallery. She looked at the screen and winced, then held it in front of Eugene.

      I peered down.

      Eugene snorted.

      “How far away were you? The moon?”

      “Our seats were near the back,” I said defensively.

      “I can tell that’s Benjamin, because he’s shaped like a freaky walking skeleton, but that other guy—is it even a guy?—is, like, four pixels of gray. No one could recognize who that is.”

      “No guesses?” Rosie asked hopefully. “Any suits been poking around the teams?”

      Eugene shook his head. “Even if there were, they wouldn’t be around the Ravens right now, thanks to Benjamin badmouthing us to everyone.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Eugene.”

      “So, can I go now? Or have you got more questions for me.” There was very much an implied stupid before the word questions, though he didn’t actually say it out loud.

      “No, that’s all for now, unless you’ve got anything else you want to tell us?”

      Eugene just snorted, shook his head, raised his arm in a desultory wave, and headed off to look for his car.

      While Eugene stomped off unhappily, Rosie and I were both thinking along the same lines.

      “Boss, what if Benjamin did more than spread rumors about the Ravens?”

      I nodded slowly. “If he was that annoyed about Ralph leaving…”

      “He could have killed him,” Rosie said quietly.

      “And if he’ll kill one person, why not another? Cara was part of the backbone of their team. It could have been a revenge move.”

      Rosie and I both stood quietly as we contemplated the possibilities. Could that be what happened? Could Benjamin have been so angered at Ralph being poached that he would go to such extremes?

      “We better get back inside,” Rosie said quietly. Then, her face broke into a smile. “We don’t want to miss the tournament!”

      Don’t we?

      “Okay. Let’s get back in there and try to figure out who the suit was.”

      “Yes.” Rosie nodded quickly. “That’s what I meant. We should go back inside to carry on sleuthing!”

      “And you’ll enjoy watching.”

      Rosie grinned at me.

      “I’ll try not to enjoy myself too much, boss. I’ll keep my focus on hunting killers.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Laughing, we headed back into the venue. Our goal was serious, but our mood was light.

      We both knew we were getting very, very close. The electricity in the air wasn’t just from the gaming tournament. It was from a case about ready to explode.

      And we were ready for it.
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      Back inside the venue, most of the lights had been dimmed, and the air was filled with the sounds of digital combat—swords and arrows and whips and spears, as well as various magical spells—as the tournament got under way. The crowd was excitable, and they all cheered at every minor victory, while the air was filled with the noisy sounds of the game as the speakers blasted out every action.

      The emcee had been joined by two professional commentators to give us a play by play of the match and talk us through what was going on, though his explanations weren’t exactly a massive help to me. I tried to avoid the distraction of the game and focus on what we really wanted to know now: who was the suit that Benjamin was talking to, and could it be connected to the deaths of Cara and Ralph?

      We didn’t go back to our old seats but instead circled around the upper part of the venue until we were above the mysterious men in suits, then we headed down, looking for a seat next to them.

      Of course, the lower seats closest to the action were all full. But there was more to our plan than just sitting near them.

      “Back in a moment!” Rosie said and slipped down right to the floor of the arena, clambering over a low wall to get there. She held up her phone and snapped some quick pictures of the unaware men in suits before security could spot her and make a move.

      Rosie acted quickly, and in less than half a minute, she had her pictures, we hurried back to the top of the venue, and Rosie got to work on her phone.

      “What are you doing now?” I asked her. This part was all Rosie’s idea.

      “Two things,” Rosie said, eyes locked down on the screen. “One, I’m posting this picture online and seeing if anyone knows who it is. Second, I’m going to cut out his face—”

      “Rosie!”

      “Boss, I mean in the photo.”

      “Ohh.”

      “I’ll get the face and then run some searches on it, see if I can identify him that way.”

      “How long will this take?”

      Rosie shrugged. “If we’re lucky, not long!”

      Rosie worked on her phone while I kept my eyes on the arena. The suits at the bottom watched the big screens, but they also kept leaning over to talk to one another. They weren’t quite as enthused by the spectacle as most of the other visitors to the event.

      It wasn’t long before Rosie was tapping my arm for attention and pointing at the screen of her phone. A couple of people had replied to her open message for help asking if anyone knew who was in the photo, and she had a positive match already.

      “Jason Shea,” Rosie said. “He’s a vice president at Rapid Action Games.”

      “Did they make this game?” I said, nodding toward the screen.

      Rosie was slowly shaking her head to answer me while tapping away at her screen as she took some Rapid Action of her own, looking up the company. Rosie began to shout out little snippets of information to me while she researched.

      “New company… founded by people who quit some other big gaming companies… launching first game at the beginning of next year…” Rosie went quiet and stared at her screen more intensely, scrolling down through a long industry article on the topic.

      “I think I’ve got it,” Rosie said in a brief lull in the roar of noise from the games after a match ended.

      “Yeah?”

      “Rapid Action is this new company, and they’re launching their new game soon, called Sayonara Sword World Combat.”

      “And…”

      And then it got too noisy to hear ourselves think as the commentators went over highlights of the game just completed. I grabbed Rosie’s arm, and we slipped out of the main stadium into the large hallways beyond where it was considerably quieter.

      When we could hear ourselves think again, I looked at Rosie expectantly.

      “This new game they’re launching is basically designed for competitive matches. They want it to become the next big thing in competitive e-sports gaming. And right now, they’re hiring people to make that happen.”

      “So…”

      “I think they must be headhunting Benjamin. They’ve been looking to hire an industry expert who can work with them to make sure the game is as appealing to e-sports athletes as possible. Someone to set up leagues, tweak the game for competitive matches, and spread the word among gamers about its potential.”

      “And Benjamin would be good for that role?”

      “Oh, yeah. Definitely. He knows gaming, he knows the teams, he’s competitive. He’s just the kind of candidate they’d be looking for. This has probably been in the works for months.”

      We walked over to a concession stand and grabbed a couple of hotdogs and sodas and found a bench to sit on.

      From inside, the noise of electronic combat poured out, echoing around the hallways that surrounded the stadium but much quieter than inside the actual arena.

      “If Benjamin was going to start working for a new company,” I said, after swallowing half my hot dog. “Then presumably he’ll be leaving his team, right?”

      “Yeah, he’d have to.”

      “Then doesn’t that remove any motivation he might have to kill Ralph or Cara? He wouldn’t care about that if he was leaving anyway.”

      Rosie drummed her fingers on the table while I slowly munched through the rest of my hot dog.

      Things still weren’t making perfect sense, but we were nearly there. I could feel it. Just inches of sleuthing away.

      When we’d finished eating, we slipped back inside, and I was delighted to see that the men in suits were standing up and had slowly begun to make their way to their nearest exit. We identified where it was going to be and decided to beat them to it from the other side.

      “This way!” I yelled, yanking Rosie’s arm. We sprinted back out of the arena, down the hallway until we’d traveled about a quarter of the width of the stadium, then I led us into a stairwell, and we ran down six flights of stairs.

      “Should be…” I said between breaths, “…coming out… just here…”

      Panting, Rosie and I exited out into a hallway to see the men in suits strolling down the hallway away from us. We hurried to get close enough to hear them and then slowed to match their pace and listen in. There were three of them, all in dark gray suits, chatting amiably.

      “…looks like an elongated skeleton but knows the industry.”

      “But he is a bit weird.”

      “They all are, they’re gamers.”

      “Hey! I used to be a gamer.”

      “Yeah, then you grew up, and now you’re a co-founder of the hottest new company in the world.”

      “The world, huh? Let’s not get too arrogant.”

      “It’s not arrogance, it’s reality. Who else is even close?”

      “Let’s not count our chickens before they’ve de-egged.”

      “Hatched.”

      “Whatever.”

      Following just behind them, we reached the end of the hallway and exited into a large entrance lobby with now-closed ticket booths, places to sit and wait for friends, a closed shop for branded clothing items, and a couple of security guards manning the now-quiet entrance.

      The suits would be leaving, so if we wanted to talk to them, it would have to be now.

      “Excuse me,” I called. “Tiffany Black, investigator.”

      The three men turned around, curious. They all looked to be about my age and friendly enough.

      I handed out business cards to distract them from making excuses to leave and then targeted the man that had been talking to Benjamin earlier. He had short, curly black hair, keen, curious eyes, and looked more like an athlete than a gamer with his broad shoulders and well-muscled arms. When I handed over my card, he told me his name was TK, and he looked open and friendly enough, if not just a little reserved.

      “You’re trying to recruit Benjamin Shay, right?”

      The three men looked at each other curiously and then to TK for direction. He just shrugged at them and turned back to me.

      “That’s right. You said you’re an investigator. Is there something we should know about him? A reason we shouldn’t recruit him?”

      A pang of guilt hit me. We didn’t know if he’d done anything, and the wrong word from me now could ruin his career. I would need more evidence before I could even consider that.

      “No, that’s not it. He’s tangentially related to a case we’re working on. What is it that you want from Benjamin? Is it to head up a new tournament league?”

      The man chuckled. “Nothing’s been signed yet, but an offer has been made. We definitely haven’t released that information—where did you hear it?”

      “We just put the pieces together,” Rosie told him. “We’re detectives. That’s what we do. But if you really want to know, I read an article about how you want your new game to be the number one choice for e-sports games, a new Starcraft but with more swords. And then you were talking to Benjamin… It wasn’t hard to put together.”

      “Very smart. But should we be worried about Benjamin? It would be a new role for him, actually working for a company and having to integrate with colleagues instead of just running his own team as his personal fiefdom. A lot of gamers might not exactly slip comfortably into a corporate position.”

      Rosie shrugged. “I can’t answer that. You’ll need to figure that out during your recruitment process. We can’t offer you any information there. To be honest, we just wanted to confirm that he might be leaving competitive gaming as a competitor—or team coach, anyway—and moving into an industry role. And you’ve just confirmed it for us, so thank you.”

      “And why did you want to know that?” TK asked again, still curious.

      “Because…” Rosie looked at me, and I shrugged back.

      “Because it would mean he’s less likely to be a murderer,” Rosie said.

      The three men gave each other confused looks. “Did you say he’s a murderer?” said one of TK’s colleagues.

      “Umm, no,” Rosie said. “What I said was, if he’s going to work for you guys, that makes him less likely to be one.” She shrugged. “Removes a lot of the motivation.”

      “Err.” The men looked at each other again. The topic of whether their new hire might be a killer and what to do about it probably hadn’t come up in their discussions and was knocking them for a tilt. Even if we did keep telling them that hiring Benjamin meant he probably wasn’t a murderer.

      “Not a killer,” Rosie repeated. “Good news, huh?”

      “Mm,” TK said, as he and his partners slowly nodded to each other.

      “He is a bit weird,” said one of TK’s guys.

      “And he nearly got in a fight earlier. What was that about? Do you guys know?”

      We nodded. “That was because he was spreading rumors about another team. That was their coach who came in and tried to start something with him.”

      TK and his two guys looked at each other contemplatively.

      “We may need to extend the recruitment process,” TK said finally. “Make sure everything’s completely in order and maybe check out some other candidates.”

      “Right. We need this league to be a success from the get-go. If we can get some good word of mouth going on day one…”

      “I don’t suppose you knew a gamer named Cara, or Ralph?” I asked them hopefully before they lost themselves in their own private discussion.

      The three men shook their heads.

      “We’ve been working on development eighteen hours a day for the last two years. We don’t know anyone anymore.”

      TK leaned forward and looked at Rosie closer. “You look familiar, though.”

      Rosie put a hand under her chin. “The Purple Rose. More thorn than flower.”

      TK clapped his hands together. “You kicked the pixels out of me about five years ago!”

      Rosie shrugged nonchalantly. “Probably.”

      “And you’re a detective now?”

      “I’m learning.”

      “Quite the career switch.”

      Rosie shrugged. “I suppose it is!”

      “Here’s my card. If you want back in the industry, we’re going to have a big recruitment drive soon.”

      Rosie refused to take it. “No, thanks. I’m done with that part of my life. I’ve got a new passion now. And sleuthing is much healthier than gaming. I mean, I still eat a lot of chips, but at least we get out and about while we do it.”

      I gave Rosie a stern look. “We don’t eat that many chips.”

      Rosie nodded quickly. “Of course not, boss. We also eat cupcakes!”

      I patted her on the shoulder. “Exactly!”

      “We’ve got to get back to the office,” TK said. “Thanks for the heads-up about Ben.”

      “Right. But please do your own research,” I suggested. “Don’t let our little investigation put you off.”

      “What is it exactly you were investigating again? A murder?”

      “Two!” Rosie said happily.

      “Uh, okay,” TK said. “If you hear anything else about Benjamin, would you give me a call?”

      I took one of his business cards with a smile. “If you’ll do the same?”

      “Of course.”

      When TK and his other two colleagues were gone, Rosie and I stopped to regroup before heading out.

      “They seemed pleasant,” I said.

      “Yeah. They’re probably too exhausted from years of development to be mean,” Rosie said with a laugh. “What now, boss?”

      “That hotdog wasn’t very big. One more for the road?”

      Rosie beamed at me. “I love you, boss!”

      Laughing, we strolled back to the concession stand.

      When we got there, we found someone sitting at a table alone. He was from one of the other teams, but we hadn’t spoken to him yet.

      “Mind if we join you?”

      He was young, probably barely eighteen, and was surprised to be drawn away from his phone, where he seemed to be watching the game that was proceeding just a few yards away inside the arena.

      We sat down before he could answer and introduced ourselves. His name was Tod, and he was a new recruit for the Relentless Rats, an up-and-coming team with a large corporate sponsor.

      Rosie got straight to it, asking if he knew Ralph and Cara.

      Tod nodded. “Oh, yeah, I used to play with them a lot.”

      “You did?” I was surprised. “When was the last time you saw them?”

      “Saw them? Like in meatspace?”

      “Yeah.”

      Tod shook his head. “I never met them. We only played together online. We had our own training group. Just a few of us really good players. We’d practice advanced tactics and the like. At least we did. It kind of came to an end a couple of months ago.”

      “Why was your group training ending?”

      “These things always do,” Tod said with a shrug. “To be honest, I think it’s because they were getting a bit old.”

      “They were in their early twenties!”

      “Exactly,” Todd said, nodding. “They weren’t teens anymore!” Todd laughed to himself. “Anyway, I got the impression they were looking into some new kind of work.”

      “Yeah?” Rosie asked, excited. “What did they say? What were they doing?”

      “I’m not sure, but it involved collecting monthly subscriptions or something? They were talking about how if they had ten clients paying a grand a month each, they’d be set. And how they were cutting a payday from Ralph’s new contract, which he planned to quit as soon as it started near enough. They only talked about that when they didn’t realize I was listening. They thought I was AFK.”

      I raised my eyebrows at Rosie, and she quickly whispered, “Away from the keyboard,” to me.

      “So, you think he was going to walk out on his new contract?”

      Tod nodded. “He’s getting to that kind of age, you know?”

      Rosie and I looked at each other.

      It was all coming together.

      We pressed Tod for more details, but he didn’t have any to give. Just a snippet of overheard conversation over a gaming headset. He was happy to answer our questions, but I got the feeling he was about to start inventing answers to keep us happy once we’d exhausted what little information he had to give us.

      By the end of the conversation, we had become certain that Ralph and Cara had been planning their retirement from competitive gaming for some kind of new career in scamming, and they had begun building up a list of ‘clients’ like Tina Bubbles to fund their future lifestyle. Blackmail and extortion was the name of their new game, and surely it was this that had brought them down.

      Hotdogs finished, Rosie and I planned our next moves.

      “Now we have some well-earned rest,” I said, not wanting to go back into the arena. “And then I think I’ve got us a little plan to catch the killer.”

      “Huh? You do?” Rosie squinted at me as if it would reveal whether I was joking or not.

      I wasn’t.

      Of course, whether the plan would work or not was another matter.

      “I do. It’s time we caught Eugene once and for all.”

      Rosie’s eyes lit up.

      “Eugene! Of course.”

      I nodded.

      It made perfect sense.

      He had lost everything thanks to Cara and Ralph planning to leave him. And I suspected there was something more going on as well: Ralph must have been trying to blackmail Eugene. While Eugene thought he was getting a fantastic new player, in fact, he was getting a one-man mafia operation. And Ralph wouldn’t have passed up the opportunity to scam his new boss out of some money.

      “We just need to make a little stop on the way home first. I know how we can bring him down.”

      When I told Rosie the plan, her face lit up. She loved it.

      Of course, she did.

      It was brilliant.

      At least, it would be if it worked.
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      Before we went home, Rosie and I briefly stopped at the building from which Cara had fallen. We clambered up the fire escape to the roof.

      “Who the heck’s that?” called a scared voice.

      “It’s the cops!”

      “We’re busted!”

      On the other side of the roof, we could make out shadowy shapes of young people huddled nervously together.

      Rosie cupped her hands around her mouth and began to yell in a gruff voice, “You’ve got one minute to clear the roof before we start taking people in!”

      We stepped away from the entrance to the fire escape to give the rooftop teens a chance to ‘escape.’ The small group rushed toward the stairs. Just as the first was going down, Rosie and I made our way back to the top of the stairs.

      The last one was the smallest, and I gently squeezed his arm to stop him from following his friends.

      “Just a moment.”

      “I didn’t do anything!”

      “I know. Don’t worry. We just have a quick couple of questions.”

      The other teens halted on the stairs, peering up at us.

      “What’s going on Dwight?”

      “They wanna ask me something!” he called down.

      “A girl died here a little while back. You hear about that?”

      The boy’s head bobbed in the moonlight.

      “Were you here that night?”

      He shook his head quickly. “No! We already told you.”

      “Told me?” I asked.

      “Not you. The detective. Two big, heavy, mean guys. Dunkwood and… and… Chase?”

      “Elwood and Dodge?”

      “Yeah!” The boy bobbed his head quickly. “We told ‘em everything. And that was nothing. We weren’t here that night!”

      If Elwood hadn’t gotten anything out of them, then there wasn’t anything to get.

      “Okay, y’all have a nice night. I don’t want to see you here tomorrow, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      I let Dwight go, and he and his friend scurried down the fire escape and disappeared into the night.

      I didn’t think we would get anything from them, and I was right. But that wasn’t why we were on the roof. What we wanted to do was take some photos.

      Some nice dim, grainy, photos of some shadowy figures.

      With a hoody pulled up over my head, I acted out a scene while Rosie snapped pictures and recorded video, all at a perfectly low quality.

      I didn’t want to be recognized, after all. Not for the plan we were putting together.

      When we were done, we headed home. We had a lot of work to do the next day to lay the trap to catch the killer team coach.

      And we needed a good night’s rest to do it.

      At least, I did.

      Yawning, we clambered back down the stairs.

      It had been a good night.
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        * * *

      

      When I met up with Rosie the next morning, she’d already been hard at work. She’d digitally altered the photos we’d taken to make it obvious it wasn’t me, merely vague outlines on a roof, and adjusted the files so that the dates and times matched when Cara died.

      Then, Rosie had spent some time crafting a number of messages to post online.

      That was going to be the key.

      The bait to our trap.

      “Listen to this one, boss,” Rosie said, and began reading it out, “I saw someone who you all know, do something very, very bad. But he doesn’t know I saw him. Can you guess what it is?” Rosie smiled happily at the words, then followed it up with, “I’m posting it under the handle RoofboyTheWatcher.”

      Rosie attached a couple of blurry, grainy photos that showed a shadowy figure coming up from the staircase onto the roof.

      “Excellent,” I said. “What about the rest of the messages?”

      “Patience, boss. We need to draw people in, get it going viral. I’ll post a couple more throughout the day. We need to make sure everyone knows about it, so we can catch Eugene. If he doesn’t hear about it, he won’t go for the trap, because he won’t even know about it.”

      “Right, that makes sense. What are the chances of him seeing these messages?”

      “Pretty, pretty good,” Rosie said, nodding to herself. I’ve posted it on the biggest online forum used by e-sports athletes. They’ll all be wondering who it is and what we supposedly saw.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I made coffee while Rosie typed up another few messages. We sat down again, and an hour later, Rosie posted the next message from her RoofboyTheWatcher account:

      “First there were two, then there was one. And I videoed it all.” Rosie read. She attached another photo, this time of a shadowy figure standing by the wall. It was me, of course, but it could have been almost anyone. Rosie had taken the photo so you couldn’t see all of me, only the top half, in shadows, facing away. It could be anyone. It could be our killer.

      “Wow,” Rosie said a couple of minutes later. “Five thousand people have seen the second message already! It’s spreading fast in the online gaming world.”

      “Excellent work. Is the next one ready to go?”

      Rosie nodded and read it to me, “More to come tomorrow. You’ve seen the teaser. But you want to see his face, don’t you? You want to see the moment it happened, don’t you? You want to see A KILLER, don’t you? Same time tomorrow. ALL will be revealed! Someone is going DOWN.”

      “Nice,” I complimented Rosie. “That’s going to explode online, right? Everyone will want to know who the big reveal is.”

      Rosie nodded happily. “It totally will. This plan is amazing, boss.”

      We’d see about that. While most plans tended to work out, it wasn’t always quite in the way I meant it to. But so far, this time, things were going off without a hitch.

      The day proceeded apace. I went out to get us some breakfast in the form of some energy-packed breakfast sandwiches and more coffee, and Rosie worked the computer and her phone, keeping track of the viral rumor we’d started.

      “Wow, over a hundred thousand people have viewed our messages now,” Rosie said around lunchtime. “Eugene must have seen it. He’s going to message us soon. He has to.”

      That, of course, was the next part of our plan. We weren’t really waiting until the next day to do a grand reveal online. We were waiting for the killer to make a move of his own and contact us. Make us an offer.

      It happened in the early afternoon.

      Rosie had been fielding private messages throughout the day, sent to the accounts she had created for RoofboyTheWatcher. Most of them were people demanding the reveal happen immediately, impatient to find out who did what. A couple were random insults. But finally Rosie received one that sounded promising.

      “Listen to this. It’s from a guy calling himself RoofSpider. I think it’s Eugene. It says, ‘I’ll buy the footage and you never speak again. I want the phone and access to any cloud backup. $500k. Deal?’ What do you want me to do, boss?”

      “Demand a million. Say it was a very serious crime and serious crimes need serious compensation. But if they pay, RoofboyTheWatcher will disappear forever.”

      Rosie gave a low whistle and happily tapped away at the screen.

      It was a few minutes before we got a reply.

      “Deal,” Rosie read, “Payment through crypto transfer. Have your bitcoin wallet address ready. Meet on the roof. Bring the phone. This is one and done. If you make a backup to try and hit me up for more money again YOU WILL REGRET IT!”

      “Whoa, don’t shout!”

      “Sorry boss, the last bit was written all in caps.”

      “The neighbors will think you’re threatening people in here.”

      From the floor, Snowy let out a plaintive meow. I looked down at the little white cat.

      “Has Rosie been threatening you, Snowy?”

      Meow!

      “You little lying rat,” Rosie said with considerable affection in her voice. She leaned down and picked up Snowy and placed the little cat on her lap. Snowy stared up at her, purring.

      “She just wanted your attention,” I said with a laugh. “I should send a video of you and Snowy to Ian to make him jealous.”

      “Don’t do that!” Rosie said quickly. “He might come back!”

      “Oh, good point. We wouldn’t want to ruin his vacation.”

      “And I don’t want to have to find somewhere else to live. Right, what next?”

      “Send a time. It’s got to be night. Let’s make it… ten o’clock? Tell him the location will be sent an hour before.”

      Rosie sent the message, and we began to prepare.

      When Eugene got there, we wanted to be more than ready. But first of all, we needed to find ourselves someone to play RoofboyTheWatcher.

      And I had just the right person in mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time the evening rolled around, over five thousand people had posted comments in response to Rosie’s posts, some of them making quite outlandish guesses as to who she was referring to. Of course, some of them had guessed correctly, but that was bound to happen with so many people theorizing.

      All in all, Rosie’s posts had been viewed nearly a quarter of a million times. There were going to be a lot of upset people when she didn’t update them the following day.

      Oh, well. Sometimes you had to break hundreds of thousands of eggs to solve a murder omelet. The phrase went something like that, anyway.

      On the way to the location, I stopped by the Savannah Safari Diner. This was where we were picking up our actor to play the part of our supposed filmer.

      “Cupboard Buddy!”

      “Brad the Pickpocket Bobcat!” I greeted him as he climbed into the back of the car. The young man had his face painted like a bobcat, complete with a headband with little ears.

      “Huh?” Rosie said from beside me. “What’s a cupboard buddy?”

      “We played seven minutes in heaven together, didn’t we, Tiffany Toucan?”

      Rosie stared at me wide-eyed with something that looked like… respect? For being in a cupboard with Brad? Oh, no. I couldn’t have that.

      “I was interrogating him. He used to be a petty criminal.”

      “Now I’m just petty,” he said happily from the backseat. “We used to be in a cult together as well, didn’t we, Tiffo?”

      “Don’t call me Tiffo. And I was in the cult undercover, I didn’t fall for it.”

      “Hey, I was undercover, too. Free food and a free vacation. Good times.”

      “That cult was not good times.”

      Brad laughed. He’d enjoyed himself, seemingly. “Can we stop on the way so I can take off my face paint?”

      “Nope,” I said. “Keep it on.”

      In the Savannah Safari restaurant—where I had worked during a previous case—all the staff dressed as different wild animals, and Brad’s character was a bobcat. I figured the face paint would be useful—it might scare Eugene a little in the dark, and would also act like he was camouflaging himself, perhaps as if afraid of potential revenge in the future.

      “And what exactly is it you want me to do?”

      “You’re going to pretend to blackmail a guy and get him to confess to a couple of murders. Maybe take a million bucks off him.”

      “A million bucks?” Brad’s little bobcat face lit up in my rearview mirror.

      “You don’t get to keep it.”

      “Aww. What do I get?”

      “Umm. Buy you dinner?”

      Brad shrugged. “That’ll work. I’m a cheap date.”

      “Not a date, Brad. Gabby Gazelle would kill you.”

      “Oh, she’d understand. We’ve got a history, cupboard buddy.”

      “Rosie, could you smack him for me?”

      “Sure, boss.”

      Rosie turned in her seat and held up a hand. Brad cowered in the corner.

      “Sorry, sorry, I’ll be good!”

      “Glad to hear it. Okay, leave him for now, Rosie.”

      “Aww, he looks so smackable though.”

      “That’s because he is.”

      “No I’m not! I’m charming and cute and everyone loves me!”

      “Yeah, right. Okay. Let’s go over this plan in more detail…”
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        * * *

      

      The reason we needed Brad was because we needed someone the killer hadn’t seen before and who appeared to be male. Since they knew Rosie and I well enough to try and burn down Rosie’s apartment, it couldn’t be either of us, even with a disguise.

      I could have asked Stone. But he was too big, too old, and too intimidating to really pass as RoofboyTheWatcher. Anyway, he was probably with his girlfriend. I tried not to grimace at the thought. I didn’t care about that, nope, not at all.

      We got to the site a couple of hours early, and we began to prepare. The killer didn’t yet know the location, so he wouldn’t be staking out the place in advance. We wanted everything to be set up perfectly before we told the killer where to go.

      But of course, it was the rooftop. Being in the same location as Cara’s death would make it much easier to get the confession out of Eugene. Being back at the scene would trigger the memories, make his lips loose.

      I set up my position in the back corner of the roof. I set up a low camping chair to sit on and cut some holes in a big old tarp. I was going to sit in the corner, tarp over me, looking as much like a pile of trash as I’d ever tried to do in my life. Rosie gathered a few empty bottles and other bits of loose garbage from the roof and heaped them around me in the corner as well, making it look like a proper trash heap.

      “How do I look?” I called from under the tarp.

      “Perfect!” Rosie shouted back. “You look exactly like a big heap of garbage, boss!”

      “My dream look!”

      “Ha-ha,” Rosie said. “You usually look great, boss.”

      “Yeah,” Brad said. “Or at least, better than a pile of trash.”

      “You’re a real charmer, Brad,” I called from under my tarp.

      “Don’t call me that anymore. I’m getting into character. Call me RoofboyTheWatcher, okay?”

      Through my little eye slits cut into the tarp, I saw Rosie grab Brad’s arm. “Do you act?”

      Brad shrugged. “Babe, I can do anything. Music. Dance. Acting. I’m a triple threat, the real deal, the total package.”

      “You should join us down the John Longstreet theater. We have a great little amateur acting group. Elwood’s a member too, now.”

      “That horrible old cop?” Brad shook his head. “The less time I spend with him, the better.”

      “He’s a big ole’ sweetie,” Rosie chided. “You should give him another chance.”

      “Uh. We’ll see… Right, I’ve got to get back into my role. What’s my motivation?”

      “Money.”

      Brad slowly nodded. “Money… and love?”

      “Kinda,” Rosie said. “We do think he was a bit obsessed with the victim he pushed off this roof.”

      “Pushed off? Umm, am I going to be safe?”

      Rosie nodded. “Tiffany will be just over there to protect you.” She squeezed Brad’s bicep. “And you’re a strong boy.”

      “Man,” he said, affronted. “I’m a strong man.”

      “Right,” Rosie said. “If you say so. But I thought you were getting into character? RoofboyTheWatcher.”

      “Oh yeah. Fine, I’m a strong boy. A boy who loves roofs.”

      “That’s exactly what you are. Now, I’m going to be down at the ground level covering the fire exit. Are you all set?”

      “Yep!” I called from under my tarp.

      “Babe, I was born ready!” Brad said, giving Rosie a wink.

      She rolled her eyes at him and headed back down the stairs to her own concealed location where she would keep a watch on arrivals.

      Underneath the tarp, I had my phone out, ready to receive Rosie’s messages when she spotted Eugene. I was quite comfortable on my chair under the tarp, except for the fact it was rather warm.

      Brad slowly paced up and down, peering over the edge of the roof every now and then, but obeying our instructions to ignore me completely.

      Almost exactly on time, Rosie sent me her message—she’d spotted Eugene, and he was making his way to the fire escape. Sure enough, we heard the gentle clanging of his footsteps climbing up.

      Brad stood in the shadows, waiting for Eugene to arrive.

      When Eugene reached the top of the stairs, he stared across at Brad.

      “Here I am. I’m the Roofboy,” Brad said proudly.

      Eugene just stared at him.

      “So, uh, you got my million bucks?”

      Eugene shook his head and walked toward him.

      There was something not quite right. Something was off. I just wasn’t sure what.

      Eugene came to a halt in front of Brad.

      “So who was it?”

      “Huh?”

      “Who was it. You’re meeting him, right? Tell me who it is.”

      Brad squinted at Eugene. “What do you mean? You’re the guy I’ve been messaging, right?”

      Eugene shook his head. “Surely, you know from the video it’s not. Unless that’s a bluff…?”

      Brad froze with his mouth open, not sure what to say. I didn’t know what to do either. Eugene was saying all the wrong things.

      Brad put his hands on his hips and tried to look annoyed. “Who are you and what do you want, then?”

      “I want to know who killed Cara,” he said quietly. “I saw all the messages online. I figured it was bait for some kind of trap. There’s not going to be any big reveal tomorrow, right? It was all a trap to get him here. But he’s not here. Where is he?”

      “If it’s not you, then maybe you’ve scared them off! You’re too clever for your own good, coming here uninvited, like some unwanted guest. Why don’t you make yourself scarce?”

      Eugene nodded, looked around the roof, and made his way over to me.

      “I’ll hide under that tarp,” Eugene announced. “I need to see who did it. Find out who killed Cara.”

      Uh-oh.

      Eugene came over to me. I froze. Should I warn him I was there?

      I didn’t do anything.

      Eugene lifted the corner of the tarp when he reached me and began to crawl underneath it.

      “Boo,” I said quietly.

      He yelped like a startled dog.

      “It’s me, Tiffany Black. You’re interrupting my stakeout.”

      Eugene finished crawling under the tarp and sat on the dirty roof next to my sensible little chair.

      “You scared the heck out of me.”

      “Did you really just guess we would be here?” I whispered to him.

      “It seemed the most likely location for a handover,” Eugene said.

      I had my gun on my lap just in case this was some kind of ‘clever’ move that Eugene was playing. Perhaps he had some awful plan of his own.

      “Just so you know,” I said, “one of our other agents filmed you going up the staircase, and your location has been logged.”

      “Umm, okay?”

      “So don’t try anything. You won’t get away with it.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Now be quiet.” Even though we were talking in very low voices, I didn’t want the sound to carry.

      I tapped out a message to Rosie, telling her to look out for someone else coming up the fire escape. She replied with a thumbs up.

      “I can’t see anything,” Eugene whispered to me.

      “I don’t care,” I whispered back. If anything happens, I’ll—”

      I didn’t finish my sentence.

      Brad was standing in front of the wall, looking across the rooftop toward the top of the fire escape stairs.

      But it wasn’t him that had caught my eye.

      Behind Brad, a shadowy figure emerged from the other side of the wall. Someone was clambering up the outside of the building!

      Silent, the figure made it onto the wall and stood. In profile, with the moonlight behind them, they looked like an elongated scarecrow. They were dressed all in black, and their face was covered with a hood.

      But I knew exactly who it was. Their silhouette was identifiable at any distance. There was only one person who had a body shape like that: Benjamin.

      The silent figure on the wall seemed to be staring down at Brad, who was obliviously still looking toward the fire stairs. I held my breath and kicked Eugene when it seemed like he was about to ask something. “Shh,” I said, very quietly.

      Then the figure did something I wasn’t expecting. They reached a hand to the back of their neck, and slowly began to pull on something. It was a moment before I could figure out what I was seeing.

      Benjamin had a sword strapped to his back. He held it aloft in two hands, and then lowered it to point at Brad’s back, like he was measuring the distance. Then, Benjamin slowly, silently raised the sword.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen!

      I burst to my feet, lifting the tarp up with me and flinging it aside.

      “Brad! Behind you! Watch out!”

      Brad turned quickly and then leaped back just in time as Benjamin leaped off the wall, swinging his sword in a flying attack as he did so.

      “What the—he’s got a sword!” Brad turned and began to sprint for the stairs.

      “Freeze!” I yelled and pointed my gun at Benjamin.

      He did freeze, sword extended out in front of him. He gave me a cold smile.

      “You tried to trap me.”

      I shook my head. “No, I did trap you. You’re caught. It’s over. Put down the sword.”

      Benjamin shook his head. “But I don’t want to put down the sword.”

      “Then how do you feel about being shot?”

      Benjamin shook his head. “I don’t like the sound of that, either. But I’m not sure you’d shoot me.”

      “How much would you gamble on that?”

      “I’m still deciding.” Benjamin pulled the sword in closer and held it by his side, still not dropping it.

      “Tell us why you did it,” I demanded.

      Eugene stood up beside me. “Why’d you kill Cara? She was… she was perfect.”

      Benjamin snorted. “She was not perfect.”

      “She was the perfect woman,” Eugene said sadly.

      “If she was, I wouldn’t have had to throw her off this roof,” Benjamin said. “You want to know why I did it?”

      “Yes,” Eugene and I said coldly.

      “Ralph,” Benjamin said sadly. “He could have made a new career for himself, but no, he decided to play the fool. He could have joined me at Sayonara Swords, but no, he decided to try and blackmail me. He found out I was being headhunted and threatened to ruin it for me, spread rumors—unless I agreed to give him ten percent of my salary, for life. Can you believe it?”

      “You’re not the only person he tried that on,” I told Benjamin. “And you got lucky at ten percent. He wanted twenty percent from his old teacher.”

      Ben snorted. “Yeah, well, I decided zero percent was a much fairer rate. So, I got rid of him.”

      “I don’t care about Ralph,” Eugene said. “Why’d you have to hurt Cara?”

      Benjamin shook his head in disappointment. “It was her own fault. She wouldn’t leave it alone. She was trying to figure out what happened to Ralph. She couldn’t just accept that he’d skipped town without her.”

      “But he didn’t!” Eugene yelled. “You killed him!”

      “Right, but she didn’t know that, did she? So, she went digging. She got into all his accounts. And do you know what she figured?”

      “What?” Eugene asked.

      “She figured it had to be someone that Ralph was blackmailing. Someone who didn’t want to go along with their little scam. Of course, she didn’t know he was dead. He was just missing. So, I sent her a message to meet Ralph up here, said he was lying low, using a burner phone. Couldn’t reply, couldn’t say anything more, needed to stay completely off-grid. So, like a dummy, of course she came up here. And I did what had to be done.”

      “Benjamin,” I said, “you murdered two people. You should have reported them to the police.”

      He laughed. “The police? I don’t do police. I don’t believe in them.”

      “They’re not Santa Claus,” Eugene said, outraged. “You don’t get to choose to believe in them or not!”

      “I’m a libertarian absolutist,” Benjamin countered. “I don’t believe in governments or police. People should solve their own problems. And that’s what I do. It’s what I did. Now, if you excuse me, I need to get going.”

      “Benjamin, you’re not going anywhere,” I said.

      With sideways steps, I walked to the stairwell where Brad was still standing, ready to sprint down if Benjamin lunged for him again. With the exit blocked, I pointed my gun at our killer again firmly. “Now drop the sword, then kneel so I can secure you.”

      Benjamin frowned at me unhappily, then slowly bent over and placed his sword on the ground with considerable reverence.

      “She’s been a good blade,” he said. “But I’m afraid, I’ll have to bid you, adieu.”

      “Huh? What’s that mean?” Brad asked.

      “He thinks he’s going somewhere,” I said, shaking my head. “But he’s not.”

      “Oh, yes I am!”

      Benjamin turned and sprinted to the wall at the edge of the roof. He leaped on top of it, turned to face us, and crouched down.

      “I knew you wouldn’t shoot me in cold blood!”

      Eugene nudged me. “Give me the gun, I want to shoot him.”

      “No,” I said. “We’re not going to just shoot him. He’s not threatening us now.”

      “Ta-ta!”

      Benjamin slipped over the side of the building until just his long, spindly fingers remained, hanging off the edge. Then they, too, were gone.

      The three of us hurried over to the wall at the edge of the roof to peer down. It was too dark to make out anything but silhouettes and shadows, but we could see the spider-like form of Benjamin scaling the outside of the building as he descended toward the ground.

      “Get back here!” Eugene called. “Come here, you murderer! You killer! You team destroyer!”

      Benjamin let out a cackling laugh and continued his descent. Beside me, Eugene crouched down, and when he stood up again, he was holding a rock.

      “Don’t!”

      My call came too late. Eugene leaned over and dropped the rock straight onto Benjamin, who was now halfway down the building.

      The rock caught him on the head. It wasn’t big enough to kill him, but it was big enough to hurt.

      “Argh!” Benjamin screamed, and then his arms were flailing, windmilling in the air, snatching for a grip on nothing. Then, he became a falling shadow—until he hit the ground like a bag of fabric and bones.

      We peered over the edge, staring down at the shadowy form. It moved.

      “He’s alive,” I said. “You should thank your lucky stars you’re not facing a murder charge, too.”

      “He deserves to die,” Eugene said.

      Benjamin began to crawl along the ground. He didn’t get far. Stepping out from the shadows, Rosie appeared.

      “What the—”

      Benjamin didn’t get to finish his words before Rosie had grabbed one of his arms, twisted it up behind him, and then slapped a pair of cuffs through both of his wrists.

      “Got him, boss!” Rosie yelled up. “Except this is Benjamin, not Eugene?!”

      “Yep! Keep him safe for us! Down in a sec!”

      By the time we got there, Rosie had Benjamin sitting up against the wall, hands and ankles neatly cuffed.

      In the distance, sirens whined as they hurried to our location.

      We’d done it.

      There’s no feeling quite like it.

      Another case solved, and a killer caught, thanks to Rosie’s ingenuity and my well-honed sleuthing talent.

      We were the best in the city.

      And we’d proven it once again.
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      Two days later, Rosie and I happily made our way over to Nanna’s for a celebratory barbecue. Our clients had been pleased, but of course saddened, by the result of our investigation and had paid our fees immediately, and now we were free until the next case dropped in our lap.

      Outside Nanna’s house, there were half a dozen vehicles parked from her other guests, and we went straight around to the shady backyard to greet everyone.

      I grabbed Rosie’s arm when I saw someone I hadn’t expected to see—someone looking our way, though he didn’t see us.

      “Is that Owen?”

      “Yep!” Rosie said happily. “Nanna said I could invite whoever I wanted, so I invited him. I thought you two could hang out again.”

      “And there’s Stone!” I said, pointing to the grill where he stood with Wes, peering at the food cooking. “And he’s got Laura with him!” She stood beside Stone, holding his drink for him while he worked on the grill.

      “Yep,” Rosie said. “That’s nice, isn’t it? Perhaps you and him could go on dates together.”

      “Huh?”

      “Double dates. Stone and Laura, and you and Owen.”

      “Uh, yeah, we’ll see about that.”

      I started over to Owen, and foolishly raised my hand to greet him. I quickly put it back down again before he could realize what I was doing.

      “Hi, Owen,” I said brightly as I approached. “So nice to see you again. I promise I won’t run out on you this time.”

      Owen laughed. “You do what you need to do, but I’ll be glad for the company. I don’t really know anyone, and I’ve been feeling a little awkward.”

      “Tiffany!” Nanna called from the house and hurried toward us holding a big bowl of salad. She set it down on the large outdoor dining table before she reached us. “Your Owen seems very nice.”

      “He’s not mine,” I said and squeezed Owen’s arm apologetically.

      “I was just going to give him the tour of my vegetables. You haven’t seen them recently, either. Take Owen’s arm!”

      Before I knew it, Owen and I had interlocked our arms, and we were following behind Nanna as she began to show us some of her garden. Wes had created a series of raised beds for Nanna, and some parts were lightly shaded by thin netting to block out some of the harsh sunlight we got in Nevada for the more sensitive plants.

      “Is that zucchini?” Owen asked as we got close to the first bed.

      Pointlessly, I gave him a quizzical look. “How’d you know that?”

      Owen shrugged. “Smells like zucchini. Was I right?”

      “Yes, you were!” Nanna clapped her hands in delight. “That’s incredible! Now feel them.” Nanna pulled Owen’s hand to the nearest vegetable. He took a moment to examine it carefully.

      “These are growing very well,” Owen said, congratulating Nanna. “I can feel how bright and shiny they are. I bet they look incredible.”

      “Looks aren’t important,” Nanna said. “It’s what it tastes like that matters.”

      “And I bet they’ll taste divine. What else have you got?”

      Nanna gave us the full tour, showing us her beans, chilis, tomatoes, carrots, two kinds of lettuce and her cabbages. Some of them looked nearly ready to harvest.

      “When do we get to eat this stuff?”

      “There are cherry tomatoes and lettuce from the garden in the salad!” Nanna enthused.

      “Then I think I’m getting hungry!” Owen declared. “Can we try some?”

      Of course, we could. I helped serve Owen a heaped plate of food, and soon we were diving into a veritable feast as we sat side by side at the dining table. The food was to be available all afternoon as and when each dish was ready, so people could eat whenever they wished, and Owen and I were the first.

      “Ah!” said a loud, familiar voice from a somewhat intimidating lady. “Here you are. I shall join you to eat. I never eat alone.”

      Owen cocked his head. “I recognize that voice. Are you on the television?”

      Our newcomer was Sue Giant, life coach and business magnate extraordinaire, who did her own infomercials.

      “Indeed, I am! Sue Giant! You’ve probably heard some of my informative programs on the television.”

      “Ads,” I explained to Owen. “They’re ads.”

      “Ads that provide one with life tips like mine are more than just mere ads. It’s a public service.”

      Owen squeezed my leg in the same way you might give someone a look. He was amused by Sue Giant’s arrogance, and I couldn’t help but be pleased that he wasn’t too annoyed by it.

      “Now,” Sue said during a break in her plate of food. “I have a proposal for you.”

      “You want to marry her?” Owen asked, feigning disappointment.

      I giggled while Sue looked irritated.

      “Not that kind of proposal! Silly man. A business proposal.”

      “Oh?”

      “Oh?” Sue repeated. “I’m Nevada’s leading businesswoman, I just told you I want to do business with you, and you say oh? You should be bursting out of your seat, exploding with joy and excitement! There are millions who would literally kill for a chance like this.”

      I was a little dubious about that statistic. “Perhaps you should ask one of them?”

      Sue quickly shook her head. “No, no, I don’t want them. I want you.”

      “And what is it that you want me to do?”

      Sue leaned forward, her face as excited as I think she wanted mine to be. “I want you to head up Giant Investigations.”

      Ah.

      “Which would be…?”

      Sue quickly popped a little cherry tomato into her mouth and chewed and swallowed it before continuing. “As you know, I recently bought your friend Stone’s share of his security business. He says there were plans to expand into investigations that got put on hold. Well, I’m bringing those plans back. Giant Investigations will be the premiere private investigation business in Las Vegas! And I want you to head it up.”

      “I’d be working for you?”

      “You’d have a chance to learn from me directly. It’s an incredible opportunity.”

      “And what role would Rosie have?”

      Sue squinted at me. “Rosie? That girl who was helping you?”

      “Yes, that Rosie.”

      Sue shook her head. “I don’t think we’ll need her. You can throw her back.”

      “Throw her back?”

      “You know, like a fish you’ve caught but don’t need. You toss it back into the ocean.”

      “I’m not tossing Rosie into the ocean,” I told Sue rather sternly. “And, furthermore, I don’t want to work for you, Sue. I like having my own business. I like being my own boss. I like not having to answer to anyone except myself and my clients.”

      Sue stared at me, almost uncomprehending. “I’m giving you a chance to work with me, directly. Sue Giant!”

      “She said she’s not interested,” Owen told her, his tone mild but with a slight undercurrent of warning.

      “And I don’t believe her,” Sue said. She dug into her bag and slapped a business card down in front of me. It was about the fifth time she’d given me one. I was building up quite a collection.

      “Call me when you change your mind. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to the grill to talk to my friend, Stone.”

      I gave her a pleasant smile as she strode off, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether Stone considered her a friend, too. I didn’t think he would. He was still standing by the hot coals, but he was looking our way. When our eyes met, his head jerked back down to the grill guiltily.

      That was weird.

      Rosie appeared with a plate of food and sat on the other side of Owen. “There you are! I wanted to talk to you about our new play. There might be a role for you…”

      “Excuse me a minute,” I said. “My friend just got here.”

      Emily had just arrived and was holding Jack Junior in her arms. I greeted her with a gentle hug so as not to squish the baby between us.

      “Where’s Jack Senior?” I asked.

      Emily rolled her eyes. “Tokyo.”

      “The new Japanese restaurant?”

      She shook her head. “No, the real one. He’ll be back tomorrow. Now, Tiffany Black, you better tell me what you’re playing at.”

      “Huh? I’m not playing anything. What do you mean?”

      Emily nodded her head toward Rosie and Owen.

      “I don’t get it.”

      Emily nodded her head toward the grill.

      I narrowed my gaze. “Come on, spit it out.”

      “You’re trying to make Stone jealous. Am I right, or am I right?”

      “What?! No! I didn’t even know Owen was going to be here. And Stone has a girlfriend!”

      “Jack Junior and I stood here and watched him staring at you for a good two minutes. Right up until Laura whacked him on the arm.”

      “She did what?”

      Emily made a gentle ball of her hand and tapped me on the upper arm. “Hit him, just like that. Told him to pay attention to the grill.”

      “Huh.”

      “Yeah, Tiff, huh. So. What do you think?”

      “I think the food’s amazing. Did you know the tomatoes and lettuce in the salad are from Nanna’s garden?”

      Emily glared at me. “You’re impossible.”

      “Am not,” I said. “Let’s talk about something else instead of me.”

      Emily’s face lit up. “Ooh, tell me about how you caught Benjamin Shay.”

      Emily and I sat down together with Owen and Rosie and more food. Between us, Rosie and I regaled Owen and Emily the tale of our latest success of a case.

      We drank sodas.

      We ate delicious food.

      We glanced at Stone.

      We whispered about Owen.

      And around us, friends and family… and acquaintances... feasted and laughed and relaxed. The mood was cheery, the victuals kept flowing, and the weather was a perfect, cool for Las Vegas, seventy-five degrees. As the afternoon drew on, the conversations became louder, the laughter more mellifluous, and the company even warmer.

      I chatted with Owen. I watched Uncle Joe steal little Angel’s nose. And I enjoyed seeing Nanna fawn over little Jack Junior—and give Emily a rest by taking him off her hands.

      There’s nothing like friends, family, and the solution to the end of another mystery case to put a smile on your face.

      After all, that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I hope you enjoyed reading this book!

      

        

      
        To continue reading what happens to Stone, Tiffany and the rest of the gang:

        Click Here To Read The Case of John Dough Las Vegas

        .

        .

      

        

      
        Grab your copies of two FREE A.R. Winters cozy mysteries: CLICK HERE

        .

      

        

      
        You can also follow AR Winters on Facebook
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Note from the author: THANK YOU!

        And Please, Please Leave A Review

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading my books!

        I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

      

        

      
        If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review. Even just a few words help!

      

        

      
        An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

      

        

      
        Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

        Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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        * * *
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