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      People yelled, slots avalanched coins, drinks flowed, and spirits soared.

      It was another day at The Treasury casino, though instead of a normal night shift, I was working in the afternoon. It was a different vibe from the late-night crowd. In a word: saner.

      A woman with giant acrylic-framed glasses that covered most of her face—the parts that weren’t covered by the long blonde bangs and flowing locks framing it—was staring intently at the cards in front of her. The other players were out, and it was just her and me.

      She indicated for me to give her another card with a tap on the table. She already had eighteen. Chances were, she was going to bust.

      Not my problem.

      I dealt her a card. A three. She nodded to herself, then looked up, bug-eyed behind the glasses, long spider-leg eyelashes flicking up and down in excitement. “Does that mean I win?”

      She’d been losing. Hard. It was about time her luck changed. She hadn’t been helped by some of the bad choices she’d been making—like taking another card on eighteen. Statistically speaking, it had been a terrible decision, even if it might work out this time.

      I was on fifteen. I turned over another card. A king, and the house busted out. “You do win.”

      “Oh, yay!” She turned to the young guy next to her—he wasn’t with her, he was just a nervous-looking college kid playing a few hands while he waited for his friends to arrive. “I won!”

      The college kid nodded and muttered a congratulation. He was about forty dollars down and wasn’t happy about it. Big Glasses was two hundred down, and now she’d won twenty bucks, she seemed pretty delighted.

      “Is there a trick to it?” she asked me, her nose twitching inquisitively.

      “Some people have favorite techniques. On average, the house wins though.”

      “You can get a one percent advantage over the house if you know what you’re doing,” the college kid piped up confidently.

      “Is that true?” Long Blonde Hair asked.

      “Perhaps,” I told her, trying to put her off discussing it further. The Treasury doesn’t like us to talk about systems or ways to beat the house, even if most of the so-called systems themselves are just books or courses designed to separate a gambler from their money in a slightly different way to how the casino does it.

      “Thanks, have a good afternoon.” The college kid got up and left us. He was the last one, apart from Big Glasses.

      “Do we still play if it’s just you and me?”

      “We can.”

      “Oh, that’ll be fun. Hit me!”

      I didn’t correct her—you can’t hit until the game has started—but I dealt again.

      Big Glasses tapped her chin and pushed the frames higher up her nose while she examined her cards. She had fifteen, and when she hit, she landed on twenty-one again. I busted out at twenty-two.

      “My luck’s finally coming in!”

      After a couple of quick wins, she started playing faster, really getting the hang of the game. She won several hands on just seventeen, got lucky with blackjack straight out of the gate, and finally lost one hand after winning nine in a row. The house was down a thousand bucks in short order. It wasn’t serious money, but the rate—rather than the amount—at which Big Glasses was winning was getting silly.

      “Your luck definitely has changed,” I probed.

      “Yeah? You think my ship’s coming in? It’s about time.”

      “Sure looks like it.”

      When she won five more hands in a row, each time squinting at the cards through her glasses before making a decision that often went against standard blackjack strategy, I began to get suspicious.

      My gaze left her and traveled toward Bear, the nearest security guard. He raised his eyebrows at me and indicated toward his ear. He’d heard something. My eyes flicked up involuntarily toward the black dome above the pit behind which sat a camera, or maybe half a dozen, I don’t know how many. Everyone is being watched inside a casino, and it’s near impossible to get away with anything, from pickpocketing to trying to use electronic surveillance tools to see the dealer’s cards. Whatever scheme or scam people try and come up with, the House is always one step ahead.

      “Again!” Big Glasses said urgently as I glanced up.

      I dealt another hand. She had just won it when Bear and one of the floor supervisors arrived.

      “Ma’am?” Ron said. Dressed all in black and with a face that had the misfortune to fall into a sneer whenever it was motionless, Ron was a persnickety supervisor who was good at his job but not well-liked.

      “Yes?” Big Glasses said, spider-leg eyelashes blinking fast behind the frames. “Is there a problem?”

      Ron, to my surprise, extended a hand and proceeded to pull off Big Glasses’ head. Well, that’s what it looked like at first. What he actually did was pull off the long blonde wig she was wearing. The glasses tumbled off her face at the same time, but her left hand shot out and snatched them from the air.

      Big Glasses-in-hand had shorter, brown hair underneath, and from the way she wasn’t squinting or blinking didn’t seem to need the glasses, either. Ron held up a tablet with a photo of a person on the screen. That person being the woman formerly known as Big Glasses.

      “Is this you?”

      “What do you mean is that me? Of course it’s not me! This is outrageous! I want the manager here immediately.”

      “I’m the floor supervisor,” Ron told her. “And this is you. You’re banned. You’re not allowed to be here.”

      “That is not me! This is a scandalous defamation!”

      She sounded so adamant, I leaned over to look at the photo closer. It definitely was her unless she had an identical twin.

      “Rosie McCann,” Ron said, “there’s not going to be any more discussion. Bear?”

      Bear nodded and led Rosie out by the arm.

      “Outrageous! Preposterous!” Rosie was shouting as she was taken away. “You can’t treat customers like this…” Her voice faded and got lost in the general hubbub of the crowd. “…sue you!” was the last I heard of Rosie. Or so I thought.

      Ron came back, looked at me, and nodded his head toward the door.

      “I’m done?”

      “Yep. You know the policy. We’ll review the footage. Assuming nothing is amiss, you can come back for your next shift.”

      “And are you going to pay me for the rest of this one?”

      “You know the policy.”

      “And my missing tips?”

      “Ms. Black, you know the policy. Shift’s over.”

      Sighing and grumbling to myself, I made a show of being highly peeved. To be honest, it wasn’t so bad. My other job, my real job, my vocation, had been paying the bills for some time.

      I wasn’t just a blackjack dealer—not that there’s anything wrong with that—I was Tiffany Black, Private Investigator, fully licensed.
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      I changed out of my black dealer clothes in the locker room and into jeans and a t-shirt and retrieved my phone. We’re not allowed them on the floor, of course. When I checked my text messages, I was alarmed to find I had fourteen of them to catch up on.

      I looked at the list. Ian, Ian, Ian, Ian… and finally, after near endless Ians, one from Stone. Ian was my outgoing investigative partner, neighbor, friend, and second cousin. He and his girlfriend—no, it was fiancée now they’d each proposed to the other—were shortly going to embark on a year of cruising around the world before getting married, and he was now fully panicking over everything they had to do before they left.

      > I need help with my packing list! I think I’ll need ten suitcases, but is it enough for 1 year??

      > Hello? Pls respond!

      > SNOWY! Agh!

      > House sitter interview is going wrong plz call back!!

      > Urgent assistance needed! Call back!!

      And on and on.

      In a way, his year-long cruise would be a vacation for me as well, wouldn’t it?

      The last message was from Stone. He was still in the hospital recovering from a gunshot wound, though he was now out of the coma he had been in and was on the mend.

      >Call me when you have a moment.

      A nice, simple, non-panicking message. And he even used a period at the end of it. It was obvious I needed to call him back first.

      But I still hesitated.

      Stone wanted me to join his firm, a growing security consulting operation that did everything from setting up security systems for businesses to personal protection, to one-off events. He wanted to grow the investigative wing of the endeavor and bring me on as a partner—at least he did, until I got him shot. He claimed he still wanted me, but after what happened, maybe he was just being polite.

      Oh, and Nanna and Mom and everyone else seemed to have this crazy idea that Stone and I should be together. Together together.

      After slamming my locker shut, I headed out of The Treasury and started to walk home. I dialed Stone on the way.

      He answered on the second ring. “Tiffany.” He paused and coughed, a deep, hacking cough.

      “Stone. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” He didn’t sound fine. When he first woke up, he’d been somewhat breathless and had a dry cough. This sounded like he’d picked up an infection. But no, the doctors said he was getting better, and coughs often sound worse than they are. That’s what I told myself. “Have you thought about it?”

      There it was. Straight to business.

      “Mostly what I’m thinking about is you getting better. You’ve got to put yourself first. Don’t worry about business until you’re out. We’ll talk then, I promise.”

      Stone coughed again, then cleared his throat. “I have to think about something in here.”

      “Watch some movies. Read some books. Rest. When was the last time you took a vacation?”

      “What’s”—another cough—“a vacation?”

      “Ha-ha. Seriously, you need to rest. If Nanna knew I was talking about work with you, she’d be furious. We’ll talk when you’re better. Look, I’ve got to go, Ian’s having some kind of emergency and I need to call him back as well.”

      “Emergency? Why’d you call… me?”

      “It’s Ian. You know what he’s like. His idea of an emergency is running out of peanut butter. You take care and take it easy. Don’t be thinking about work.”

      “Goodbye, Tiffany.”

      I could hear him coughing again when the call finally disconnected. The cough sounded bad, but hey, he was in the best place for it. And a cough was nothing compared to a gunshot wound, was it? He’d be absolutely fine.

      Okay. One message dealt with one call, now to deal with the other thirteen messages.

      I wasn’t used to walking home at this time of day and realized it was pretty much a mistake. The sun was pounding down relentlessly, and the sidewalk seemed to be sending up just as much heat from the other direction. I wiped my brow and dialed up Ian, eyes looking around for the shadiest spots to walk under.

      “Tiffany!” Ian hissed into the phone.

      “Are you whispering? Why are you whispering?”

      “Shh! Wait…”

      There was the sound of his apartment door opening and closing.

      “There. I’m in the hallway now. We can talk!”

      “What’s going on? Is this about your suitcases?”

      “Huh? What? No. That’s solved. No, you know I’ve been interviewing house-sitters for while we’re away?”

      “Yes…”

      “One came by. Mrs. Donaldson. She won’t leave!”

      “What do you mean she won’t leave?”

      “We did the interview, but now she won’t leave! She’s just sitting on the sofa saying she’s not ready to go yet.”

      “Huh? What’s she waiting for?”

      “I don’t know! She won’t go! And now she’s crying, saying I hate her. I don’t know what to do. And get this—I got us a client, Tiff!”

      That perked me up. It had been a couple of weeks since I had a case to work on. “Yeah?”

      “Yep! I’ve arranged a meeting, but you’ll have to go alone. It’s in an hour. I don’t think I’ll be able to get rid of this woman before then.”

      “Okay? Give me the details.”

      While Ian filled me in, I stood just inside a store, underneath the a/c, soaking up the coolness. When I had all the information about the new client, it was time to move on again.

      Twenty minutes later, I arrived at Decadent for You, a gorgeous little pâtisserie and coffee shop on Fremont Street. Inside, it was like a little bit of Paris had been poured into a cocktail shaker along with a good measure of Scandinavian design and a spritz of Las Vegas glamor. The whole thing was shaken up and then tossed out onto the street, making a stunning little café.

      It was clean, beautiful, and quiet but with a humming energy underneath. The first thing that caught my eye were the giant glass display cases at the front, inside which were the most gorgeous selection of pastries I’d ever seen, each one presented like it was its own work of art, a little crystal display stand for each variety.

      Now this was my kind of place.

      But I was there for work, not for pleasure.

      I had a few minutes before I was due to meet the client—a middle-aged man called Anthony—so I chose a booth made of light wood with views out to Fremont Street and tried to think about what Ian had told me about the client, though my eyes kept wandering over to the pastry displays.

      My reverie came to an end when someone slipped into the opposite side of the booth.

      It was not a middle-aged man called Anthony.

      It was a young woman with brown hair and spider-leg eyelashes.

      “Hi,” said Rosie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Now that was weird.

      I cocked my head slightly and narrowed my gaze as I sized her up. She didn’t seem to be an imminent threat, and even though I was unarmed, I didn’t feel in danger.

      More than anything, I was confused.

      Working in a casino, you meet all kinds of people, but if they take a particular shine to you, it’s because they think you’re lucky. They want to gamble with you more. They might even get you sent up to the high rollers suite to be their personal dealer—ask me how I know.

      But what they don’t normally do is follow you out of the casino.

      “Okay.” I was going to add something more, but really, what could I say? The situation was weird, and she knew that as much as I did, so any question I might add would be entirely pointless. What the heck are you doing? and Why the heck did you follow me here?! were hanging in the air between us already, floating unsaid but very, very evident.

      Rosie shoved her head forward as if she were examining me, analyzing me, working out if I was suitable for something.

      “Yep,” she said finally. “This could work.”

      I folded my arms in front of me and gave her a hard stare, eyebrows raised, explain yourself! shooting out of my forehead and straight into her brain.

      “You’re that blackjack investigator lady.” Rosie raised a hand, tossed her head, and then pulled off the fake eyelashes. “Ugh. I hate those. Don’t you?”

      “Yes, and yes. Why are you here?”

      Rosie picked up a menu off the table between us. It was a multipage, laminated book with gorgeous photos of each of the stunning pastries the shop sold spread across the page. She held it up to her face, real close. “You can almost taste them,” she said and then lowered her face even closer.

      “Hey, what are you doing? You’re not going to taste it are you?”

      Rosie slammed the menu back down like I’d just busted her. “No, of course not.”

      “Look, do you want something? I’ve got a client to meet and you’re being very weird.”

      “I’m not being weird.” She almost sounded offended, which didn’t seem very fair since she was totally being weird. “You need a new partner.”

      I shook my head quickly. “I have one.”

      “No, you don’t. He’s leaving you. Done. Dusted. Finito. You need me. I’ll take the job.” She spoke with the confidence of someone who fully expected the world to bend itself to her will. She’d spoken the same way to Bear and Ron in the casino, and it hadn’t worked there. And it definitely wasn’t going to work here.

      “There is no job. I’m not looking for anyone. I don’t understand how you even know about my… situation. Whatever you’ve heard, you’ve been misled.” My eye caught a middle-aged man. He’d just come in and was scanning the room like he was looking for someone: me. He raised his eyebrows, and I nodded back. “Look, you’ve got to go. My client’s here.”

      “I’ll help you handle him.”

      “No!” I stuck out my hands and waved at her like I do to Ian’s cat Snowy when I want to shoo her off the table. “Shoo! Go! He’s coming, go!”

      Rosie pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows in exasperation, like I was being the unreasonable one. She stood, stuck out one leg, pivoted around it, and landed in precisely the opposite spot in the booth behind. “I’ll be here if you need me!”

      Much as I would have liked to shoo her farther away, Anthony was approaching, and I didn’t want his first impression of me to be a fracas with a crazy chick. She could hang out in the booth behind. I just hoped she wouldn’t make a scene.

      I smiled and stood, shook hands, and passed a business card to the potential client. He was a friendly-looking man in his late forties, but with a youthful glint in his eyes—the world hadn’t beaten him down yet. Square-shouldered from working out, but with a slight paunch, he shook my hand with a light grip and then asked my permission to sit down across from him with his eyes.

      “Can I get you a coffee?” I asked him. He was going to be my client after all.

      “No. But I’ll get you one. Hopefully, you'll be doing me a huge favor, and I’d be insulted if you don’t let me buy you a drink.”

      His demeanor was so charming, I couldn’t help but smile goofily and let him get me a drink. The second he left to go up to the counter, Rosie spun back around, slipping into the seat he’d just left.

      “Okay. First impression, he’s not a bad guy. Could lose a couple of pounds, but quite athletic. He could probably do well in a 5k but wouldn’t make a full marathon. Judging by his clothes and wristwatch, he’s got some money, so don’t cut him a deal, and make sure you bulk out the expenses.”

      Who the heck was this woman?!

      “Please don’t eavesdrop on my private conversation. And could you get out of here? You’re not working for me, and that’s that.”

      Rosie shrugged. “We’ll see about that. We’ll talk more when we’ve got more details.”

      Before I could tell her that we definitely wouldn’t be talking more, Rosie had stood and swiveled herself back around into the neighboring booth. I looked up to see if Anthony had caught the interaction, but he was still standing second in line. There was something slightly odd about the way he was standing, stock still, head cocked, like he was listening intently for something. Then he shook his head straight, sound forgotten, and stepped forward to make the order.

      Anthony set two coffees on the table and put down a leather document case which had been tucked under one arm. As soon as he sat down, he unbuttoned the cuffs of his white button-up and rolled up the sleeves to the forearm. Okay, it was business time! Then he unzipped his document case and unfolded it to reveal a neat stack of papers. Finally, he looked up with a soft smile. I was ready for him.

      “Thanks for the coffee. You spoke to my assistant earlier, but he won’t be joining us this time. If you give me a few details, we can figure out whether I can help you.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be able to help. I’ve heard great things about you. I need you to find a missing person. Her name’s Monica Galgavhan.”

      “Okay.” I scribbled it down in my notebook. “Has a police report been filed?”

      “It has,” Anthony said, crisp and confident and with a sharp nod.

      “And?”

      “They’re no longer looking.”

      “When was she reported missing?”

      “Twenty-four years, eleven months, and eight days ago.”

      I drummed my fingers on the table. Okay. A twenty-five-year-old cold case. Would that even be possible to solve? If someone’s missing that long, either they don’t want to be found or they’re dead, surely. I drummed my fingers some more. But I always solved my cases, didn’t I? And if I couldn’t, well, it had been a quarter of a century. Surely, he couldn’t be too mad.

      “And you believe Monica is still alive?”

      “Absolutely. I’m certain of it.”

      “Has she contacted you? Or given a sign?”

      “Not in a physical sense.”

      I tilt my head questioningly.

      “If she weren’t alive, I would know it. I would sense it. I know she’s still out there, somewhere. It’s like we have this connection, a bond, that’s still unbroken. For a few years, I tried to forget about her, accept that she was gone, but I can’t. It’s like… she’s still there. Sometimes I think I hear her. Just now, when I was ordering coffees, for just a moment it was like I could hear her laughing again.”

      “She was someone important to you. Your ex-girlfriend?”

      “Ex… yes. Yeah. She was my soulmate.”

      “And can I ask why you’re contacting me now? Has something happened?”

      Anthony nodded. “It has. I’ve hired investigators before, but they never got anywhere. Maybe you know Drake Wood?”

      “The name sounds familiar.”

      “Yeah, I guess he retired ten, fifteen years back. He did his best, but he couldn’t find much. But now something’s come up.” Anthony leaned forward, eyes now alight. “They found my car. It went missing the same time as Monica disappeared!”

      “After twenty-five years, the Metro Police found a stolen car?”

      Some of my dear friends worked for the police department, and they worked incredibly hard, but tracking down a car stolen twenty-five years earlier wasn’t exactly the kind of thing they normally had time to do.

      “It was found in Lake Mead. Because of the drought, the water level dropped, and there she was. Of course, she’s not as pretty as she used to be.”

      “What kind of car was it? And did they find anything inside?”

      “Nineteen-sixty-eight Dodge Charger, V-8 engine.” Anthony shook his head wistfully at the memory of it. “She was my pride and joy. Her and Monica. Oh, and yeah, they found a hand in it.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “A hand. Well, just the bones, I guess. The police are looking into it. It’s been sent for forensic analysis.”

      “Is it…?”

      “They don’t know. All we know is it’s a hand, and it was found in the trunk of my car. I don’t think it was Monica’s… I don’t feel like that could have happened to her.”

      “And just to confirm, you didn’t regularly have limbs or appendages in your car back then?”

      “No, of course not. I have no idea how it got in there, but it must have happened at the same time as the car disappeared.”

      “Okay.” This sounded weird. Interesting, but weird. I wasn’t quite sure what Anthony meant about sensing Monica and his feelings about her being alive. Surely, it was just wishful thinking? A chopped-off hand in the trunk of a car sunk in a lake didn’t sound very promising.

      “It’s not very easy to phrase this nicely, but is it possible the rest of the body was also in the car, and it perhaps floated away, to the bottom of the lake?” And was eaten by fish and other water critters—but I didn’t like to say that part.

      “The trunk was sealed closed. It was just a hand. Not a whole body.”

      I did my best to suppress a shudder. It wasn’t nice to think about how a hand may have gotten into the trunk.

      “You said you’ve hired other investigators, and you have quite a lot of documents there. Do you have some leads?”

      “Yes, but the investigators basically found nothing. But let me show you what I’ve got.” He pushed the first of several sheaves of paper toward me. They were bound with string through holes punched on one side and appeared to have been written on a typewriter. “This is Drake Wood’s report. Take a look, but he didn’t find much. And here are a couple of other investigators who I think were basically scam artists.” Anthony handed over two more sheaves of paper, both dated in the mid to late 90s.

      My phone, which was sitting on the table, buzzed with an incoming message.

      “Excuse me.”

      It wasn’t a number I recognized.

      > Ask if there’s been any evidence she’s still alive.

      Oh great. The nutty chick had my number. Of course, she did. And she was listening in. Wonderful, just wonderful.

      I quickly turned off the phone screen. Anthony didn’t need to see that.

      “Has there been any sign at all that she’s still alive? Were her bank accounts touched? Family or friends contacted?”

      “Not in a physical sense.”

      Anthony had said something similar before. “But…?”

      Anthony pulled out another sheaf of papers. “This is the real meat of what I have. I’ve contacted a number of psychics over the years, and that’s where the most promising information has come from.”

      “Psychics?”

      Anthony gave me a very serious nod of confirmation. “Yes. Only reputable ones of course, not scammers. I’ve assembled and correlated all the information they’ve given me, and then I ran statistical analysis on the information.”

      “Oh?” I mean, what do you say to that? When had anyone, ever, heard of statistical analysis run on countless psychic intuitions?

      “Yes, so I’ve had one hundred and twenty-five readings, and I think you’ll find the results very interesting and hopefully useful for the case.”

      “Okay.”

      “So, from the data I’ve collected, the most frequently occurring pieces of information that have come up are as follows: First, abducted by aliens—now, I know how that sounds, but I hope you’ll stay open-minded, and remember, this could be metaphorical rather than actual little green men. That was the most common feeling that the psychics sensed.”

      “Mm-hmm.” I nodded sagely like I heard this kind of thing all the time.

      “Second, were the terms nomad and traveler, which I grouped together—they sound like different ways of expressing the same thing. The third, was hippie, which perhaps could be grouped in with nomad and traveler—what do you think?”

      I nodded like this could be useful. “Yes, I believe some hippies are nomadic travelers, those terms could be related.”

      “Let’s group those all together then… which actually puts that grouping into first position!”

      “Interesting.”

      “Okay, and then after that, we have colors, specifically bright, mixed colors, perhaps psychedelic.”

      “That could go with the hippies, too,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, it could, couldn’t it? I think you can see why this data is so interesting. This stuff really is all connected. And this wasn’t just one psychic, it was over a hundred of them that this data was drawn from. Okay, and moving on—and this is something only around twenty of them mentioned—seeing some kind of regimented grouping.”

      “Like the military?”

      “Mm. Yes, like the military, but I don’t think actually the armed forces. But something with that kind of order.”

      “But none of these psychics narrowed down a location?”

      “Oh! Right, of course they did. Desert.”

      Desert. In Nevada. Who’d-a thunk it?

      My phone buzzed again. I wanted a moment to myself to think about how to respond to what Anthony was telling me, so I decided to read the message as cover.

      >Been taken advantage of. Psychics pulled the information FROM him. Cold reading etc.

      “That’s very interesting, Anthony, and I’ll be sure to keep it in mind. Those could be some key clues.”

      “I’ll send you an email with the transcripts—obviously I didn’t print all of them out. It’s thousands of pages.”

      I was not going to read more than a hundred transcripts of interviews with psychics! “Thanks, I’ll search through them for pertinent information as the need arises. Most of my time will be spent on the physical trail, of course.” I nodded at the remaining sheaves of papers. “I see you have a few other documents there?”

      Anthony slid another, smaller, stapled-together set of pages toward me. “This is a contact sheet for everyone who might could even conceivably connected to her.”

      Aha! Something useful!

      Buzz. Another message.

      >!!Something useful!!

      Who did she think she was?!

      “Thanks, that could be very helpful indeed.” I ran my eyes over it. “I see here it says this person is your ex-wife.”

      Anthony nodded. “Oh yeah, if you keep going, you’ll see I put all my ex-wives on there. You know, just in case they had something to do with it.”

      “You married… all of them… after Monica?”

      “That’s right. Didn’t work out with any of them. It was always like there were three of us in each of the marriages—Monica was always still with me.” Anthony shrugged. The marriages were all water under the bridge. But the missing ex-girlfriend wasn’t. “There’s a few other things there. A few pages about Monica, various documents she signed. A few other bits and pieces you might find useful. So, you’ll take the case? Do you think you can find her?”

      His money was as good as anyone else’s, and I had nothing else on my plate. And a twenty-five-year-old case would make a nice change from what I normally did. Yeah, I’d take it.

      “I will do my utmost to find Monica, but given it’s been twenty-five years with no contact or sign outside of the, umm, psychic world, I don’t want to give you false hope. I can tell you it’s unlikely I’ll find her, and if I do, there’s a high likelihood that it’ll be bad news.”

      “I appreciate your candor, but as I said, I’m certain she’s alive—and the conversation I had with Magick Morgan this morning has only reinforced this belief. Morgan said she has a good feeling about you.”

      I did not want to ask about Magick Morgan.

      “Glad to hear it. Okay then, let me go over my rates…”

      Anthony had no problem with my daily fees plus expenses, and after telling him again not to get his hopes up too high, he left me alone to finish my coffee.

      I say alone.

      I was alone for all of about five seconds.

      “So,” Rosie said, as she swiveled into the spot Anthony had just left. “We could start with Monica’s contacts—you got the list, right? Or do you want to start by looking into him? See if this is all just a ruse because he murdered her and this is an attempt to muddy the waters?”

      My goodness.

      Who was this chick?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I ignored her for a moment while I stared down at my phone, looking at the messages she’d sent me while I talked to Anthony. She’d been eavesdropping and poking around where she shouldn’t be.

      But her messages were insightful.

      And Ian was leaving.

      Rosie stared at me, blinking occasionally but doing nothing else.

      “You really want to work with me?”

      “I already told you I’m going to.”

      “Why? Why would you want to?”

      One side of Rosie’s mouth lifted, not in a smile, but more confusion. “Why wouldn’t I want to?”

      “I mean…” What did I mean?

      Rosie raised her eyebrows at me. “Why do you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Work as a PI. If you find the answer to that, you’ll know why I want to do it as well.”

      She was flummoxing me. “Okay, somehow you know my current assistant is leaving. But I wasn’t looking for a new one. I don’t know if I even need one. I was thinking I might try going it alone for a bit.” Or teaming up with Stone, but I wasn’t going to tell her about him yet.

      “You don’t want to do that. Here. I’ll make it easy for you. I’ll start as an intern. Then you will promote me to full investigative assistant after a probationary period.”

      I will?

      “A probationary, trial, period. And if it doesn’t work out, you’ll leave me alone.”

      “It will work out. Minimum wage for forty hours a week works out to three hundred and ninety dollars a week. Let’s call it four hundred. I’m having banking issues right now, so it’ll be cash.”

      Will it? Will it?

      “Do internships pay minimum wage?” I asked skeptically.

      “This one does.” Rosie pulled out her phone and pressed dial on a number she had already input before she joined me in the booth again.

      “What are you—”

      Rosie held up a finger. Her call had been answered. “Hi, this is Tiffany Black Investigations, I need to talk to someone about Jane Doe patients… that’s right, females with no name or ID…” Did she just begin working? “…No, not current. Twenty-four years and eleven months ago…”

      My own phone started to ring. I stared at it, a little discombobulated by everything, before finally picking it up to answer. It was Ian.

      “Tiff! I got rid of her. Finally. Did you meet the client? Could you handle it without me? You’re going to have to get used to it, you know. I won’t be there to look after you soon.”

      “Yes, I met him. And don’t worry, I found a new assistant.” There was dead silence. “Are you still there?”

      “What do you mean you found a new assistant? Where? When? Why haven’t I been consulted? I need to vet them, Tiff. Make sure they’re up to the job!”

      “It’s only on a trial basis.”

      “When are you coming back? We have to talk about this case. I’m not gone yet, you know. And is he coming with you? What’s his name?”

      “Her name is Rosie, and I haven’t had much luck shaking her yet, so I expect so.”

      I said goodbye to Ian, and Rosie stood up opposite me.

      “Let’s go, boss.”

      “Go?”

      “To see Ian. That’s clearly who you were just talking to.”

      “No luck with your phone call?”

      “Not yet. I’ll call all the other major hospitals in Las Vegas and within a couple of hours from here before tomorrow morning.”

      She was proactive at least. Initial enthusiasm, insane obsession, or steady competence? Time would tell.

      We took a taxi back to my building, but Rosie spent the whole time calling hospitals, so I just listened in, still trying to get a handle on what exactly had happened and how I had a new assistant pop up seemingly out of thin air. A gift from the PI fairy godmother? Or a random fruit loop who would soon be an albatross around my neck? You never could rely purely on first appearances. My recently incarcerated secret admirer turned ex-stalker had made a good first impression on me, but look how that turned out.

      Ian opened the door before we even reached it and stood with his hands on his hips looking Rosie up and down.

      “Fresh meat.”

      Rosie put her own hands on her hips and mimicked Ian’s analytical gaze. “Old rope.”

      “Old… you can’t talk to me like that!”

      Rosie just looked puzzled, as if not even understanding what Ian had said—she could talk to him like that, and she just had.

      “We’re coming in, Ian. I’ll tell you about Anthony.”

      Muttering to himself, Ian led us inside, and the two of us sat on his white leather sofa. Rosie did not sit but slowly began to walk around.

      “Sit down,” Ian gestured to the other end of the sofa, next to me.

      “No, thank you.” Rosie began to examine the shelves of video games, her head slowly scanning left to right on each level, as if she were checking every title and then memorizing them.

      “Right, Ian, here’s what I got from Anthony…”

      Ian pored over the files, scoffing at the statistical analysis of the psychics, flipping through the reports from prior investigators, and running an eye over the contact sheet. Rosie, meanwhile, moved onto examining Ian’s various fantasy and science fiction figurines.

      Meow. Snowy appeared from the bedroom and walked straight over to Rosie.

      “Cat,” she said. She crouched and rubbed Snowy’s head, who immediately began to purr loudly.

      Ian bristled by my side. “Her name is Snowflake, Princess Snowflake, or Snowy, not cat.”

      Rosie shrugged and picked Snowy up while she resumed examining Ian’s shelves. Snowy lay contentedly in Rosie’s arms, to Ian’s irritation.

      “So, is this guy a bit crazy?” Ian asked, waving the sheaf of papers covering the input from the psychics.

      “I think he might just be desperate. He had no luck with the police or other investigators, so he turned to people who were happy to tell him what he wanted to hear.”

      “But it’s all garbage, right? It’s just made-up stuff.”

      Rosie turned around from her inspection of Ian’s home. “Not necessarily. Good psychics cold read people, extract information from them, then feed it back to them. They may have given us information that Anthony himself didn’t realize he already knew.”

      When Rosie said we, I sensed Ian tensing.

      “Yeah, yeah, cold reading, that’s clever stuff,” Ian said. “What I meant was there’s no such thing as actual psychics. It’s just intuition.”

      “Obviously.” Rosie immediately turned and moved to the other side of the television to begin checking the shelves containing Ian and Sally’s movie collection, Snowy still in her arms.

      “So she could be dead,” Ian said. “Buried out in the desert.”

      “That’s a possibility,” I agreed.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Rosie said with her back to us. “We follow the clues and find her, dead or alive.”

      “She could be hiding from Anthony,” Ian offered. “What’s he like? Do you think he could be violent? Or obsessive?”

      “It’s a possibility. It’s been twenty-five years, and he’s still looking for her, so that certainly indicates at least a certain amount of obsession. But maybe it’s just true love.”

      Ian pulled out the contact sheet from Anthony’s files. “Here, there’s a list of his ex-wives. That tells us something. He must have gotten over Monica, at least to a certain extent, if he got married to someone else. And we can find out from them if he’s obsessive or not.”

      “We should check if he has a criminal record,” Rosie said. “Maybe he had other, bad, relationships and he hasn’t given us the contact information for them.”

      “Good point,” I said, but then regretted it when I saw Ian’s expression turn dark.

      “And do we know if she exists?” Ian said next, quickly, as if trying to beat Rosie to another possibility. “If he believes in psychics and the like, could he have imagined Monica?”

      “Good thinking,” I told him. “He actually told me he thought he heard Monica in the café we were in. He said it happens all the time. I thought he meant it was just like a feeling, but if it’s literal, then he could be having auditory hallucinations. Perhaps Monica never existed at all.”

      “She did,” Rosie said. “I searched earlier in the café. Her last name, Galgavhan, is unique. It was easy enough to find newspaper archive reports, and she was mentioned in various UNLV publications. She was a student in the college of fine arts.”

      I patted Ian on the knee. “It was a good thought, considering what he told us.” I looked up to see Rosie had turned around. “And good work digging that up already.”

      “Then,” Ian said, “if she was real, we need to find out whether the relationship was real. You’ve heard Anthony’s side, it will be interesting to hear what her friends and family have to say.”

      “Yep, that’s definitely going on our list of things to do.”

      “I mean, he could have been some kind of stalker. Still obsessed. Perhaps she fled from him. We need to check that out, Tiff. Imagine if that’s what it was, and you finally tracked her down for him after she’d been hiding for twenty-five years!”

      “Yep, we’ll definitely do that.”

      Rosie set Snowflake down on the floor, and the little cat walked over to her human-bed-shaped cat bed and settled down in a loaf of bread pose, eyes mostly closed, while she surveyed her domain with satisfaction.

      Rosie wandered off behind us to continue examining every last knick-knack and shelf in Ian’s living room. Then, from the doorway, she called, “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      “Where—” I began, but Ian held up a finger to shush me. “See you in a bit!” I called after her.

      We heard Ian’s front door open, and then he turned to look at me.

      “Tiff! She won’t do. She won’t do at all!”

      “No?”

      “She’s too bossy! And full of herself! And did you see the way she manhandled poor Snowy?”

      Snowy slowly blinked at us, and I could still detect a faint purr rumbling from her chest.

      “She is a bit odd. It was the strangest thing. She was gambling at my table at The Treasury, but it turned out she was banned and got kicked out. They sent me home early, too, because it was at my table. Then I go to meet that client, and there she is!”

      “Oh, she doesn’t sound trustworthy at all, Tiff. What kind of person gets banned from a casino?”

      “Card counters, for one. I’m pretty sure that’s what she was doing.”

      Ian tutted and shook his head.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m pretty sure you’ve tried to come up with systems to beat the house before.”

      “Oh, but that’s different. I did it just for fun or to make some pocket money. I’m not a scammer, Tiff.”

      And I’d seen no evidence that Rosie was, either. But I didn’t want to defend her too much if she was making Ian feel threatened. Of course, it was a little silly, since Ian was leaving soon anyway, but she was clearly still getting to him.

      “Not to worry, she’s only working on a trial basis. An intern. If she’s no good, I’ll give her the chop.”

      “You should do it right now, Tiff. Kick her to the curb.”

      “I’ve kind of promised her a trial period already. I think I should let it play out, see how she does.”

      Ian shook his head, his expression dark. “I think you’re making a mistake.”

      “Hey, you know that’s how I learn best.”

      Ian laughed, even though the same was definitely true for him. “You’re not wrong there, Tiff.”

      Rosie had stepped out in the hall but had left the door resting against its latch. I felt the draft as it swung open again. “I’m back.”

      “Great,” Ian said sarcastically. “Didn’t get lost then?”

      Rosie walked in front of us and gave Ian a quizzical look. “The hallway is a straight line. It would be rather hard to get lost. Do you have trouble with it?”

      “Of course not!”

      Before they could begin to bicker, I got us back on target. “Okay, I think I want to find out a bit more about Anthony to start with. Maybe talk to his ex-wives. What do you guys think?”

      Ian nodded. “Excellent, we’ll do that, and we’ve got their numbers right here. We can do it first thing in the morning.”

      “Or now,” Rosie suggested.

      “Afraid I can’t do that today,” Ian said with a shake of his head. “I’ve got another potential house sitter coming by in half an hour. And I only just got rid of the last one!”

      “Yeah, how did you manage that anyway?”

      “Oh, well, I didn’t. Not exactly. She got a phone call from someone else looking for a house sitter. Apparently, it sounded more promising than here, and she just got up and walked off.”

      “You should have told the other person what she’s like,” Rosie said. “Yelled it down the phone to warn them.”

      “No way! She never would have left.”

      “You passed on your problem to that other poor householder,” Rosie said with a shake of her head. “Despicable.”

      “Despicable? Despicable? Tiff! Tell her I’m not despicable.”

      “Rosie, Ian isn’t despicable. And that woman isn’t his responsibility. It was a no-win situation.”

      Rosie just shrugged.

      “Right!” I said. “We’ll carry on tomorrow. Good luck with the interview, Ian. “Rosie, I’ll give you a ride.”

      “Good idea,” Ian said. “Drive her to Reno.”

      “I’m not driving her to Reno.” I turned to Rosie. “You don’t live in Reno, right? Because that would be a commute and a half.”

      Rosie just shook her head and headed for the door. I patted Ian on the shoulder. “See you later! I’ll bring back pizza. Let’s watch a movie with Sally.”

      “Assuming this next house sitter leaves,” Ian said despondently.

      “I’m sure they will.”

      Rosie cleared her throat noisily by the front door.

      What did she think I was, a taxi service?

      Maybe Ian was right and I should cut my losses sooner rather than later. I could drop her at home and tell her the deal was off. It didn’t work out. I still didn’t know if I even wanted an assistant.

      Trying to decide how to put an end to it with Rosie, I left Ian and Snowy and figured out how I would break the news.
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      In my car, I asked Rosie where I could drop her.

      She gave me a quizzical look. “You can’t drop me off yet, we have an appointment.”

      “We do? Did one of those hospitals call you back?”

      “No, that’s a shot in the dark. The chances of a Jane Doe case from twenty-five years ago working out now are pretty slim. We’re meeting the Not-Monica Club.”

      “The what now?”

      “The Not-Monica Club. Anthony’s ex-wives. That’s what they call themselves—the Not Monicas. When I spoke to Candy—that was his first ex-wife—she suggested we meet with them. She said it’s been too long since they all got together.”

      “When did you arrange this?!”

      “When you were trying to placate Ian. I don’t like to waste time, so I got to work, out in the hallway.”

      What could I do but go along with it? We did want to speak to his ex-wives, and like the old saying goes, there’s no time like the present.

      “Where are we meeting them?”

      “There’s a new cocktail bar at The Tremonte, up on the top floor.”

      “Yeah, I know it.” I didn’t tell Rosie that the owner of The Tremonte was a personal friend of mine and that I’d visited the bar before. “We should bring Ian.”

      “No, we shouldn’t. He has to meet the house sitter.”

      “Right. Yes. Ugh.”

      Rosie drummed the fingers of both hands on her knees impatiently. Frowning, but not quite sure whether I was pleased at Rosie’s competence and efficiency or annoyed at how ahead of ourselves she was putting us, I drove us over to The Tremonte. During the journey, Rosie resumed calling hospitals in an ever-increasing radius, each fruitless result not deterring her from making the next call with the same ruthless efficiency as she approached everything.

      We exited the elevator into The Tremonte’s Cocktail Sky Lounge. Rosie immediately scanned the area, and then, with a decided nod, headed for a large table at which three blonde women were sitting. “That’s them,” she said on the way over.

      “Hey, guys!” Rosie said, speaking way louder than I expected.

      The three women all looked up and smiled. Each of them had a red cocktail sitting on the table in front of them. “I am so excited to meet you all! We’re Tiffany Black Investigations—I’m Rosie, and the quiet one’s Tiffany.”

      The quiet one!? Rosie had switched to a whole new personality during the walk from the elevator. Was she some kind of chameleon?

      “Oh, my, gosh! I love your nails—Candy is it?” Rosie held Candy’s hand between her own, admiring the turquoise blue polish on them while causing the other woman to blush. “I have got to sit next to you so you can tell me where you got them done.”

      Rosie slid between Candy and the woman next to her and then nodded to an empty seat across the table for me to take.

      “Good evening, everyone. Thanks for agreeing to meet us.” I was just about to sit when Rosie held up a hand to stop me.

      “Tiffany, be an absolute doll, and get us a couple of Cosmos. Us girls need our Cosmos, don’t we?”

      The three other women burbled agreement and glugged back some of their own. Rosie had immediately recognized their cocktails and then instilled a sense of camaraderie by saying she wanted the same. She sure was good, but she was also stealing my thunder a little. What was I, the drinks girl, now?

      “Be right back.”

      I got myself an alcohol-free cocktail because I wanted to stay sharp. Since Rosie hadn’t requested the same, I figured I’d let her have full-strength. It might also slow her down a little. She kept leaving me feeling slightly flustered and struggling to keep up. Maybe I just needed time to get used to her and her eccentric ways.

      By the time I returned with the Cosmopolitans for Rosie and me, she was firmly ensconced among the group of women, chatting away as if she’d known them for years.

      “Tiffany,” Rosie said excitedly. “This is Candy, she was Not-Monica number one. Say hi, Candy.”

      “Hi, Candy!” said Anthony’s first wife, before collapsing into giggles. When she recovered, she smiled at me again. “I never knew private investigators were so fun. I was Anthony’s first wife. We were married for five years, from two thousand until oh five.”

      Rosie turned to her other side. “And this is Lola, she was Not-Monica number two. Say hi, Lola!”

      “Hi, Lola!”

      Lola could have been Candy’s sister. They both had long, center-parted, straight blond hair, blue eyes, and lightly bronzed skin. Sitting down, it was hard to tell exactly, but I would bet they were within a couple of inches of each other in height, and there couldn’t be more than five pounds weight difference between them.

      “As Detective Rosie said, I was wife number two. Two-thousand-seven until twenty-twelve before we called it quits.”

      “And you are?” I said to the third.

      Rosie swung an arm over Lola, reaching across to squeeze the third woman’s shoulder like they were old friends. “And this little minx is Sugarpie. Say hi, Sugarpie!”

      Sugarpie gave me a little wave. “Hi, Sugarpie!” More giggles. More laughter. “I was lucky—or, I guess, unlucky number three. Twenty-fifteen until twenty-twenty before we were done.”

      Sugarpie, too, could have passed as the sister of the other two women. I took a sip of my drink while I tried not to get overwhelmed by the three boisterous blondes and Rosie.

      “So you guys have a, what, a club? You’re friends?”

      “Yep! We’re the Not-Monicas,” Candy said. She seemed to be the leader of the group, presumably because she was the first to marry him. If you want to join, you’re going to have to marry Anthony!”

      “I don’t think Tiffany or I will be joining.” Rosie gave a dramatic sigh. “Something tells me we’re not his type.”

      The three not-but-almost-Monicas giggled again. Even their laughs were similar.

      “Probably for the best,” Sugarpie said. “It didn’t exactly work out for any of us.”

      “So how come you all know each other?” I asked them.

      “Candy came to my wedding,” Lola said.

      “And Candy and Lola both came to mine!” Sugarpie said. “The three of us became friends while I was still married to him. Then, when it didn’t work out, we became besties, didn’t we girls?”

      They all put their hands together and squeezed each other's in agreement, Rosie happily giggling along with them, right in their midst. I felt like an outsider, with the four of them bunched together and me watching on.

      “So Anthony hired you?” Lola asked. “I think we can all guess why, right? Say it with me girls…”

      “To find Monica!” The three ex-wives and Rosie said in unison.

      “That’s right.” I decided to try and join in the banter with a little humor of my own. “So, umm, do any of you know where she is? It would save us a lot of trouble!”

      It worked! The four of them—three of them, and Rosie—all laughed again. They sure were a fun-loving bunch.

      “Honey, if anyone knew where Monica was,” Sugarpie said, “none of us would know each other.”

      “Oh well, it was worth a try. Could you tell us a little about Anthony? What was it like being married to him? What kind of husband was he?”

      Rosie gripped the hands of the two girls next to her. “But we don’t need to know everything, okay?”

      More giggles.

      Lola took the lead. “I think we all had the same experience, didn’t we girls?” Murmurs of agreement. “When he met each of us, he was at a stage in his life where he wanted to”—all three of them made air quotes—“Move on!” More giggles, then Lola resumed. “He wanted to put the past behind him. Settle down. And he charmed us, romanced us, and everything was pretty great. All three of us got married within six months of meeting him. He told us briefly about Monica, like it was old news, just background information to get to know him. We all have baggage, yada, yada. But about two years in, he started talking about Monica more. Wondering where she was, what had happened to her. While he was married to me, he started seeing psychics. He made good money, but thanks to him, the psychics started making great money. I put up with it for another couple of years, but finally he admitted he couldn’t get over Monica. We split up on good terms. Apart from still thinking about Monica all the time, he wasn’t a bad guy really. I know plenty of women who had worse marriages.”

      “And you two?” I said to the other two.

      “Pretty much the exact same story,” Candy said.

      “Me too,” said Sugarpie. “I knew he had two ex-wives, but—no offense, girls—he was totally over them. But what I didn’t realize was that he wasn’t over his missing ex-girlfriend from way before he was married until it was too late.” She shrugged. “Live and learn, right? And hey, I met these awesome ladies thanks to him!”

      “You girls are the best,” Rosie told them breathlessly. “You’re so lucky to have such good friends.”

      “Aww, you’re a sweetie,” Sugarpie said, patting Rosie’s hand.

      “Thanks. Tell my boss that!”

      The three friends all looked at me. “You’ve got a great assistant here.” “She’s lovely!” “Hold onto this one!”

      “When you all broke up with him, how did he react?”

      Lola shrugged. “He was… okay. I mean, he made an effort to fix it. He said he was going to try and forget Monica. But his heart wasn’t in it. And when I—and the others—said we just didn’t feel we could compete with Monica, he pretty much accepted it. He didn’t make it difficult.”

      “A marriage ending is never fun,” Candy added, “but as divorces go, ours were pretty painless.”

      More murmurs of agreement.

      “And you’re all friends now. That’s great. How often do you meet up?”

      “Every three months or so,” Sugarpie said with a shrug. “We should do it more often.”

      “We would, if we weren’t so busy,” Lola said. She nudged Rosie. “Thanks for arranging this for us today. It’s really given me a lift.”

      “Hey, that’s what Tiffany Black Investigations does.” Rosie said. “Solve problems and make people feel better. Isn’t that right, boss?”

      “Mm, right, yes.” That hadn’t exactly been my mission statement, but I guess it kind of fit. “Okay, and he sounds like he was pretty decent to you guys. Did he ever have a bad temper with other people? Or a history of violence?”

      “Nope.” “No way.” “Wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      As I figured. They would have mentioned it earlier if he was like that.

      “And any theories about what happened to Monica? Do you think she might have left him? Run away?”

      The Not-Monicas all shook their heads. None of them had any idea. They had only heard about Monica second-hand, and their impression was that the relationship with Anthony had been good, but of course, they’d only really heard his side of it. Her disappearance truly was a mystery as far as they were all concerned.

      Rosie finished her Cosmopolitan and stood up. “It has been so, so, so much fun hanging with you guys. You are the best.”

      “Aww, we love you too, Rosie,” Sugarpie said to cries of agreement. “And nice to meet you, Tiffany!”

      “Yes, lovely to meet you all as well. I’ll leave you my card. If you think of anything that might be useful, please call me anytime.”

      They called out goodbyes, good lucks, and farewells until we were inside the elevator and the doors were closed. Rosie switched off her Not-Monicas personality and was back to her normal—if that was the right term—self.

      “Three women who all look the same, and all look like Monica used to look. Similar personalities. Interesting.”

      “Yes, they were. You, err, got on well with them, Rosie…?”

      She cocked her head at me. “That’s my job, isn’t it? I read that if people like you and trust you, they’ll give you more information. Is that incorrect?”

      “No, it’s not incorrect. It’s right. I was just surprised. Ian would have handled it differently.”

      Rosie shrugged. “Yes, I expect so.”

      “I’ll drop you home. You can direct me.”

      “We could visit some hospitals.”

      “Yeah, no. Not tonight. We’re done for the day, Rosie. I’m driving you home, and that’s that.”

      Rosie hesitated a moment and then nodded.

      As soon as the valet had brought my car back around, Rosie was back on her phone calling medical centers, covering the mouthpiece every now and then to give curt directions.

      Ten minutes later, she had just finished her third fruitless phone call when she told me I could drop her off on the side of the road.

      “But where’s your place?” We were just coming up on a Walmart, but there were no apartments or houses along this strip of road.

      “This’ll do.”

      “I can’t drop you here. It’s the side of a road.”

      Rosie grimaced. “Fine. Go in there.” She pointed to the Walmart parking lot.

      “Need to do some shopping?”

      She didn’t answer, but when we were in the parking lot, she pointed toward the back. I slowly piloted my car in that direction. Rosie pointed at an old Toyota Corolla parked under a streetlamp, about the same vintage as my Camry, though even worse for wear.

      “Oh, you parked here and you want to drive home. You should have said.”

      Rosie didn’t say anything. As I pulled in next to her car, I saw the inside of the vehicle looked to be packed almost full, and the windows were covered with clothing hanging down to block the view of the inside.

      “Oh.”

      Rosie nodded. “Oh,” she repeated.

      “You’re living in your car.”

      “Millions of us do. It’s cozy.”

      I snorted, though I wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be a joke or not.

      “Oh yeah, I bet under the Vegas sun it’s real cozy.”

      “I go out in the daytime. Especially now I’ve got a job.”

      Ugh. I’d told Ian I was going to fire Rosie. But now I realized I couldn’t. Apart from being slightly strange, her performance had been near-faultless, and she was homeless for goodness' sake. Tiffany Black can be a tough cupcake when she needs to be, but I’m not completely heartless.

      “Do you want to find a motel or something?”

      “No. It’s not much, but it’s home. I’d rather have the money than live in a budget motel for the time being. Right. Where shall we meet tomorrow? How about where we met Anthony. Decadent for You. Eight o’clock.”

      “Eight is a little, uh, early. Most investigative work starts a little later in the day.” At least it does for Tiffany Black Investigations. “Let’s call it ten.”

      “Okay, that’s fine. It’ll give me time to walk over.”

      “Don’t you mean drive?”

      Rosie gave me a half-smile. “Uh, it’s a great car, but it doesn’t drive so good right now.”

      “Ah.”

      I dug into my bag and pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. “Here, get a ride tomorrow, and buy yourself something to eat.”

      Rosie frowned at the money. “I don’t need handouts.”

      “Call it an advance on your pay.”

      Rosie gave a quick nod and took the money. She opened the door and got out. She started to close the door then paused and stuck her head back in. She gulped. “Thank you for giving me a chance.”

      “Good night, Rosie.”
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      Stone’s cough on the phone earlier worried me, so after dropping Rosie off, I stopped by the hospital. Visiting hours were over, but that wasn’t going to stop me. I grabbed a clipboard from the trunk of my car and a pen and marched inside. You can go a long way in life with a clipboard in hand and an air of authority.

      I marched up to the nurse’s station.

      “Spot-check. What time did your shift start?”

      The young nurse blinked nervously. “Uh, seven o’clock.”

      I scribbled onto the paper on my clipboard and gave a sharp nod. “How many hours this week?”

      “I’m scheduled for sixty.”

      I scribbled something else down.

      “Keep up the good work!”

      Legs and arms swinging like I owned the place, I marched down the hallway to Stone’s room and quickly let myself in before the nurse could wonder what kind of spot-check I was running or indeed who I was. Thank goodness it hadn’t been an older, more seasoned nurse with a finer sense for detecting such deceit.

      After closing the door behind me, it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim light in the room. Stone didn’t greet me, so I assumed he was asleep. Not wanting to wake him, I left the light switched off, leaving the room lit only by the dim light shining from under the bathroom door and from the parking lot through the window.

      I stood over the bed and looked down at him. Still hooked up to a bunch of sensors as well as a drip, but out of his coma for a couple of weeks now, he was supposedly on the mend. Looking down, it was hard to tell. In the gloom, his skin looked sallow, and every breath he took seemed to come with an accompanying rattle.

      He looked bad. Real bad. But they had told me he was getting better. The trauma of the gunshot wound had been dealt with, as had the internal bleeding and shock. A few days ago, Nanna and I had dropped by, and Stone had been almost his old self.

      But now, he looked terrible. Like death warmed over—or perhaps death-slightly-microwaved. That was it—I was going to demand some answers from the doctors as soon as I could. Of course, it was too late in the evening then, and I wasn’t even supposed to be there. The next day, I decided.

      In the meantime, he was hooked up to sensors which would sound an alert if anything went seriously amiss. I stood over him a couple of moments more then turned to leave.

      “Going… so soon?”

      “Stone?” I looked down at him and saw his eyes were now open. “You’re awake?”

      His bedsheet rustled and a hand lifted in a wave and then dropped back down to the bed, like his energy was spent.

      “How’s… things? News?” Stone, never much of a speaker when he was healthy, was using even shorter sentences than normal. It would be up to me to do most of the talking.

      “Oh, there’s all kinds of news. It’s going to be a whole new world when you get out of here! Of course, you know Ian and Sally are leaving, but now their plans are really progressing. Ian’s been having a nightmare interviewing potential house sitters.” I told him about the woman who wouldn’t leave. Stone coughed a laugh out, and it didn’t sound healthy.

      “And here’s something weird. This woman just appeared in my life saying she was going to be my new assistant. She worked with me today.”

      “Yeah?”

      “She was good… maybe a little too good.” Something occurred to me. “Say, maybe you’ve heard of her. Rosie McCann?”

      “No…”

      “Huh. Well, I’ve taken her under my wing on a trial basis. We worked well together, but now I think about it, I can’t help but feel like she’s done this before.” I tapped my fingers thoughtfully on my thigh.

      “Spy?”

      I laughed. “A spy? Huh. Well. I mean, she’s surprisingly good. But I wonder why anyone would want to infiltrate my little operation?”

      “Don’t… know. What’s… the case?”

      I told Stone about the skeletal hand in the submerged car’s trunk and the missing woman, and then how Rosie had helped me out.

      “Sounds… good. Maybe she’ll be a… good replacement.”

      “Yeah. Maybe. Ian wants me to get rid of her, of course, but I think he might be just a teensy bit jealous.”

      Stone chuckle-coughed again. He knew how Ian could be.

      “Good not to work… alone.”

      “Yes, yes, I guess it is. I thought it might be interesting to try and do my own thing again but having some backup—and someone to do some of the grunt work—could be a blessing. I think I’ll keep her trial going at least, and Ian will just have to deal with it.”

      Stone said nothing but breathed heavily.

      “You must be tired. I’ll let you rest.”

      “In a… moment. Saw… Sue Giant.”

      Sue Giant was the head of a successful life coaching organization that I’d run into a few times over the last year. We hadn’t exactly seen eye-to-eye initially, but we were now on cordial terms.

      “She came to see you?”

      “No. Outside.” Stone motioned toward the door. “Walking past.”

      “Huh. Probably visiting someone.”

      Stone gave a small nod of his head.

      The door swung open behind me.

      “And just what the hay is going on in here?” said a stern, middle-aged voice. It was not the young nurse who had been at the station but a more worldly sister who clearly didn’t like to be messed around with.

      “Hi.” I waved my clipboard. “Just checking up. Everything’s in order.”

      I went to leave, but the nurse was a stout woman who stood in the doorway with her arms folded, blocking my exit until she’d said her piece. “I know exactly who the hay you are, and you know the rules. These are not visiting hours. Put the clipboard away and don’t try that stunt again or I’ll ban your tail for good.”

      I stared spitefully at her name tag, irritated that this Treena Verone, as she was apparently called, had such power. What harm was I causing? None, that’s what. In fact, I probably lifted Stone’s spirits.

      “I was worried about him.”

      “Well don’t. He’s on the mend. And it’s our job to worry about patients, not yours. Now, off you go.” The nurse stood aside and ushered me out.

      “Bye, Stone. I’ll come by again soon.”

      “During visiting hours.”

      I muttered a not-very-heartfelt agreement and left the hospital.

      When I got home, I took out the stack of files from Anthony to glance over before I went to sleep. Before climbing into bed with the stack of paper, I checked my email and saw Anthony had done as promised. He had sent me an incredibly long document with transcripts of his discussions with psychics. He’d paid to have all of his interviews typed up, and the way they were spaced, the document was a little under two thousand pages. Yeah, I wasn’t going to rush to read through those.

      In bed, I began to read through a sheaf of stapled papers, titled by Anthony as All About Monica. The first page was dominated by a large photo of her. Long blond hair, center-parted, blue eyes, slender figure. She would have been an excellent member of the Not-Monica Club, except for the fact that, you know, she actually was Monica.

      The pages went way back to her late childhood and included school reports (good student, artistic), notes from a counselor (generally happy, but suffered from anxiety on occasion), medical records (healthy), and college transcripts. Monica had been a student at UNLV in the College of Fine Arts, majoring in Art with a specialization in photography, and averaged about a 3.5GPA.

      It was the transcripts that finally put me to sleep. It had been a long day, and reading a list of courses was just dull enough to send me off…
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      The next morning I found myself at Decadent for You a full fifteen minutes early. I headed to the counter to choose myself something suitable for breakfast. And by suitable, of course, I mean delicious. There’s no point starting a day out on a bad note, is there?

      When it was my turn, a cheerful, chubby lady with a name tag reading Cress! who looked like she had been indulging in the delicious treats on offer rather too much, took my order. With spiky green hair, a nose ring, and a half a dozen interesting-looking rings on her fingers, there was a lot of her to take in. Her brightness cheered me up of any vestiges of early morning grouchiness. Or maybe it was the sight of all the delicious pastries on offer.

      “What do you recommend?”

      “Would it be bad if I said everything?” The woman laughed, and the tinkling was so contagious I found myself joining in.

      “Tempting as that is, I don’t think I can manage everything this morning.”

      “You can’t go wrong whatever you choose. But I guess one of my favorites is the pain au chocolat. She pointed to a delicious-looking flaky, golden pastry with chocolate oozing out of either end. “But there’s just one problem with it.”

      “Oh?” I was mildly disappointed that the recommendation was about to be tainted. They looked good.

      “Once you have one, you’ll want to have another.” Cress patted her stomach. “They’re addictive.”

      “They’re not that big,” I said with a shrug and a grin that said, I can handle it! “I’ll take two!”

      Cress used silver tongs to lift one and then another of the gorgeous pastries off the crystal cake platter they were hanging out on and put them on a rectangular plate, which she set on a wooden tray along with the coffee I urgently needed.

      I took a seat back by the window in one of the light-wood booths and took a bite out of my first pastry.

      It.

      Was.

      Incredible.

      The pastry was the flakiest, butteriest, lightest, but most satisfying I’d ever eaten, and the chocolate inside was next level—not the waxy stuff you sometimes get from places that use cheaper ingredients, but the real deal stuff like they had in Europe. At least I figured it must be because I’d never had anything quite like it.

      With my first pastry finished, it was time to get to work. It was hard to force myself to do anything but gobble down the next one, and I had to exercise some serious willpower to get it done. I took off my metaphorical pastry-stuffer hat and put on my metaphorical PI hat. Then, I took out my phone.

      First things first was to call my friend Emily. She had just returned from her honeymoon with Jack Weber, owner of the Tremonte, and we needed to do some serious catching up.

      But also, I wanted to see what she could tell me about a certain skeletal hand found in a recently rediscovered car…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat back in the booth while I chatted with Emily, catching up with her and hearing just a few of the incredible things she and Jack had been up to on their honeymoon.

      There was the dim sum she’d eaten in Hong Kong, the crispy duck in Beijing, the curries in Mumbai, and when she started talking about Michelin-starred restaurants in Paris, it was almost too fantastic to imagine. Her new husband had treated her like a queen, and her only lament was that it couldn’t have gone on longer.

      But Emily was also a homicide officer with limited annual leave, and, even more pressing, she was heavily pregnant and absolutely wanted to be home rather than jet-setting when she gave birth.

      Finally, I let her ask a question about how I was doing. And when I talked about me, the first thing that popped into my head was, of course, the severed hand in the trunk of a newly found car and the case I was working on.

      “Yeah, Elwood told me about that,” Emily said. “And it was there for twenty-five years? Talk about a cold case.”

      “Tell me about it. I don’t suppose you heard anything about what forensics discovered about the hand?”

      “Nope, it’s not yet a homicide case, even if it is creepy as all get out. I can probably poke around and dig up what they found out. It’s not exactly my area of expertise, but I think a hand that’s been in water for a quarter-century may not give us much in terms of DNA. They should at least be able to narrow it down to male or female, approximate age, previous injuries to the hand and so on. That should help. Without a body to go with it, and considering the age of the evidence, I don’t think the captain’s going to throw too many resources into it from our end.”

      “Yeah, I figured. Thanks, but don’t put yourself out. You need to take it easy, remember?”

      “If Jack and his mother had their way, I’d be wrapped in bubble wrap with servants waiting on me hand and foot.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      Emily snickered. “Yeah, it actually doesn’t. But I want to keep my job, so I’m still putting in appearances here. Elwood thinks I shouldn’t even be allowed to leave the building in my condition, as he puts it. I’m going to have to sneak out next time there’s a scene to investigate.”

      The door of the café opened, and my new intern assistant arrived. And she didn’t look good.

      “Emily, I have to go! Talk to you soon.”

      I hung up and just stared at Rosie. She was still wearing pajamas and her face was streaked black. Was that soot? She gave me a wave before joining me and dropping into the other side of the booth. Immediately, a vague aroma of smoke wafted over me. Looking closer, it appeared that some of the tips of Rosie’s curly brown hair looked singed.

      “Rosie! Are you okay?”

      She looked down at herself, blinked and shrugged. “Rough night.”

      “Rough night?! What the heck happened?”

      “I went to sleep about midnight. Early this morning, someone decided to give me a wakeup call by smashing the front passenger-side window and throwing in a Molotov cocktail. It certainly woke me up.”

      “But… your car? Your belongings?”

      Rosie looked down at herself. “I’ve still got my pajamas.”

      “You lost everything?”

      “It got real toasty, real quick. I didn’t have time to pack.” Rosie shook her head as if something irritating but not horrifically traumatic had happened. “So, what’s the plan for this morning?”

      “The plan is to sort you out first, Rosie! You can’t wear pajamas, and you need to wash, and you need some clothes.”

      Rosie shrugged. “I can wear pajamas. I’m doing it right now, in fact. I’ll wash my face in the washroom. I’ll buy some clothes if I need them.”

      “You do need them. Goodness, who was it? Were they caught?”

      “No. They ran away. Perhaps it was kids playing a prank.”

      “Firebombing someone’s car isn’t a prank. It’s arson. You were in the car—it’s attempted murder!”

      “Mm, I guess.” Rosie shrugged and sighed. “We’ve got work to do, haven’t we? I was thinking that next we—”

      “Rosie!” When she stopped speaking, I took her hands and gave them a calm down squeeze. “First, I order you to eat this pain au chocolat. You need it more than I do. And you’re going to drink a coffee. Then, you’re buying some clothes and booking into a motel. I know a place, it’s not the best, but it’s reasonably priced, near the university. The Coach Motel. I’ll cover it for you during your, err, internship.

      “You don’t need to do that. I know a few places I can sleep for free.”

      I raised my eyebrows skeptically.

      “There’s a bridge I know, down by—”

      “If you’re going to work for me, you can’t sleep under a bridge. It’s forbidden! It’s against my terms of employment!”

      Rosie stared down at the pastry, teeth gritted.

      “I’ll arrange the motel. And that’s that. Now eat. I’ll get you a coffee.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      While I was waiting to order from Cress, my phone rang, and this time it was Stella Smithfield, who worked in Human Resources at The Treasury. She didn’t waste time on pleasantries and informed me that I had a meeting in an hour, and that I’d best not be late if I valued my employment.

      “Hon, is everything alright?” Cress asked when I got to the counter. I guess I was glaring rather meanly at my phone.

      “Huh? Oh, yeah. Sorry. Bad phone call.”

      “Boyfriend troubles?”

      I laughed. “No. Worse than that. HR.”

      Cress fake shuddered and then took my order. When I got back to the booth, Rosie had finished the pastry and was sitting with her hands clasped neatly in front of her, as if completely oblivious to the fact that she looked precisely look someone who had just climbed out of a burning vehicle while still wearing their pajamas.

      “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to get cleaned up and get some clothes. I’ve got to go by The Treasury for a meeting. Did your phone survive?”

      Rosie lifted it up and waved it at me.

      “Okay. The motel will be taken care of, and here’s…” I took my wallet out of my purse and took out the remaining two fifty-dollar bills. “…another advance on your pay. For the clothes and some toiletries or whatever.”

      “You don’t need to do that. I can wash up in bathrooms, and I really do know some good free places to stay.”

      “Condition of employment,” I repeated.

      Rosie hesitated then took the proffered money. “If that’s the case, I don’t have a choice.”

      “No, you don’t.” I searched her face again for some more clues about this stranger who had just burst into my life. I didn’t find any. She watched me back, impassively, as if it had just been another morning for her. I hoped to goodness this wasn’t how most of her mornings went.

      “Rosie. What’s up? Like… where did you come from? And why are you so adamant you want to work for me? You’re clearly smart, maybe even brilliant, and yet…”

      “And yet my life’s a mess?”

      “I didn’t mean that.” I totally did, but it would have been incredibly impolite to say so.

      “It is a mess. You’re right that I’m smart. As a kid, people used to tell me all the time, Rosie, you’re too smart for your own good. I didn’t believe them, of course. But recently, I’ve come to realize, that maybe they were right.”

      “There’s no such thing as too smart for your own good. That’s just a stupid thing people say.”

      Rosie looked down at her black-streaked pajamas and then back up at me and shrugged. She didn’t need to say anything.

      “You’ve obviously made a few bad decisions, but we all do that. What’s made you want to be a private investigator? It’s not exactly the most stable of jobs, and it can be dangerous, and for someone as smart as you, I’m sure there are plenty more lucrative careers you could find.”

      Rosie shook her head. “Too smart for my own good. It’s true. So I decided to model someone who was doing well. And I chose you.”

      “What do you mean you chose me?”

      “I saw you in the newspaper three times, for solving murders. It intrigued me. I looked you up. I read about more cases you’ve been involved in. And I realized, this is the kind of person I should be. If I’m so smart, why aren’t I like her? So I started researching you a little. I heard your assistant was leaving—”

      “Speaking of which, where did you hear that?”

      “At a restaurant. I was at the table behind you.” Rosie shrugged. “I had a good day at the casino, so I could afford to celebrate. I haven’t had one since. I was still researching you, not yet ready to introduce myself because I didn’t have an in. Once I knew your assistant was leaving, I figured I had a chance to get to know you. To see how you operate. To find out how you manage your life so well.”

      Me?! Manage my life well?! If only she knew…

      “That sounds a little… stalkerish?”

      “Doesn’t it sound like something a private investigator would do?”

      I drummed my fingers on the table. Maybe she had a point. But it was still a bit weird. I mean, of all the people to choose as a role model, Tiffany Black shouldn’t be near the top of anyone’s list.

      “Don’t you think this could be another one of your bad decisions?”

      Rosie grinned. “Maybe! But at least you’re not homeless, and you’ve got friends and family and two careers. If I can do even a quarter of what you do, I’ll be doing better than I am now.” Rosie shrugged at me. “I think it’s worth a try. And I can help you, too. I know I can. I have skills. I just apparently don’t put them to good use.”

      “Well, this morning, I want you to use your skills to get yourself cleaned up. I’ll text you the address of the Coach Motel, and I’ll make the booking for you. I’ll pick you up this afternoon and we’ll get back to work.”

      “Thank you, Tiffany Black. I appreciate it.”

      When I left Decadent for You, I was of two minds. Half of me was pleased about how I was helping Rosie out and how with my assistance she could get back on her feet. The other half of me was wondering whether my generosity was going to turn out to be a terrible mistake.
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      Stella Smithfield sat beside a security guy I didn’t know, along with the floor supervisor Ron on one side of a wide table. I sat on the other, the center of attention, but not in a good way. I crossed my arms in front of me and waited for them to begin.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Stella began.

      Gee, what a nice thing to say.

      “About what?”

      “The occurrence yesterday. You had a card counter, a banned individual, at your table and you dealt them multiple hands.”

      “I don’t have a photographic memory. I don’t know every person banned from The Treasury. And she was wearing a disguise!”

      Stella placed a pen down on the table with a loud bang, making me start. “Were you working with her?”

      “Of course, I wasn’t working with her! Why would I do that?”

      Stella looked up at the ceiling and shook her head like I was either a complete idiot or pretending to be one, and she wasn’t fooled by me for a second.

      “To make money.”

      “I already make enough money.”

      “You haven’t been picking up many shifts the last few months,” Stella said.

      “And you know why that is. We’ve talked about it before.”

      “Your hobby?”

      “My private investigation agency?”

      Stella nodded. “Surely, that doesn’t pay enough for you to live off.”

      “Actually, it does. I earn more doing that than I do here on my best month. Look, I’ve got no interest in working with a card counter. I didn’t know Rosie McCann, and I didn’t help her in any way.”

      “Bill?” Stella said to the security guy. “Why don’t you tell us what you saw yesterday afternoon?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Bill sat up extra straight in his chair. “Yesterday, those of us who worked in security were notified that a banned customer had been gambling in the casino. I studied her image very carefully. I’m new here, you see, and I fully intend to do my very best.”

      Ugh, what a suck up. Stella beamed at him while Ron twitched and wriggled happily in his chair.

      “Go on.”

      “Later that afternoon, I was walking down Freemont Street, when what do you know, I spotted her! I actually saw the very same woman. She went into a café. Now, of course, this isn’t illegal, but I’m a curious type. I watched through the window, and d’you know who she was meeting?”

      Stella rubbed her hands together excitedly.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Her!” Bill jabbed a finger my way. “She sat down with her!”

      “And if you kept watching, you would have seen me tell her to go away because I was meeting someone else. Did you see that, Bill?”

      “She did move to another booth, yes. Tiffany was meeting a man. But it can’t be a coincidence, can it?”

      “Can you explain yourself?” Stella asked me.

      “He’s right. I was meeting a man—a client for my investigation work—when that Rosie woman appeared out of nowhere and sat down. I told her to go away, and she did. I didn’t arrange to meet her, she followed me.”

      “And why would she do that?”

      Ugh. I was not going to get into explaining everything that had happened since the day before. It would look bad.

      “She wanted to ask me about how to get around being banned, but I told her I didn’t know and didn’t want to speak to her. Then she left me alone. That’s it. I never met her before yesterday, and I didn’t arrange to meet her in that café.”

      “Interesting story,” Stella said. “Ron?”

      “Our investigation is ongoing, but your statement today will be taken into consideration. Your services will not be required for your next two shifts. We’ll let you know our findings and what disciplinary action will be taken.”

      “Disciplinary action? For what? Doing my job and getting followed?”

      “Ms. Black,” Ron said. “Don’t make this difficult. You’re the one consorting with banned customers.”

      My goodness, these people were insufferable. They must be the three worst people working in any casino in Las Vegas. Some of the other dealers were awesome, as were most of the security team, but Ron, Stella, and now Bill were the absolute pits.

      “Okay, you do what you need to do. Is there anything else? I’ve got plans.”

      “Plans?” Stella repeated. “What if we needed you for a shift?”

      “Do you?”

      Ron frowned at me. “I just told you, you won’t be working your next two shifts, at the very least.”

      I stood up before I found myself screaming in frustration.

      “I’m going, then. Bye. See you. Have a great day.”

      As I left the room, I swung the door shut hard behind me. If I wasn’t mistaken, the last thing they said was something about my attitude. If they knew what my attitude toward them really was, I probably would have been banned from the premises for life.

      Outside, I took a couple of deep breaths and tried to think about something more pleasant. Like a severed hand and a woman missing for twenty-five years.

      Ahhh, I breathed out.

      Yeah.

      That was better.

      Chopped-off hands in a lake beat Stella, Ron, and Bill any day of the week.
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      I picked Rosie up at the Coach Motel in the late afternoon. Ian and I had stayed there while our building was being renovated some time before, and I knew it to be a serviceable, cheap, but not exactly luxurious place to lay one’s head. I was pleased to see she had washed up and obtained some jeans, a plain white t-shirt, and some cheap-looking but way-better-than-nothing sneakers.

      “Thank you,” Rosie said as she climbed into the car, positively beaming. “The motel is wonderful.”

      “I think wonderful’s a little strong.”

      Rosie shook her head. “I took a nap. Being able to lie down straight is quite a luxury.”

      Another twinge of sympathy ran through me. “How long were you living in your car?”

      “Not long.” Whew! “Just a couple of years.” Oh no! Rosie clapped her hands together. “So! What are we doing next?”

      I handed over a copy of the contact sheet from the files Anthony had given me. Tapping my finger against a person listed as Paula Clacker, I said, “I called Paula earlier and she agreed to meet with us. She was one of Monica’s friends from college. She still lives near the university, so it’s not far from here.”

      Paula lived in a modest but pleasant single-story home just off campus with her professor husband. She opened the door with a beaming smile and invited us to join her for sweet tea on her shady back deck.

      “He’s still looking for Monica, huh?” Paula said when we were all settled into cushioned wicker chairs, an icy glass in each of our hands.

      “That’s right. There were some new developments. His old car was found in Lake Mead.”

      Paula smiled faintly at the memory. “That noisy old thing? I remember he used to pick her up in it, proud as can be, oblivious to the angry looks he got while it rattled everyone’s windows.”

      “Oblivious or didn’t care?” Rosie asked, eyes lasered in on Paula’s face.

      “Probably both. While he wasn’t exactly wild, Anthony was spirited back then. I’m sure he’s calmed down now.”

      “Spirited? Spirited how?” Rosie asked.

      “He wasn’t a bad guy. He was young. You know how people are before we gain a few years and become a little more settled in our ways.”

      “Was he temperamental? Prone to outbursts?”

      “No, I wouldn’t say so. He was more the happy-go-lucky type. If he was inconsiderate, it was because he was thinking of the next party, the next road trip, the next adventure—the future. We were all like that, weren’t we?”

      Rosie shook her head. “No. Not all of us. Tell us about Monica. You were best friends?”

      “We were good friends, but I had another bestie already from high school. We were roommates, and we were close. Monica was a great person. Friendly, kind, pretty.”

      “You’re talking about her in the past tense,” Rosie said. “You think she’s dead? Do you have a reason to think that?”

      “No. I didn’t say that. I haven’t seen her in twenty-five years. If she’s still alive, she could have changed. I can’t speak to how she is today if she is alive.”

      “Paula,” I said, taking over from Rosie, “we know Anthony was very much in love with Monica. But was she as into him? Or was she seeing anyone else?”

      “Oh no, they were both into each other. In love, I suppose, though when you’re young you don’t really know what it means. Monica wouldn’t have cheated on him. She wasn’t built that way. I guess she had boyfriends before, but I don’t think any of them were serious until Anthony. She really thought he was the one.”

      “And did they argue? Have fights?”

      “Not serious ones. The maddest I ever saw her get was when he brought over a pepperoni pizza.”

      “Why’d that make her mad?”

      “Because he always brought pepperoni. And every time, Monica would ask if they could have something different next time, and he’d say sure. But then he’d bring pepperoni again and say he forgot. I don’t think he did forget. He just really liked pepperoni.”

      “That could be annoying,” I said with a grin.

      Paula shrugged. “It was my favorite, so I didn’t mind!”

      “Anthony is still obsessed with her twenty-five years later,” Rosie said. “What do you think would have happened if Monica had broken up with him back then?”

      “What do you mean? I guess he would have been sad. Heartbroken.”

      “Would he have harmed her?”

      Paula frowned and shook her head. “If she’d broken up with him, he would have been devastated. I’m sure he wouldn’t have hurt her though, no way. And anyway, if he had, he wouldn’t still be looking for her, would he?”

      “Did Monica have any problems that you can remember? Something that would have caused her to run?”

      Paula took a sip of tea while she thought back to her youth. “No. Not really. Occasionally a class was tough. Or she did badly in a midterm.” Paula shrugged. “At that age, a lot of things seem like major problems that aren’t, but I’m sure she didn’t have any serious enough to make her run away.” Paula ran a finger around the rim of her glass. “Oh, there was one little thing.”

      “What?” Rosie and I asked, both leaning forward.

      “She told me that someone else had a crush on her. I don’t know who it was. She said he brought her flowers once, but she didn’t accept them. Because of Anthony. Like I said, she wouldn’t have cheated on him.”

      That could be a lead! A jealous love rival could have decided that if he couldn’t have Monica, then no one could, and the worst could have happened.

      “You have no idea who this person was?”

      “No. I think she was embarrassed more than anything. She didn’t see herself as someone people would fight over or chase. She felt fortunate to have a boyfriend as nice as Anthony. When someone else expressed interest, it was like she was almost disbelieving.”

      Rosie frowned. “But she was an attractive girl.”

      “You’re right, but she didn’t really believe that. She thought she was average, nothing more.”

      “If you remember anything else about this possible crush, can you let us know?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Is there anyone else who would know about it?”

      Paula slowly shook her head while she thought. “I’m afraid not. As I say, she was embarrassed, so I doubt she told anyone else. If she told anyone, it would have been Anthony.”

      “He didn’t mention it.”

      “Then I guess she didn’t tell him.”

      Or he kept it to himself for reasons that weren’t yet clear.

      “Is there anything else you can tell us that might be useful?”

      “I’m afraid not. I spoke to the police at the time, and I’m sure I remembered a lot more back then. And also detectives, like you guys, that Anthony hired years back. There’s nothing I can tell you that will help, I’m sure of it. Perhaps you could try some of her old professors, if they’re still alive.”

      “Any in particular?”

      Paula laughed and shook her head. “I really can’t remember now. It’s been so long. But I expect you could probably dig up her records.”

      “Yes, we have them. Thanks for your time, Paula.”

      “Do let me know if you find anything out, won’t you? I still have a little hope she might be out there somewhere.”

      “Any reason in particular?” Rosie asked.

      “Just a feeling. Sometimes I think I still hear her laugh. I’m sorry. That’s silly. No, I don’t have any reason to think she’s alive, or to think she’s dead for that matter—other than the obvious. I wish I could help you more, but there’s really nothing that hasn’t been said before.”

      We thanked Paula, left a business card in case she miraculously remembered something, and got back in the car.

      “Thoughts?”

      “Seems honest. Didn’t try to mislead us. If she could remember who the crush was, that would be our best lead so far.” Rosie tilted her head in thought. “Also, I’m certain Anthony wasn’t involved in her disappearance now. We could have been hired as a ruse to make him look like he’s still earnestly searching for her, but after meeting the Not-Monicas and Paula, I’m certain that isn’t the case. Did I miss anything?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      While we had been talking to Paula, my phone had buzzed with a message. I checked it then bit my lip in thought after I read it. Then, I made up my mind.

      “Say, fancy having dinner tonight?”

      “With you?”

      “Yep. With my family.”

      “I’m not sure…”

      “It’s kind of another requirement for the position. Nanna will kill me if I take on a new assistant without her approval.”

      “Does your Nanna boss you around?”

      I laughed. “Yep.”

      Rosie frowned. “We should put a stop to that.”

      “Huh? No! I love and value her input. I don’t mean she bosses me around in a bad way; it’s in a good way. She’s always right.”

      “Always right?”

      “Yes. Now come on. We should get some chocolates to bring.”

      I parked in Mom and Dad’s driveway and hopped out, nervous-excited to introduce Rosie to everyone. It would at least help me make up my mind about her. I just wasn’t quite sure what I was hoping everyone would say.

      Rosie climbed out the passenger side and smoothed down her white t-shirt like it was a fancy dress, held her head up high, and marched up toward the front door.

      Nanna had heard me pull up and opened the door and stood in the doorway. She eyed Rosie as we came close.

      “You’re Rosie?”

      Rosie looked at me questioningly, and I shrugged back. I hadn’t spoken to Nanna about her.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Nanna said. “You better come in.”

      “Who’ve you been talking to?” I asked.

      A loud voice came from the den. “…I can’t take ten suitcases!” Nanna raised her eyebrows. Ian. She had been talking to Ian about Rosie, and presumably he hadn’t said anything nice.

      “Ah. Well, take whatever he’s said with a pinch of salt.” I leaned over and whispered. “He’s a bit jealous.”

      Rosie apparently had similar difficulties with social niceties as Ian, because instead of pretending she hadn’t been able to hear what I said to Nanna, she decided to join in. Rosie leaned over to Nanna and loudly whispered. “As he should be.”

      “I see. Well, come along. There are more people to meet.”

      In the den we found Nanna’s husband Wes, Great Uncle Joe, my cousin Amber and her toddler Angel, Ian and Sally, and Mom and Dad. I decided to save Rosie from having to answer the same questions being asked by everyone.

      “Everyone? This is Rosie McCann, she’s interning as a possible investigative assistant to replace Ian while he’s away.”

      Rosie raised a hand and gave it one sharp wave. “Hello.”

      Everyone stared at her. She stared back. Angel hopped off the sofa and marched over to her and put two fists on her hips. “Rosie? Like flower?”

      Rosie crouched down so she was eye-to-eye with Angel. “Yes. What’s your name?”

      “Angel.”

      “And are you?”

      Angel’s little brow furrowed. “What?”

      “An angel?”

      Angel looked up at me and then back at Rosie, getting irritated. “I just say! I’m Angel!” She stomped her foot for emphasis.

      “Clearly.”

      Angel gave a sharp nod and went back to the sofa, pleased to have put Rosie in her place.

      Uncle Joe gestured for Rosie to come over and talk to him, so I told her to have fun and went to the kitchen to find Nanna. She was standing over the stove, slowly stirring a big pot of rich-smelling pasta sauce that made the whole room smell like a delicious, warm hug.

      “What did Ian say about Rosie?”

      “He said she was a liar and a cheat, and he couldn’t believe you were thinking of replacing him with her.” Nanna had a twinkle in her eye. “I had a feeling she might not be quite as bad as all that. How is she really?”

      “A little… eccentric.”

      “Like Ian?”

      “Hmm. No, a different kind of eccentric.”

      Nanna giggled. “You do know how to pick them.”

      “I do, don’t I? Except I didn’t exactly pick her. She just… appeared.”

      “Like Ian.”

      I laughed. I’d met him because he happened to live on the same hallway as me—it wasn’t until years later that we found out we were actually second cousins. “It must be fate, then. Anyway, she’s very bright but seems to have gotten herself in a lot of trouble over the years. She was living in her car until this morning.”

      “She found somewhere better?”

      “No, it got firebombed.”

      Nanna stopped stirring for a moment and fixed me with a stern look. “That’s not your fault, is it? Because of the case?”

      “I sure hope not. If it is, mine might be next.”

      “Oh, that’s a thought!” Nanna said brightly.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Your car is a little old Tiffany. Surely, you could afford to upgrade it now?”

      “It does its job, and it has more character than any new car ever could. Anyway, I don’t think it’s related to our current case. To be honest, we haven’t got far yet, and I can’t see what good burning Rosie’s car would do. It’s certainly not going to make us drop the investigation.”

      “Good. You know, I went to see Stone earlier.”

      Ugh. I’d missed visiting hours.

      “Yeah? I dropped by last night and…” I looked at Nanna, curious as to what she would have to say.

      “I’m not happy,” Nanna said. “He says he’s fine and getting better, but the way he was coughing… it didn’t sound good.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “I spoke to the doctor,” Nanna said. “I insisted, even though he was supposedly busy. He said they’ve started him on antibiotics to clear a new chest infection. He says it’ll be cleared up in no time. And so does Stone.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      Nanna nodded, but it wasn’t quite as certain as I would have hoped. “I still don’t like the sound of that cough, Tiffany.”

      “Yeah. I know what you mean. But I guess we have to trust the medical team, right?”

      “I suppose that’s all we can do. Right. Can you get everyone around the table? We’re about ready to go!”

      A few minutes later, we were all seated and chowing down on the finest spaghetti, garlic bread, and salad known to man. And I’m definitely including Italy in that. I had no doubt they couldn’t produce anything better than Nanna.

      “It’s going to be even better when I make it again in a few months,” Nanna said.

      “Impossible!” Ian stated, almost sounding angry. “This is the best pasta in the world!”

      “Agreed!” Joe said.

      Rosie nodded but said nothing. It would have been rude for her to speak with the amount of food she was putting into her mouth.

      “Ah, but I’m going to grow my own tomatoes for next time.”

      “You are?” I asked, surprised. Nanna’s back yard, like most around these parts, was a desert garden that wasn’t exactly suited to growing much beyond cacti, succulents, and hardy bushes.

      “Pots!” Nanna said.

      “And, next week, a raised bed!” Wes said proudly.

      “Huh?” said the rest of us.

      “One of the ladies at church was telling me about how she grows her own salad, tomatoes, cucumbers, and all kinds of herbs,” Nanna said. “Chilis, too. And if she can do it, why can’t I? If you do it in pots, it doesn’t take up that much water.”

      “And I’m making a raised bed to increase our yield,” Wes said. “We’re starting quite the farm, aren’t we, dear?”

      “Oh, yes. And you should see Wes’s new straw hat. He looks very dapper. Like a proper gentleman farmer.”

      Wes bobbed his head proudly. “I’ll show you a photo of it after dinner,” he promised.

      “That sounds very exciting, I can’t wait to try your home-grown vegetables.” I turned to Ian. “Any luck with the last house sitter interview?”

      “Don’t ask!” Sally said loudly before Ian could answer.

      “But she already did,” Ian said with a sigh. He put down his fork. “The problem is, people who want to do housesitting are all crazy. Every last one of them.”

      “It’s true,” Sally agreed. “I thought Ian was exaggerating, but I met the final one who came by last night. I wouldn’t trust them alone in our place for five minutes, let alone a year.”

      “I’m sure something will turn up,” Nanna said. “Things always work themselves out, don’t they?”

      “No,” Ian said bitterly. “Not this time. I’ve got a feeling, Nanna. It’s going to be a disaster.”

      Sally patted his hand. “Don’t say that. We’ll figure something out.”

      “Me!” Angel shouted. We all looked at her.

      “I house sit! With Snowy!” Angel turned to Amber, who was beginning to look mildly panicked. “Mommy bring breakfast, lunch, dinner.”

      “You’re not quite big enough to live all on your own yet, baby.”

      “Not baby! Not alone! With Snowy!”

      Sally leaned over to Angel. “It’s very scary at night in our place. There’s ghosts.”

      “Ghosts?” Angel asked, her enthusiasm waning rapidly before our eyes.

      “Oh yeah,” Ian added. “Eighteen of them.”

      “Lotsa ghosts?”

      Sally nodded. “You best stay with your mom at least until you’re in grade school. She’ll protect you from the ghosts.”

      “Not that we have any at our house,” Amber said quickly. “Our house is entirely ghost-free.”

      Angel nodded. “Sorry. No house sit.”

      “Shame,” Ian said, shaking his head. “But maybe when you’re a big old first-grader!”

      Angel nodded. “I’ll brave then!”

      “Yeah, you will.”

      “So,” Uncle Joe said, “I hear you’re a card counter, Rosie? I’d love to learn all about that…”

      “But only for information purposes,” Nanna said quickly and gave her half-brother a sharp look. “You are not to learn. You’ll get us all banned.”

      “If I learned, I’d never get caught,” Joe said with a shrug.

      “Joe!”

      “Fine. But still, Rosie, can you tell us about it?”

      Rosie had already finished her plate of spaghetti, as well as several pieces of garlic bread and a large bowl of salad. It looked to me like she hadn’t eaten since the pastry that morning—and before that? I wouldn’t like to guess. She set down her knife and fork neatly and gave Uncle Joe a nod.

      And then she told us all about counting cards and some of the other frowned-upon tricks of the semi-professional casino-goers trade.

      By the time she had finished answering questions, she had fully endeared herself to most of the family.

      Later that evening, just as we were leaving and Rosie was already out in the driveway, Nanna pulled me back inside. “I think this girl is going to be just fine,” she told me with a twinkle in her eye. Then she gave me a final squeeze, pushed me out the door, and waved us off.

      Maybe, I thought, just maybe, Rosie was going to work out.
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      It was just after sunset when we left Mom and Dad’s, and I drove Rosie back to the Coach Motel. On the way, Rosie took out her phone and frowned at it.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes,” Rosie added nothing more and then resumed calling hospitals and other medical facilities to ask about Jane Doe cases from twenty-five years ago. I couldn’t help but think she was trying to put me off something. Nanna’s comment about Rosie working out still rang in my ears, but I began to doubt myself again. I still knew so little about her.

      As we drew close to the motel, I concluded that we were being followed. A black sedan had been in my rearview mirror most of the journey from Mom and Dad’s house and showed no signs of heading anywhere else.

      “Rosie, do you know that car behind us?”

      After peering over her shoulder, she gripped her knees with her hands. “It’s a… friend.”

      “A friend? Really?”

      “An acquaintance.”

      “Do I need to be worried, Rosie? Should I try and lose them?”

      “No. It’s fine. They won’t do anything. They just like to keep tabs on me.”

      “Why? Why would they do that?”

      Rosie didn’t say anything, and I began to grow frustrated as we pulled into the parking lot in the center of the Coach Motel. The black car didn’t follow us into the gravel lot but stopped on the street outside. Rosie stared at it, and so did I, wondering whether I should be reaching for my gun.

      The window on the passenger side rolled down, and Rosie sucked in a sharp breath. It was hard to make out his features, but a man inside the car stuck his arm outside the window. He wasn’t holding anything—I had my foot ready on the accelerator to floor it if he had been—but he extended an index finger and then the thumb of his hand into the shape of a gun. Pow. He fired his two-finger imaginary gun in Rosie’s direction. The window of the car rolled up, and then the sedan was gone.

      “Okay, you’ve got some explaining to do.”

      Rosie shook her head. “No. It’s just an acquaintance. That was a signal. It means they want to have a chat with me. It’s nothing.”

      “He mimed shooting you! That is not a friendly invitation for a conversation.”

      Rosie was silent for a moment, then nodded. “We had a misunderstanding. That’s all. I’ll get it cleared up soon. It won’t affect my work, I promise.”

      “I’m not worried about your work; I’m worried about you. Is this connected to what happened to your car?”

      Rosie shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

      Before I could press her any further, my phone rang, and it was Anthony. Rosie saw the name on the screen and her face lit up. “Could be news!”

      Yeah, it could. I wanted to get to the bottom of Rosie’s troubles as well, but this could prove to be more pressing.

      I answered, listened to Anthony, and then hung up.

      “Got time for another appointment this evening?”

      “Of course! I’m available twenty-four hours a day. I’m serious about this job. What did he say?”

      “He’s got his car back. Forensics have finished with it—don’t think they found much after so long, apart from the hand—and he wants us to come and see it. He says he might have found something.”

      “Something that forensics missed?” Rosie asked. “Interesting.”

      “Yeah. It sure sounds it. I’ll drop you back here when we’re done.”
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      The car was in the front driveway of Anthony’s home, a clean, modern, concrete and glass structure that he bought when he was married to Sugarpie. After they divorced, she opted for cash instead of the home, and it was now Anthony’s bachelor pad. The old, rusted, hulk of a car—which would never drive again—looked incongruous against the backdrop of the smart, floodlit home.

      Anthony was in the driveway already, and behind him was a hippieish-looking woman with necklaces and earrings and bangles seeming to weigh her whole upper torso down.

      “New girlfriend?” I joked to Rosie.

      “I don’t think so,” she said seriously. “I think that’s one of his psychics. Vivianna Farsight, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “How do you know who it is?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I researched some of the psychics he used in my free time.” Her free time?! When the heck was that?! “He believes Vivianna is the most accurate.”

      We hopped out of the car and joined Anthony. His eyes were alight with excitement.

      “I’m Rosie, Tiffany’s new investigative assistant,” Rosie shook hands with Anthony. “And you are Vivianna Farsight?”

      Vivianna smiled, the mere twitch of her lips and shoulders enough to set some of her copious amount of jewelry jingling and jangling. “Are you in possession of the gift as well?”

      “No. I’m an investigator, and I’ve looked into you.”

      “Oh, I see. Yes, I’m Vivianna. I hope you’re both open-minded, as it will be very helpful in harvesting the energy here.”

      “We’re open-minded but not empty-headed,” Rosie stated.

      I winced a little, not wanting to upset our client or his mystic. “We’re very curious as to what you have to say,” I added to soften the blow. “Can you explain what’s going on, Anthony?”

      “Vivianna got here just before I called you. As soon as she got close to the car, she said she could sense things from it already—energy, people, feelings. Vivianna says the vehicle has a lot of psychic energy in it.” Anthony looked toward Vivianna, who was already nodding.

      “Anthony asked me to hold off on doing a full reading until you arrived. If you’re ready, I’m preparing to place my hands on the vehicle so we can find out what happened here.”

      Rosie gave Vivianna a very skeptical look. “You think you can find out what happened just by touching it?”

      “Perhaps not every detail, but I will be able to get a good sense of it.”

      “Go on then,” Rosie said, hands on her hips, eyebrows raised.

      “If you three would join hands with each other, I could use the banked energy to boost my perception.”

      Anthony nodded enthusiastically and stuck his hands out. Rosie raised her eyebrows at me, and I shrugged back at her. I didn’t believe in this stuff, but I was willing to see just what Vivianna came up with. She may have drawn information from Anthony already through cold reading that might come out. We grasped hands so the three of us made a little circle, and then stood behind Vivianna.

      “I’m going to place my hands on the vehicle now. If you have any latent psychic abilities, you may feel a jolt, or perhaps something more, so be prepared.”

      “I’m ready!” Anthony said.

      Rosie rolled her eyes at me.

      Vivianna placed her hands on the vehicle and immediately gasped. “Oh! There’s a lot of energy here.”

      Anthony moaned and squeezed our hands tight. “I feel it! I can feel something!”

      “Yes, Anthony, yes you can. You’ve always had a latent talent. Ohhh… ohhh… ohhh…”

      Rosie gave me a questioning look, and I just shrugged back at her. Let it play out.

      “I’m getting… I’m getting so much! Feelings. Energy. Oh! Violence! Pain!”

      “Is it Monica? Do you sense Monica?”

      Vivianna slowly nodded. “She had been in the vehicle.”

      “Yes!” Anthony said. “Many times!”

      “Yes, yes, I can sense it. And you, your traces are still here. But there’s more. I’m getting… oh! Excitement… and more, there’s… freedom!” Vivianna began to shake, her shoulders bouncing up and down, her jewelry clicking and tinkling and jingling. “Fear! Pain! Betrayal!…”

      Rosie looked bored and let out a quiet sigh, but Anthony’s eyes were locked on his psychic and didn’t notice. Vivianna let out another moan.

      “I’m getting… a fractured person. A split path. A wound.”

      Then Vivianna let out one last, loud gasp and jumped back.

      We slowly released each other’s hands.

      “That was incredible.” Anthony sounded awestruck. “And you didn’t sense death, right? She’s still alive?”

      Vivianna took several deep breaths before she answered. “No one died in this vehicle. But something happened, something dramatic, something emotional, something heartrending!”

      “Like crashing into a lake?” Rosie asked.

      “That is the least of it,” Vivianna said with a shake of her head. “Something more dramatic happened here, something that tore someone asunder, split them, changed them forever.”

      “Like maybe losing a hand?” Rosie asked.

      Vivianna slowly nodded. “Yes, yes, that could be part of it!”

      “But did you see Monica? Can you tell us where she is now?”

      Vivianna slowly shook her head. “No, but I sense she is close. The vehicle had so much energy it became confusing. You, Monica, and other people, too.”

      “That’s been very interesting, thank you. Anthony, did you hear anything more from the police? From their forensics department?”

      “No, I don’t think they found much. They should hire Vivianna, don’t you think?”

      “I’m sure Vivianna prefers her own methods of working.”

      Vivianna caught my eye. “I wouldn’t mind consulting for them. Do you have any contacts there?”

      I just imagined telling Detective Elwood that I had a psychic for him to hire next time he had a tricky case. I’d get laughed out of the city.

      “I don’t think they have the budget for outside consultants with your specialty at the moment, I’m afraid. If I hear of anything, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thank you.”

      Vivianna wiped her brow, bracelets tinkling as she did so. “That was exhausting. Are you guys okay? Are you feeling psychically drained?”

      Rosie shook her head.

      “Definitely,” Anthony said. “I’m going to sleep well tonight, I can tell you!”

      “Yeah, me too.” It had been another long day, but this business with Vivianna had been one of the least exhausting parts of it.

      “Thanks for showing us the car—and Vivianna—Anthony. We’ll let you know when we have more information to share about your case.”

      “I recorded Vivianna’s reading,” Anthony said, waving a little voice recorder. “I’ll email you the sound file and a transcript. There might be something important in there!”

      “Uh, yeah, okay, thanks. I appreciate it. Rosie?”

      Rosie said farewell, and I drove her back to the Coach Motel.

      It felt like the case was heating up, even if we didn’t have any real good suspects yet. We were getting close. I could feel it.

      “Good night, Rosie. And call the police if you think anyone’s even thinking about breaking into your room, okay?”

      “Yes, boss. But I’ll be fine. I always am.”

      Yeah, right. That very morning when we’d met, she’d been singed and sooted-up and had lost all her possessions. She very much hadn’t been fine.

      I just hoped Rosie’s various troubles wouldn’t bring me down with them. I had to get to the bottom of what was going on with her before I decided whether I could really trust her.

      I wanted to.

      But as Nanna used to tell me when I was a kid: I want, doesn’t get.
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      Rosie and I were meeting back at Decadent for You. There was something about the place that made it feel integral to the process. It definitely wasn’t the delicious range of pastries and other treats, every one of which I wanted to sample. Absolutely not that. No, the case had started there when I first met Anthony, and it was where I had my first proper conversation with Rosie. It felt like the home base for the case, and so it was where I met Rosie again the next morning so we could carry on our investigations.

      Rosie was loitering outside when I arrived, staring and poking at her phone like she was doing something important. She probably was. She sure was efficient, I’d give her that.

      “Good morning, boss. Where shall we start today? I made a list of ten possible courses of action.”

      “Is getting a breakfast croissant and coffee on your list?”

      Rosie cocked her head and frowned. “No…”

      “Then put it in position zero, right at the top of the list! An investigator’s mind needs fuel to operate, that’s something you’re going to have to learn.”

      Rosie shrugged. “We ate yesterday. I’m good.”

      Agh! What was she like?!

      “Well, I’m not, and I’m not eating alone. And anyway, meals are when I do some of my best thinking. I bet the same’s true for you.”

      “Maybe. But hunger can sharpen the mind. Go a couple of days without food, and my mind is like a razor.”

      I didn’t want my mind to be like a razor, thank you very much. I wanted it warm and squishy and comfortable and loaded with healthful energy from a delicious bakery. That was the official Tiffany Black Investigations way of operating as far as I was concerned.

      “Today we’re doing things my way.”

      Inside, Rosie stood beside me in the line. We were greeted by Cress, who seemed delighted that I was becoming a regular.

      “Back again, huh?”

      “Can’t keep away. Now, tell me about your breakfast croissants.”

      “We’ve got ham and cheese, smoked salmon and cream cheese, egg and bacon, or hummus and roast peppers. And they are all divine.”

      “Rosie?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Eat or you’re fired!”

      That got the sharpest reaction from her I’d seen yet. Immediately, her shoulders snapped back, her chin lifted, and her eyes locked onto the display case. “Hummus and roast peppers,” she decided in an instant.

      “Excellent. And I’ll have the egg and bacon.”

      “Two wonderful choices for two wonderful customers! Grab a booth and I’ll bring them over when they’re good and hot.”

      We ordered coffees and took our customary seats by the window where we could watch the tourists bustle past outside as they began another day exploring the world’s greatest city.

      Rosie was back on her phone, tapping away at it while she researched something that was no doubt very important.

      “You’ve had a haircut!” The day before, Rosie’s hair had black singed ends, and the brown locks had been rather scruffy. But today not only was her hair newly washed and conditioned, but it had been restyled. She now had bangs which hung to just above her eyebrows in a perfectly straight line, and her hair was now just above her shoulders, again with a perfectly straight cut.

      “I didn’t have it cut. I did it.”

      Rosie looked up at me with a hint of a smile, one that said she was both proud and satisfied.

      “Huh? You did? By yourself?” I peered closer. I could understand snipping off some split ends, perhaps, but Rosie’s hair looked like it had been handled by an expert.

      Rosie lifted her phone. “I found a set of shears in a thrift store and some videos online. It’s not hard.”

      “Did you… train?”

      Rosie tapped a finger against her temple.

      “Huh?”

      “I trained in my mind. I practiced a dozen times in my head, running through the process, and then…” Rosie shrugged. “I just did it.”

      “But it looks so professional.”

      “The YouTuber I followed is a professional, that’s probably why. I just followed the instructions. A lot of life is like that.”

      “It is?” Was I getting a philosophy lesson from my new intern assistant?

      “Sure. If you can find some good instructions and then follow them carefully, you can do pretty much anything.” Rosie gave me a tight-lipped smile. “The problem is, I never found the right instructions for living life. Until now.”

      “Until… you mean me?”

      Rosie nodded. “Yes. I’m going to learn exactly how you’re so successful and so put together and become just like you.”

      Oh gee, if she knew what I was really like… I was going to have to put on a very good display of faking being put-together for her. What was I getting myself into?

      Cress arrived at our table and set down two of the butteriest, crispiest, fluffiest, and most delicious-looking croissants I’d ever seen. “Enjoy!”

      Rosie caught my eye again. “And breakfast is important, you say?”

      “Yes. Yes, it’s very important. If there’s any secret to my success, it’s breakfast. Well maybe not breakfast, maybe cupcakes.”

      “Cupcakes?” Rosie frowned. “Are they good?”

      “What do you mean are they good, they’re cupcakes!”

      “Oh. I never had one.”

      My hands slapped the table. “What?”

      Rosie leaned back warily. “I never had one. I’ve had slices of cake before.” She paused thoughtfully as a memory returned to her. “Three years ago in the summer, I had a muffin. Is a cupcake the same as a muffin?”

      “Same as a… No! Nope, nope, nope. Goodness, Rosie, you’ve got a lot to learn. A lot.”

      Rosie nodded very seriously. She was taking very careful mental note of this important information.

      “And they help you solve cases?”

      “Absolutely!” I didn’t want to get into the exact details of how that was the case, because it was a little hazy. Though I was certain they were vitally important, it was hard to explain just quite why that was. “But right now we’re doing croissants, and we need an action plan for the day. We’ll get to cupcakes later.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      “Let’s eat.”
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      After the best breakfast croissants I’d ever eaten and two huge cups of coffee, Rosie and I came up with a game plan for the day. We wanted to get a handle on whether Anthony was just a little eccentric in his beliefs or whether he was actually quite loopy. His ex-wives had been generally quite positive about him, but he hadn’t been married to any of them for all that long. We needed to speak to someone who had known him longer and knew him better.

      We were going to speak to his father.

      “Sunrise Pines is a modern, comfortable, and dynamic assisted living community for seniors who won’t settle for anything but the best,” Rosie read from the website as we drove over. “Piners, as our residents playfully call each other in a spirit of friendly camaraderie, are some of the most active, energetic, healthy and fun-loving seniors in the whole state of Nevada.”

      “And how long has Gregory been there?”

      “Eight years and three months.”

      “Know anything else about him?”

      “I gave them a call in my free time. He’s in the early stages of dementia. They said if we come in the mid to late morning, that’s when we’ll catch him at his best.”

      “Perfect timing.”

      The residential facility consisted of a large main building with many smaller ones scattered through extensive grounds. Some residents lived independently in cottages, while others with more demanding requirements lived in tasteful apartments in the large hotel-like main building. The grounds also had an outdoor pool, tennis courts, a bowling green, and plentiful paths with handrails and frequent benches for walks.

      “He’s in cottage J-21,” Rosie told me as we drove around the facility after passing the security barrier. “But the lady I spoke to yesterday implied he was probably going to move into an apartment with more help within the next few months.”

      We parked in front of the cottage, up close against its neighbors but with its own little entrance gate and ramped path to the white front door.

      Gregory opened the door a couple of moments after we knocked. He was wearing a khaki shirt and shorts and a big olive-colored hat and brown leather sandals. “I was just heading out for my walk. What can I do for you?” Gregory ran his eyes over us carefully, as if trying to figure out whether he was supposed to know us or not.

      I explained we had been hired by his son, but before I could explain why, he was already interrupting me.

      “Anthony’s a good boy! Y’see this place? It’s got everything! And he pays for it all.” Gregory let out a contented sigh. “You coming?”

      “Coming in?”

      “No! Coming on my walk. I don’t go too fast; you should be able to keep up.”

      Gregory stepped out and pulled the door closed behind him, making the decision for us. In his left hand he carried a stout wooden walking stick, but for the time being he was swinging it by his side and using it to poke things rather than to assist his steps.

      “So, he hired you. What are ya?”

      “We are Tiffany Black Investigations,” Rosie said cheerfully.

      Gregory stopped. “Huh? Investigations? Like a PI?”

      “Precisely,” Rosie nodded.

      “Whiskey and dames and dusters?”

      “It’s more coffee, cupcakes, and t-shirts, these days.”

      “Huh. What’d my son want with two girl PIs?”

      Gregory was moving again, speaking to us as we walked down the quiet road to the end of a smooth, paved path with a sign labeled Woodland Walk. He wasn’t going fast, but his steps were constant and steady.

      “He’s asked us to look for someone. But before we get to that, I wonder if you could tell us a little about him?”

      “Already did. He’s a good boy. Paid for all this.” Gregory waved his arm expansively, as if Anthony had bought the entire community, rather than just Gregory’s rather more modest piece.

      “Did he ever have any troubles over the past twenty years? You know, things like alcohol or drugs, or moving with the wrong crowds?”

      “Huh? Anthony? I thought you said you were working for him? Why would you be asking that? Doesn’t matter. He’s a good boy—a good man now, I suppose. He never had no trouble with any of that stuff. Only trouble he ever had was women trouble. He already had two wives, if you can believe it. Nice girls, but didn’t work out.”

      “Three wives,” Rosie said.

      Gregory stopped, stared at Rosie, and nodded. “Yeah, three wives, that’s what I said.” He resumed walking. “Didn’t work out with any of them. Shame. Maybe next time, huh?”

      “Yes, maybe. Actually, the reason he hired us is because of a—not a wife, but an earlier girlfriend. Monica. Do you—”

      Gregory smacked the wooden railing that ran beside the path with his walking stick. “Pah!”

      “…Pah?” Rosie repeated tentatively.

      “Don’t talk to me about her.”

      “Anthony hired us to talk to you about her, I’m afraid,” I said carefully, trying to keep the mood positive.

      “You asked me if Anthony had any problems. That’s the problem! Her! Every problem he ever had was her fault.”

      “Problems like what?”

      “Like… like his marriages failing! She got in his head. Like a worm. A parasitic, money-grubbing worm. That’s all she ever wanted, his money, my money. She was a gold digger!”

      “She was greedy?”

      “Of course! I knew it the first time I laid eyes on her. Wouldn’t trust her as far as I could throw her, and I don’t throw women.”

      “Do you know what happened to her, Gregory?”

      “Disappeared.” Gregory thumped the ground with the end of his stick. “Good riddance.”

      “Why do you think she disappeared?”

      “Probably realized she wasn’t going to get her hands on my money.”

      “So you think she just skipped town?”

      “Yes. Broke my son’s heart and fled when she realized she wasn’t going to strike it rich with us. Saw right through her, I did. Evil, conniving, sneaky little rat.”

      “So you must have been pleased, then, when she disappeared.”

      “Didn’t say that.”

      “You implied it.”

      Gregory shrugged and then smacked the ground hard with his stick again. “Fine. Yes, I was glad. Not that it helped. She was like a virus. Wheedled herself into Anthony’s brain, doing immeasurable harm. I thought when she was gone, he’d get on with his life. And when he got married, I thought that was it, he was finally free of her. But he wasn’t. She stuck her claws in too deep. She was evil, I tell you. Evil.”

      That didn’t exactly jibe with anything else we’d heard about her, but apart from Anthony, Gregory was the only person we’d spoken to who had actually met her.

      “Anthony’s still looking for her,” Rosie said quietly.

      “It makes me despair! He’s got a lovely wife at home, and he’s chasing Monica again? She’s dead or she’s gone and she ain’t coming back. Why won’t he just get over it? What can I do to make him see sense?”

      “He cared deeply for her,” I said in defense of my client. “The heart wants what the heart wants.”

      “His heart needs a good talking to from his brain. I’ve tried to tell him, goodness knows I’ve tried. That’s why his first marriage failed. And now he’s hired you? How much longer will the current wife stick around if he keeps it up?” Gregory grabbed my arm. “Can’t you talk some sense into him? Tell him she’s dead or something? Help get his life back on track?”

      “He’s hired me to do a job, and he’s my client. I’m going to do the best I can for him.”

      Gregory took a step back away from us and held out his stick in front of him like he might want to whack us with it. “You’re enabling him! You should tell him to go home to his wife and drop it. Just drop it. Why won’t… Why won’t he just drop it?”

      “Thank you for your time, Gregory. It’s been enlightening. Shall we walk you back to your cottage?”

      “No. I order you to stop this nonsense and tell Anthony he’s wasting his time.”

      “I’m not going to do that, I’m afraid.”

      “Then just scram. Leave. You’re only making things worse.”

      “Goodbye, Gregory.”

      On the way back to the car, I caught the eye of an orderly and sent him after Gregory to make sure he got back okay. While the old man was quite robust, his memories were getting confused. He still thought his son was married to one of the Not-Monicas.

      “What do you think, Rosie?”

      “I think his relationship with Monica was an interesting one. It makes me wonder how he got on with the Not-Monicas.”

      “Good thinking. Do you think we’ll be able to get them all together again tonight?”

      Rosie was slowly shaking her head, lost in thought, as if she were calculating something. Then her eyes locked onto mine. “If we leave now, we can get to Candy’s workplace for twelve o’clock, when she’ll take lunch. Lola goes to spin class at one o’clock, so we can probably catch her just before if we’re fast. And Sugarpie volunteers at a Goodwill in the afternoons from two.

      “You know all their schedules?”

      “I can’t account for every minute of their day, but I looked into their schedules in my free time. I thought it might be useful.”

      And she was right. It was incredibly useful.

      “That’s some very good investigative assistant work, Rosie. Thanks.”

      Rosie gave me a curt nod of acknowledgment and got into the car. It was time to meet the Not-Monicas again.
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      At just after twelve o’clock, Candy left the small interior design studio she worked at and headed toward her car in the parking lot. When she spotted us standing next to it, she put a hand to her mouth in shock and her eyes lit up.

      “Hey!” Rosie called.

      Candy hurried toward us in a flurry of little clicking steps. “What are you guys doing here? This is so exciting. Are we doing lunch? Please tell me we’re doing lunch.”

      Rosie let her down gently, squeezing Candy’s arm and pouting. “Afraid not. We just had a couple more questions to ask you, if that’s okay? We’ll be quick.”

      Candy happily agreed, and we were definitely going to have to make them quick or get inside. It isn’t fun standing outside in the sun for long when you live in Las Vegas, even if we did have a little shade from some overhanging palms.

      “What can you tell us about Anthony’s father?” I asked.

      “Gregory?” Candy tapped a foot on the ground while she thought. “Yeah, he was pretty nice. I haven’t seen him since Anthony and I split up, but we got on well enough.”

      “Did he ever strike you as mean or vindictive?”

      “Not really. I know he was a big-shot businessman, so he must have had some kind of killer instinct, but I didn’t work with him, so I never really saw that. He was a friendly guy at home. Pretty funny and quite charming, too.”

      “And he didn’t resent you marrying Anthony?”

      “Nope. He was happy for us. It wasn’t like he was some possessive parent, upset I was stealing his son or anything. He was just a regular but successful kind of dude, you know?”

      “Thanks. And I know we asked you about him before, but was Anthony ever… unstable?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Mentally. Was he all there? Did he ever have issues in that regard?”

      “No more than anyone else.”

      “What about the mediums and psychics and so on? Was he ever into all that a bit too much?”

      Candy shrugged. “I guess that depends on what you mean by too much. Lots of people believe in that kind of stuff. It’s not that unusual. I guess he did go to a few more of them than most people do, but he could afford it. The issue was that he was using them to try and track down Monica, not that he went to them in the first place. If he’s got any issues, it’s obsessing over Monica after all these years, that’s all.”

      Rosie squeezed Candy’s arm again. “Thank you so much. You’re a star. A brilliant, shining star.”

      “No, thank you. You’ve brightened up my lunch break!”

      We left Candy to enjoy her lunch and headed off to catch Lola at J&K Fitness, where she went to spin classes. We met her just outside the door, a workout bag slung over her shoulder and big sunglasses hiding most of her face. She lowered them when she saw us and broke into a big smile.

      Seeing Lola straight after Candy was a slightly strange experience, as they looked so alike. Lola could have been Candy’s slightly younger sister and had many of the same mannerisms and the same general air about her.

      “Gregory?” Lola repeated when we asked her, face scrunching up in thought. “He was a good guy, as far as father-in-laws go. Pretty funny, friendly, umm… I don’t know? What else do you want to know?”

      “So he wasn’t hostile toward you?”

      “No, not at all. He was pleased that Anthony had found someone again, after his first marriage hadn’t worked out. It was almost like he was grateful to me just for being me, you know?”

      “What about when your relationship ended?”

      “He was sad.”

      “He didn’t hate you for it?”

      “Nope. I mean, he tried to get us to work out our issues, and he was upset we couldn’t figure things out, but he didn’t really blame me.”

      “Okay, back to Anthony. Apart from his fixation on Monica, was there anything else that made you think he might have any kind of mental issues?”

      “Mental issues?”

      “Imagining things, getting strange fixations, being obsessive about things, wild mood swings…” Rosie said.

      “Not really? I mean, toward the end of our relationship, he got fixated on finding Monica again. That was what ended it for us. But it wasn’t like he was crazy or anything. It was like she was always on his mind but not in a really bad way? I mean, it was bad for our relationship, but it wasn’t like he was rocking in a chair chanting her name over and over or anything.”

      “And what about his visits to see psychics?”

      “Lots of people go and see them. I guess he spent more money on them than he should have, but he could afford it, you know?”

      Yeah, we knew. Lola didn’t have much more to tell us, and not wanting to keep her from her spin class, we sent her on her way after a couple of minutes of questioning.

      We headed off to meet Sugarpie. The store she volunteered in was on the first floor of the same hospital Stone was in, though not for much longer, I hoped.

      “I’m going to visit a friend after we speak to Sugarpie, if that’s okay.”

      “Stone?”

      “Yes. How do you know?”

      Rosie shrugged. “When we had dinner at your parents’ place, I heard a little about him.”

      “Oh, right. Well yeah, anyway, you don’t need to come. You can hang out in a coffee shop or something.”

      “Okay.”

      While we drove, Rosie and I went back and forth on what we were finding out—and what we weren’t.

      “Anthony seems to be sane, with the one exception of trusting the charlatan psychics,” Rosie told me. “If it wasn’t for them, he would be almost completely normal.”

      “And like the Not-Monicas have been saying, it’s not that unusual. What about Gregory? What are you thinking?”

      “He hated Monica, but he liked the other wives.”

      “Exactly. Any idea why?”

      “Only suspicions,” Rosie said. “Gregory clearly cares for Anthony a lot. So logically, he must have thought Monica was some kind of threat to him. Perhaps a bad influence.”

      “Right.” I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. “But the other wives seem to think Gregory was a really nice guy. What can we make of that?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Maybe Monica was a terrible person and only Anthony couldn’t see it.”

      Rosie may have been right. We were going to have to find out more about Monica to figure this thing out.

      “When you get a moment, go through that contact sheet again and figure out who else we can speak to about Monica.”

      Rosie closed her eyes and leaned back in the seat. “Rosie?”

      She was silent for a moment then sat forward sharply. “Okay, got it.”

      “Huh? What did you just do?”

      “I was going through the contact sheet.”

      “With your eyes closed? And nothing in your hands?”

      “Sorry. It’s just easier to remember things like that with my eyes closed. I’ll try and train myself to do it with my eyes open.”

      “You memorized that contact sheet?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I had a look at it in my free time. I got most of it.”

      “Well done. That’s a good skill to have.”

      She memorized the whole list? Just like that?! It didn’t seem fair.

      At the hospital we headed straight to the Goodwill store, where Sugarpie was getting ready to start her afternoon volunteering shift.

      “You’re back, huh?” Sugarpie said to Rosie and enveloped her in a welcoming hug.

      Rosie turned to me. “This is where I bought the hairdressing shears.”

      Sugarpie held Rosie by her shoulders at arms-length and examined her head. “You did not do that yourself.”

      “I did do that myself.”

      Sugarpie squealed and took some of Rosie’s hair between her fingers as if to make sure it was real. “Wow! You are incredible.”

      Rosie denied it with a shake of her head. “I just followed some tutorials.”

      “That’s amazing.” Sugarpie leaned back against the glass-topped counter, elbows resting on the surface. “You guys don’t look like you’re here for shopping this time. What can I do for you?”

      As with the other wives, I asked her about her relationship with Anthony’s father.

      “Gregory was pretty great. He was a little reserved at first—I think he was wary because of Anthony’s two other marriages—but when he got to know me, he was as sweet as honey.”

      Or as sweet as a sugar pie?

      “Did he ever talk about Candy or Lola?”

      “Not really. It’s the kind of topic you don’t like to bring up too much, you know?”

      “That’s understandable. But what was your general impression of his thoughts toward them?”

      “He didn’t have anything against them. I think he was sad that things hadn’t worked out for Anthony and the previous two Not-Monicas, but he didn’t really blame them. I think he knew it was more his son’s fault than theirs. And he was hopeful for me and Anthony. He kept telling me I was the one, which I liked. But then, y’know, after a few years…”

      “Things didn’t work out. And did Gregory’s attitude change then?”

      “When things were getting bad, I didn’t see much of him. I heard him yelling at Anthony once though when I got home earlier than expected. He was telling Anthony it was his fault his marriages never work out.”

      “He didn’t blame you?”

      “Nope.”

      “And he never blamed Lola or Candy, either?”

      “Not that I heard.”

      My eyes flicked over some of the rails of secondhand clothes. The shop was well stocked.

      “And did you ever wonder that Anthony might be losing it a bit?”

      Sugarpie looked at me quizzically. “You mean mentally?”

      “Yes. When he started seeing psychics and thinking about Monica all the time?”

      “I wouldn’t say he was losing it, as such. It was more like memories and feelings he tried to repress made their way back to the fore. I guess that’s kind of a mental issue, but it isn’t like he was dangerous or disconnecting from reality. He was just… sad, you know? Sad, but with this spark of hope underneath. It wasn’t much fun being married to him when he got like that, but there are worse ways for a marriage to go downhill.”

      “And did you ever get a sense of Gregory’s thoughts about Monica?”

      Sugarpie nodded thoughtfully. “I did overhear him say something, that time I came home early. As well as saying it was Anthony’s fault his marriages had failed, he told him he should be thankful Monica disappeared. He said she was no good for him. I don’t think he liked her much. But he never talked to me about her directly.”

      “Do you have any idea why he didn’t like her? It seems odd, since he liked Anthony’s wives, that he didn’t like his prior girlfriend.”

      “I really couldn’t say. It was so long before my time with Anthony, I couldn’t tell you anything about her or her relationship with anyone.”

      We asked a few more questions, but Sugarpie didn’t have much more to tell us. After speaking to the three ex-wives, all we learned was that Gregory had liked them and hadn’t liked Monica. But we didn’t know why. I left Rosie at a coffee shop and headed up to Stone’s ward.

      “I’ll arrange our next meeting,” Rosie told me before I left her.

      I hesitated a moment, wondering whether I should make sure she was on the right track. Rosie stared at me impassively.

      I shrugged. “Okay, thanks. Back in a few minutes.”
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      Up in Stone’s room, he was awake, and he wasn’t the only one there. A nurse was changing something attached to his drip, while a doctor was checking his charts.

      “What… are you… doing?” Stone asked the nurse between hacking coughs, not yet having seen me arrive in the door.

      “We’re changing your meds,” the nurse said, tapping a finger against the IV line that connected to his wrist.

      Stone grunted, and then his eyes flicked over to the doorway where I was standing. He gave me a wan smile, then forced it a little harder into a grin. “Hey!” Stone said louder, with an enthusiasm that sounded forced. He was putting on a show, pretending to be healthier than he was.

      “How are you doing?”

      Stone shrugged, but the effort made him start coughing again. I turned to the doctor while the nurse slipped past me out of the room.

      “Gr… great,” Stone said.

      “He has a lung infection,” said Dr. Wu. “Despite what he says, he’s not great. But a course of antibiotics will fix him right up.”

      “I thought he was getting better,” I said.

      “I… am!” Stone pronounced between more hacking coughs.

      “He is,” Dr. Wu echoed. “But it’s not unusual for a secondary infection to set in. Unfortunate, but not unusual. We have excellent medications for these kinds of infections, so he should be right as rain in no time.”

      “Almost… better.” Stone did not sound almost better, and when I looked at him, his eyes were drooping, half closed.

      “He looks tired,” I said quietly to the doctor.

      Dr. Wu nodded. “He is.” We both turned to look at him, and his eyes were now shut. “His body has been through a lot, and now this infection is going to sap his energy. But it’s not life-threatening. He’s been through the worst of it, and this is just another battle for him to fight.”

      “He’ll definitely be okay?”

      “If he survived that gunshot, there’s no reason to think a chest infection would bring him down.”

      That wasn’t the one hundred percent reassurance I’d been looking for.

      “You’re sure he’ll be all right?”

      Dr. Wu froze a moment then gave a nod that was rather too tentative for my liking. “He has been through a lot, but there’s no reason to think he won’t overcome this infection. I can’t give guarantees—it’s not in my nature and it wouldn’t be responsible—but I don’t think you need to worry.”

      That made me more worried.

      “I’ve got to continue with my rounds.” Dr. Wu squeezed my arm. “He’s resting now. I suggest you take it easy and just let him do his thing. It would have been nice to get him out of the hospital faster, but a little more bed rest won’t do him any harm after the injuries he received. Take care.”

      Dr. Wu was gone, and when I looked at Stone again, he was sleeping peacefully. Each rise and fall of his chest was audible from across the room, a wheeze accompanying every breath he took.

      “Get better soon, Stone,” I said to myself. “We’re waiting for you.”

      The only sound was the beeping of machines and the wheezing of his breath.

      With nothing to be done, I left to collect Rosie from the coffee shop, and I couldn’t help but be curious as to who Rosie had arranged for us to meet next.

      She was a strange one, but so far, a startlingly competent one.
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      Our next target was a woman called Samantha Payne. She was a friend of Monica’s from her high school and college days and still lived in the city, working at a photography studio. We arrived there just as they were finishing up for the day, and a friendly older woman told Samantha she was free to speak with us and that she would finish locking up herself.

      Samantha stood with us outside the building, its windows filled with samples of the studio’s work. Black and white baby pictures, angelic brides, and happy families beamed out at us from the glass. Samantha was in her early forties and had a comfortable, satisfied air about her that seemed to broadcast that everything was okay in her life. She wasn’t rich or famous, but she was comfortable and happy.

      “I still think about her, you know. Not all the time, but every now and then. I think, Monica would love to shoot this scene, or I wonder what she would look like now she’s twenty years older. Just silly little things like that.”

      “You were close?”

      “Sure. Since photog club in high school, then we went to college together. Same program. And then…” Samantha shook her head and sighed.

      “She disappeared,” Rosie said.

      “Yeah. She disappeared. One day she was there, the next, poof, she was gone. It was really a mystery in the truest sense of the word. The cops didn’t look for her long enough—that’s what we all thought. But who knows whether doing more would have helped. She was just… gone.”

      “Did you have any suspicions as to why she disappeared? Any theories?”

      Samantha slowly shook her head. “No. I mean, when it happened, I came up with a million ideas. You know, like what if she was kidnapped by terrorists. What if she was swept off her feet by a millionaire. What if she went for a walk in the desert and got lost. What if…” Samantha interrupted herself with a sigh. “None of them made sense. None of them were like her. She wouldn’t go for a walk in the desert. She wouldn’t run off with another guy. If she were kidnapped, where was the ransom? And it wasn’t like she came from a rich family. No, it never made sense that she would just disappear like she did. Not knowing’s the worst thing. Why? Why’d she disappear? And where’d she go?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Rosie said.

      “Yeah. I know. But I also know I won’t be any help.”

      “We’ll be the judge of that.” Rosie ran her eyes over Samantha, taking her in but revealing nothing of her thoughts on her face. “Can you tell us about how Monica got on with Anthony’s father?”

      Samantha’s eyebrows went up. “I don’t think so?” Samantha said tentatively, her eyes looking up as she tried to think. “I’m trying to remember. I knew Anthony, of course, but I don’t think I saw his father more than once or twice. I can’t really say much about him.”

      “She didn’t mention having issues with him, then?”

      “Not to me. Usually she was gushing about how great Anthony was. We didn’t talk about his dad much. I can’t recall anything.”

      “But her relationship with Anthony was strong?” I asked.

      “Oh yeah, absolutely. That’s why the idea that she might have run off with another guy was so ridiculous. They were head over heels for each other.”

      “There was no one else? She never mentioned any other guys to you?”

      “Nope. No way…” Samantha tilted her head as something came back to her. “Well, not any she was interested in.”

      “What do you mean?” Rosie asked.

      “I nearly forgot. But she told us she had some kind of… I don’t know what you call it. Admirer?”

      “Stalker?” Rosie suggested.

      Samantha laughed. “Ha. I don’t know about that. I mean, yeah, maybe. We didn’t think of it that way back then. Looking back, maybe the behavior was a bit OTT, you know? Couldn’t take a hint.”

      “And could you tell us his name, please?” Rosie asked.

      “Oh, no. No, I wouldn’t know. I didn’t ever see him myself, though I saw some of the flowers he left for her. Monica didn’t want anything to do with him, so I don’t think she learned much about him. She had Anthony, you know? She thought it was annoying having this other guy to fend off.”

      “Is there anything you can tell us about him?” It was the second time we’d heard about some kind of love rival, but we weren’t getting anywhere close to being able to identify him.

      “Not really. But what I do remember is, it was her photographs he was really obsessed with. I remember Monica saying that in the letters he left her, they were all about her photos.”

      “How would he even see them? You were just students, weren’t you? Was it a classmate?”

      “The college has a gallery where we’d put up our photos. That was open to the public. People who are really into photography come along to check it out. So yeah, we were only students, but that doesn’t mean we weren’t exhibiting.” Samantha sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh! That’s an idea!”

      “The gallery?” Rosie asked, nodding.

      “Exactly! Hey, it’s been decades, but if that guy is still into her, maybe he’ll be there.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I don’t understand. Monica disappeared twenty years ago. Why would this guy show up now?”

      “Oh, well, it’s not just current students’ work. They also display some of the really great work of previous students. And Monica’s kind of a special case because she disappeared. They pretty much always have something of hers on display, still, even to this day. It’s kind of a way of memorializing her, you know? And she had a lot of work. We didn’t even realize how prolific she was back then, but they’re still putting up pieces they’d never displayed before of hers. She must have had more work in the gallery than anyone else ever has.”

      “You thought of something just now,” Rosie said. “About the gallery?”

      “Yeah. The gallery switches things up seasonally. Four times a year they switch it up. Tonight’s the new season opening. Our old professors—the ones that are left—will be there. And hey, if that old admirer of hers hasn’t forgotten her, he could even make an appearance to see if she’s got any new pictures up. There probably will be some. They keep digging up more out of the archives that haven’t been displayed.”

      Rosie and I looked at each other, both our eyes alight with the possibilities. “Do we need an invitation?” I asked.

      Samantha shook her head. “No, you can buy tickets at the door. There’s a lot of great work there, but because it’s mostly students, it doesn’t draw big crowds. You won’t have any problem just showing up. That’s what I’m going to do.”

      “You’ll be there?”

      Samantha nodded. “Sure. Got to support the new blood coming through, right?”

      “And check out Monica’s work?”

      “Yeah. It’ll be interesting to see if they’ve managed to dig up anything else I haven’t seen yet. Man, Monica would be amazed if she knew they were still displaying her photos all these years later. It’s just a shame she isn’t here to see it.” Samantha’s eyes drifted across the parking lot. She was thinking of leaving. “I need to get home and get changed before the exhibition. Is there anything else…?”

      I couldn’t think of anything, so I glanced at my new intern. “Rosie?” But she just shook her head.

      “You’ve been very helpful. Thank you.”

      Samantha gave us a friendly wave as she headed for her car.

      “What do you think?” I asked Rosie when Samantha was gone.

      “We need to find this stalker, or admirer, don’t we?” Rosie asked, as if wanting confirmation from the expert—me.

      “All these years later, he might be hard to find. But we should be able to meet more people who knew Monica at the exhibition at least.”

      “I’ve never been to a gallery before,” Rosie said.

      “No? Well, I have. Let’s hope there are no savory cupcakes this time.”

      “Savory cupcakes?”

      “Ugh. Yeah. Last gallery opening I went to was a disaster.”

      “Because they had savory cupcakes?”

      “Yes. And also, there was a murder. But the cupcakes…” I shuddered at the memory. “Come on. Let’s try and get there early before it gets too crowded. We’ll grab dinner on the way.”
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      Rosie and I stopped for a quick burrito refueling session before arriving at the gallery just as the doors were opening for the new exhibition. The gallery was a modern glass and brushed concrete structure with high ceilings and a roomy atmosphere that really allowed the artwork and the visitors space to breathe.

      I bought us two tickets from a student at a table near the entrance, and we headed toward the wing containing the photography exhibition.

      As soon as we stepped inside, Rosie and I both cottoned onto the fact that we weren’t exactly dressed for it. While both of us had managed to keep our t-shirts clean, even through our Mexican dinner, it really wasn’t a t-shirt and sneakers kind of event. Everyone else, from the student exhibiters to the guests who ranged from college age up to their proud grandparents, was dressed to impress. Suits, evening dresses, tuxedos, and pant suits were the most popular outfits, and we stuck out like two intruders.

      “We should have got changed,” I said.

      Rosie shrugged. “I don’t have anything else. This is fine. I think if we act confident, no one will question us.”

      “That’s true.” I’d pulled the same trick myself on countless occasions. I nudged Rosie and nodded my head. A few yards away was a woman with an air of authority, a small group drawn around her while she talked in a tone that implied she was the boss. “That must be the curator. Let’s see what’s cooking.”

      “Certainly not cupcakes. There isn’t any food, in fact.” Rosie was right. The only refreshments available seemed to be water. Luckily, we’d just had dinner, so I figured we’d survive.

      The small group the woman had been talking to headed off toward a display of photos, and she turned and smiled at us, a wide beam that was in place before the rest of her face even knew why she was smiling. It certainly didn’t reach her eyes, which ran over us quickly and caused the smallest hint of a wince to cross her face. Nope, we definitely weren’t dressed to impress.

      “Good evening, ladies. I’m Dr. Amelia Lindsey, gallery curator and professor of fine arts.”

      “Hi!” Rosie said brightly. “We were just passing and saw there was a new exhibition. Sorry, we’re not dressed for it, but we just couldn’t resist coming in, could we Tiff?”

      “That’s exactly right. We just love, umm, photos.”

      “Oh?” Amelia’s tone had just a hint of skepticism. “Who are some of your favorite photographers?”

      Uh-oh. We were about to be busted.

      “We both just adore Daidō Moriyama. His street photography is just so human.”

      I nodded my head enthusiastically. Yes, Dido Moreyummy was definitely my favorite. Absolutely. A real talent. Couldn’t get enough of her.

      “That’s incredible. He’s such a big influence on my own work,” Amelia said. “While we have different styles, I like to think I’ve captured a little Las Vegas magic under the bridges of our fine city in the same way he has done on the streets of Japan.”

      “Fascinating,” I said as if I meant it. “We actually recently heard about another photographer that attended your university. Monica Galgavhan. We don’t know much about her, but we heard her work is quite something. I don’t suppose you would have anything of hers here, would you?”

      Amelia clapped her hands together. “How wonderful. She was a student here, yes, but unfortunately tragedy struck before she could achieve real fame.”

      “She died?”

      “No. Well, maybe. She disappeared twenty years ago. But we are actually displaying some of her work tonight, if you’re interested.”

      “She just disappeared? What happened?”

      “No one knows. One day she was here, the next, she was gone. A true mystery. The only bright side is she left us with plenty of work to remember her by. And it does more than that; it helps fund the college to this day.”

      “That’s incredible,” Rosie said. “For a student so young to have such talent. What a tragedy she disappeared.”

      “It truly is.”

      “You said her work helps fund the college?” I asked. “How’s that?”

      “After she disappeared, her parents generously allowed the college to keep the work she still had here, in our studios and in her dorm room. Her parents have the rest of her photography at their home. When we sell a piece of hers from her collection, the funds go toward the college.”

      “And there’s still some left to sell? Twenty years later?”

      “As I said, she was prolific, and of course we don’t display all that much at one time. Her professor is still digging out pieces of her work, and her parents have donated pieces from their own collection over the years.”

      “And people still buy them?”

      “Monica was very talented.” Amelia lowered her voice. “Though honestly, most of the work is sold to a single buyer. He truly loves her work.”

      Rosie’s eyes flicked to me excitedly. I nodded back at her. It sounded like we had a good candidate for Monica’s former stalker.

      “Oh, wow. Who’s that?”

      Amelia laughed. “I couldn’t possibly reveal that. He likes to remain anonymous, and ethics are very important to us here. But he has been a good patron to the college over the years. I’ll walk you over so you can admire her work for yourself. I think you’ll really enjoy it.”

      Amelia walked with long, gazelle-like steps that Rosie and I had to hurry to keep up with. She was leading us to a display that consisted of four large white boards emanating from a central point, giving eight blank sides, on each of which hung several photos. There were already people there, including a tall man in his sixties with swept-back gray hair, and off to the side another man in a rumpled old suit that looked nearly as underdressed as us, one hand stuck in his pocket while the other held his chin.

      The tall man spotted Amelia coming and stuck up his arm and beckoned her over. We arrived beside him together, so Amelia had no choice but to introduce us.

      “Ladies, this is Dean Thompson, the professor I was telling you about, who manages our Monica Galgavhan collection. Dean Thompson, these two ladies are aficionados and keen to see some Galgavhan work.”

      The dean wasn’t particularly interested in us supposed aficionados. In fact, he had something else on his mind entirely.

      “Mm, yes, nice to meet you.” He gave us a quick nod of his head, then his gaze locked onto Amelia. “What is this?”

      Dean Thompson gestured with his hand toward a photo. In this section of the display, there were four framed photographs of leaves and flowers. But it was the largest one, smack dab in the middle, that had the dean’s attention. It featured a closeup shot of a prickly pear covered in morning dew, with sunlight refracting through the tiny drops of moisture. The background of the image was blurred, and I found my eyes to be almost locked in place at the center dew drop, so mesmerizing was the piece. Underneath a small plaque displaying the title read, A Pear Like Any Other…

      “I’m not sure I understand the question, Andrew.”

      “I mean, where did it come from? This is not one of the pieces I sent over for the exhibition.”

      “No?” Amelia frowned. “Then it must be from her parents. It’s exquisite, isn’t it?”

      Dean Thompson stared at the photo like he was trying to burn it up with his eyes. “It shouldn’t be on display.”

      “I’m quite sure it’s hers, look, it’s signed.” Amelia pointed to the corner of the image where a signature had been emblazoned in black sharpie. “I’ll ask the assistant where it came from later. If it wasn’t one you sent over, then I’m sure it was from her parents. I must say, now that I really look at it, I think it’s one of the finest pieces we have. Don’t you think so?”

      Dean Andrew Thompson tossed his head, muttered something about how it wasn’t supposed to be there, and then stomped off with a muffled, “Good night.”

      The man in a rumpled suit chuckled. “Artists, huh?”

      We smiled and nodded polite agreement with him. He quirked a smile our way, and then slowly wandered off to look at another photographer’s collection against the far wall, hands still stuck in his pockets like he was just mooching around.

      Amelia’s eyes flicked after the man, an almost excited smile on her lips. Rosie caught it even faster than I did.

      “Who was that?”

      “I shouldn’t say,” Amelia said, but her lips wanted to break into a smile and her eyes told us she very much did want to say.

      “Is that the collector who keeps buying Monica’s photos?” I asked as casually as I could.

      “No. That’s not him.” Amelia leaned toward us. “That’s Flynn Brogney!”

      “The writer?” Rosie asked, curiously.

      Amelia nodded quickly. “Yep, the very same. I just love his Rob Grey books. Have you read them?”

      We both shook our heads. “Is he good?”

      Amelia nodded. “If you like your thrillers dark and gruesome, he’s fantastic!”

      I didn’t. I had enough of that going on in my own career to want anything too dark. I liked my fictional murders fluffy, not depressing.

      “Sounds good,” Rosie said. “Is he a fan of photography?”

      Amelia leaned in close like she was telling us another secret. “One of our former students designs his book covers. That’s probably why he’s here. To offer support.”

      “Is that student’s work on display?”

      “Oh, no, she graduated years ago. She doesn’t exhibit anymore.”

      “I see.” We all turned to look at the photographs again. “This one really does stand out.” I indicated the prickly pear photo.

      “It does. Sometimes I think we’ve almost run out of the good stuff—some of the things Dean Thompson has been digging out the last few years have been a little less exciting—but then we find another one like this and realize there’s still gold to be dug!”

      “And her parents keep sending you stuff?”

      “Yes. We can usually get a good price for it, and they appreciate the extra income.”

      “We’ll take it,” Rosie said. Amelia and I both looked at her. The curator looked excited. I, on the other hand, was slightly bewildered. It wasn’t like Rosie was rolling in cash at the moment. “How much is it?”

      “It’s priced at five thousand,” Amelia said.

      “Five thousand!” I said. I didn’t exactly buy a lot of artwork and found the price to be eye-watering.

      “A bargain!” Rosie copied my volume but was enthusiastic rather than shocked. “Can you wrap it for us?”

      “Usually when someone purchases a piece at an exhibition, they allow it to remain on display. I’d like to keep it up for a couple of weeks, then we could deliver it to you?”

      Rosie nodded. “Even better!”

      “You’d like to make the purchase right away?” Amelia checked.

      “Absolutely. Before anyone else can snap it up.”

      “Or before we can change our mind,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Amelia led us toward a counter. We let her get a few steps ahead.

      “What are we doing?” I asked Rosie.

      “You can expense this to Anthony, right?”

      A brief surge of relief washed through me. I could! Maybe.

      “If we can justify it, I expect so. What’s the plan?”

      “It’s clearly the best piece of Monica Galgavhan work seen in a long time. Any true collector would be determined to get their hands on it, wouldn’t they?”

      Oh. Oh, Rosie was good.

      “And if it’s left hanging here, with a sold sticker on it, he’ll be even more tempted. In fact, they’ll probably be chewing at the bit to get their hands on it.”

      “And if the collector turns out not to be relevant to the case, we might be able to sell them the picture and flip it for a profit. Fifty-fifty?”

      “Now that’s some smart thinking. Fifty-fifty it is.”

      I still winced when I handed my credit card over, but it was all for a good cause.

      “Here’s my card. If that other collector is really keen, perhaps you could hand it over to him. He can contact me if he wishes.”

      “Yes, perhaps you can compare notes.”

      Purchase complete, Rosie and I did another couple of laps of the gallery, though I was already pleased with what we had achieved. Two new leads, and a juicy piece of bait to draw in the collector of Monica’s art, and possibly her stalker. All in all, it was a successful evening.

      I dropped Rosie off back at the Coach Motel, after telling her we had something very important for her to do in the morning. When she demanded to know what it was, I just shook my head and smiled.

      Rosie might be smart, but I could still stay a step or two ahead of her. After all, I was the professional here, wasn’t I?
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      I met Rosie outside the café, and we walked in together, heading straight for the counter.

      “This is a very important day for my colleague,” I said to Cress when she came to serve us with a smile.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “She’s never had a cupcake.”

      Cress tilted her head. “What did you just say?”

      “I said, this girl has never had a cupcake.”

      “When you say never, you mean never this morning, right?”

      Rosie shook her head. “Never in my life.”

      “Oh. My.” Cress took a step back and reappraised Rosie. “I should have guessed. Are you ready to have your life changed?”

      Rosie raised her eyebrows skeptically. “I don’t think a cake will do that.”

      “Not a cake! A cupcake,” I corrected. “This is important stuff in our line of work, Rosie. We have to be accurate.”

      “Come and choose one,” Cress said, and walked toward a glass display case at the end of the counter. We followed on our side of the counter, opposite the proprietor of the store.

      “Right, today we have chocolate-butterscotch, carrot-vanilla, berry delight, and decadent coffee. The last one’s my favorite. It’s got a kick to it, y’know?”

      The cupcakes were all lined up perfectly in the display case like little works of art, and the lighting in the cabinet managed to make them look almost unreal, as if they were lifted straight out of an exaggerated cartoon.

      “They look better than the exhibition we went to last night,” I said. “These should be in a gallery!”

      “You guys went to an exhibition?”

      “Yep. At the university.”

      “How was it?”

      “Pretty interesting. Bought a photo, in fact.”

      “Oh yeah? That’s great. So what’ll it be?”

      “I guess I’ll try the coffee one.” Rosie tapped a finger on the glass. “Since you said it’s your favorite.”

      “And I’ll try chocolate-butterscotch. But I bet they’re all fantastic.”

      Cress winked at me. “They are all fantastic. I’ll bring them over with your coffees.”

      Soon, Rosie and I were sitting down in our favorite booth by the window, and she was raring to go.

      “In my free time, I was—”

      I shook my head. “Nuh-uh. No work talk until you’ve eaten your cupcake. Here it comes now.”

      Cress set our food and drinks down and left us to it. Rosie picked up a fork and used the side to cut off a piece of cupcake. She stabbed it like she was trying to kill it, but luckily it was moist enough to hold itself together and lifted it to her mouth. “Smells good,” Rosie said, before popping it into her mouth.

      “Well?” I asked when she swallowed.

      Rosie shrugged. “It’s good.”

      “Good? Good? I think life-changing is the term you’re looking for.”

      Rosie broke off another piece and ate it, a little quicker this time.

      “Actually, it’s really good.”

      “That’s more like it!”

      I began to attack my own cupcake and yeah, it was good. Really good. So good I didn’t want it to end, and when it did, I was almost annoyed. Almost, but not quite. No one could be annoyed after eating something so delicious.

      Rosie was staring down at her empty plate. “Actually, I think that’s one of the finest things I’ve ever tasted.”

      “Attagirl!” I patted her on the shoulder. “That’s how you get on my good side.”

      Rosie smiled up at me. “And I thought researching, prepping, interviewing, and working hard would do it.”

      “That helps,” I told her. “But loving cupcakes? That’s, like, a basic job requirement. So can I mark you down as an official cupcake-lover now?”

      Rosie grinned happily, her guard dropping for once. “You sure can.”

      “Okay. Then I guess we better do some work now that your initiation is over. Thoughts on yesterday?”

      “That professor. Dean Thompson.” Rosie shook her head. “There was something off about him.”

      “There was certainly something weird about how he reacted to my photograph.” I felt a little twinge of pride at calling it my photograph, even if it was still hanging up in the gallery. “We should try and talk to him anyway; he was one of Monica’s professors. He might have some new insight.”

      “Right. And we have Monica’s stalker—hopefully, it’s him who has been collecting her photos and he’ll reach out to you.”

      “Okay. And we need to talk to her parents. But the file says they live in Wyoming.”

      Rosie nodded. “That’s right. The contact details on the list were out of date. I have their newest phone number. I looked it up—”

      “—in your free time?”

      Rosie nodded. “Exactly.” She drummed her fingers on the table. “And what about that writer. Flynn Brogney.”

      “It was a little odd. Amelia implied that he was there out of a desire to support his cover artist. But then she said that artist doesn’t even exhibit anymore. It doesn’t make a lot of sense for him to be there to support her if she’s not even exhibiting.”

      “If Amelia hadn’t told us he wasn’t the collector, I would have suspected him of that. Perhaps he just likes galleries.”

      “Yeah, could be. Okay. What shall we do first?”

      “Wyoming?” Rosie suggested.

      “Excellent idea.”

      Rosie tapped a number into her phone and then held it out toward me.

      “You can speak to them,” I told her.

      Rosie’s face lit up. “Thanks, boss.” She pressed the dial button, held the phone up to her ear, and leaned back in the booth. While she spoke to them, I got out my phone and did a little research of my own.

      When Rosie hung up, the look on her face was contemplative.

      “So?”

      “The photo we bought”—the photo I bought—“it wasn’t from them.”

      “No?”

      “No. They said they haven’t sent any to the college in years. The ones they have left, they’re keeping to remember her by. They sold some in the past to put toward a house deposit, but they haven’t really been in contact with the college in years.”

      “So where did the prickly pear photo come from?”

      “That’s a good question,” Rosie said, “and I expect when we find the answer, we’ll find ourselves getting somewhere.”

      “Did you learn anything else from them?”

      “Not really. They said Monica didn’t really have any other boyfriends—Anthony was the only serious one. They said her best friends were Paula and Samantha. The most useful thing they told me was that they weren’t selling any more photos.”

      “And nothing about Monica’s stalker?”

      “Nope. They said they never even heard about the guy until after she disappeared. Okay, I’m going to call Flynn Brogney’s publisher, and then let’s go visit Dean Thompson?”

      “You want to call his publisher?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Let’s find out why he was really there. Did you notice he was looking at Monica’s photos again when we were leaving? He was paying them a lot more attention than any of the others.”

      Rosie was right, he had been. “Okay, good thinking. I’ll check Dean Thompson’s office hours.”

      Things were picking up, fast.
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      Dr. Andrew Thompson was the dean of the College of Fine Arts and had a large office with a secretary stationed outside. We’d called ahead to confirm his office hours, and she waved us in almost immediately after calling through to let him know we’d arrived.

      Andrew Thompson sat behind a large L-shaped desk heaped with stacks of photos, binders, a computer and printer, and a cactus that was rather too large to be placed on a desk, but nonetheless sat there in a command position as if it were the plant’s desk rather than the dean’s.

      He stood as we entered, ushering us over and immediately handing us both a business card. I reciprocated and we exchanged names.

      “You were at the gallery yesterday, weren’t you?”

      “You left in a hurry,” I said after confirming that we were.

      “Mm, yes,” Andrew said, eyes falling in embarrassment.

      “Did something upset you?”

      “I like things to be just so. I had selected the photographs I wanted to be displayed and delivered them to the gallery. It’s a personal flaw of mine. When I saw that other picture, one which I had not selected, it set me off. I can see that it was silly now. You must think I’m a fool.”

      “Of course not,” I said, trying to sound understanding. “I’m the same when I go to take something out of my refrigerator and find my neighbor’s already taken and eaten it.”

      Andrew slowly blinked. “Your neighbor… steals your food?”

      “He’s my friend. Well, cousin. I mean, he’s my assistant. Or was. Wait, I’m getting off track, I just mean I understand how it can be upsetting when you expect things to be a certain way and then they’re… not.”

      “Quite. So, you’re investigators. I presume you’re not here just because I was a little brusque yesterday? The city isn’t contracting you out as etiquette police?”

      We laughed politely.

      “No, we’re here because of those photographs. Or rather, because of the photographer. We’ve been hired to look for Monica Galgavhan, by her former boyfriend.”

      “Oh? I spoke to Amelia this morning. She was under the impression you were collectors. She said you bought that photo.”

      “We didn’t feel the need to inform her of all our interests,” Rosie said. “Sometimes people don’t like talking to investigators. Anyway, we bought the photo, which means we are collectors. Collectors and investigators.”

      “And you’re looking into Monica’s disappearance. It was awful, just truly awful. But it was so long ago now, I can’t imagine you’ll uncover anything new, I’m sorry to say.”

      “We’re uncovering plenty,” Rosie responded sharply. I carefully watched the dean’s face to see how he would respond. If I wasn’t mistaken, there was the briefest of flinches. Rosie was doing good work.

      “Do you really think you might find her?”

      “We will,” Rosie said with more confidence than I was feeling about the case. “How well did you know her?”

      Andrew leaned back in his chair. “Quite well. I was a young professor back then, and she was my first what I would call star student. A protégé of mine. I saw what she was capable of, and I pulled it out of her, drew it forth, as it were.”

      “You nurtured her talents?”

      “Exactly. She was like a block of marble, and I was her Michelangelo, carving her into David. Except I turned her into Monica Galgavhan, the most talented photographer of her class. In a way, I see her as one of my greatest achievements. Her disappearance was heartbreaking for me. So much work, so much talent, so much effort, gone. Just gone. And where to? Why? No one could ever tell me.”

      “So you put a lot of her success down to you?” I confirmed.

      “I don’t want to sound arrogant”—he said, very arrogantly—“but yes. She had talent, and I drew it forth.”

      “Well done you,” Rosie said, her voice sounding so charming the sarcasm was undetectable.

      “Thank you.”

      I leaned toward him. “Monica produced a great deal of work, and you’re still exhibiting it to this day, is that correct?”

      “That’s right. She left a lot of film that had not been developed, and slowly I’ve been rationing it out over the years so that there is always a new Monica Galgavhan piece or two to display.”

      “After more than twenty years?”

      The dean’s face clouded over at what I guessed sounded like skepticism from me. “Yes,” he said stonily. “Look, what is it that you actually want? We’re all very sad about what happened to her, but no one knows what did happen to her, so I can’t help but think you’re wasting everyone’s time.”

      “We’re just trying to find out what we can,” I said, attempting to placate him a little.

      “How come you’re in charge of her photos?” Rosie asked. “Shouldn’t they be kept in an archive or something?”

      Andrew gave her an incredulous look. “I was her professor. And I am a professor of photography. Why on Earth would it be anyone else that managed them? What a preposterous question.”

      Rosie had nothing to say to that, but I could tell she was secretly pleased by the response, despite its rudeness.

      The telephone on his desk rang. “Excuse me.” He picked it up. “Oh Vice President Chu, it is so delightful to hear your dulcet tones! Mm, yes, of course, yes… it will be an honor and a privilege! A privilege and an honor! … I shall look forward to it with bated breath!” He hung up the phone and the smile he’d been putting on fell away immediately. “I don’t think I can assist you any further, and I’m terribly busy. If you have any further questions, please address them in writing to my secretary.”

      Rosie looked at me. “I think he’s telling us to leave.”

      “Thank you for your time, Dean Thompson.”

      “That’s Doctor Dean Thompson,” he corrected.

      We headed out the door. “See you later, Andy!” Rosie called out just before we left.

      We were both giggling as we crossed the outer office past his secretary and headed back outside.

      “He was hiding something,” Rosie declared once we were clear of potential eavesdroppers.

      “Yes. But one thing he wasn’t hiding was how much he thinks of himself. Doctor Dean, what’s he like?”

      “I know.” Rosie checked the time on her phone. “I don’t suppose you could drive me somewhere, could you? I have an appointment.”

      “Oh? Where at?”

      “Your building.”

      “My apartment building?”

      Rosie nodded but gave nothing more away.

      “What kind of appointment do you have in my building?”

      Rosie smiled. “I have an interview to be a house sitter.”

      “With Ian?”

      “Precisely.”
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      Well, this will be interesting, I thought, tingling with nervous anticipation. It wasn’t me being interviewed but seeing the two of them interact was bound to provide some quality entertainment. I briefly entertained the idea of popping home to microwave some popcorn, but no, I didn’t want to miss any of it.

      Rosie stood outside Ian’s door, waiting patiently for him to open it, arms by her side, after having rang the doorbell for a polite two seconds.

      Ian opened the door and immediately folded his arms in front of him and looked Rosie up and down like he’d never seen her before.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Rosie McCann, I’m here about the housesitting position.”

      Ian stared at her for several, long seconds, gave a somewhat haughty sniff, and then turned and walked back in. “Follow!” he called over his shoulder. I patted Rosie on the shoulder as she went in behind Ian, me tagging along behind. I wasn’t going to miss a moment of this.

      “Sit,” Ian gestured toward the white leather sofa.

      Rosie sat down obediently, while I grabbed a dining chair from the kitchen and brought it just inside the living area to sit down and watch the proceedings from a prime viewing position.

      Ian stood in front of Rosie, looming over her.

      “Tell me about yourself.”

      “Sit down, Ian,” I called from my position. “You’re being intimidating.”

      His face briefly lit up. It’s not often people think of Ian as intimidating, and he relished it for a moment. Then, he wheeled over his favorite armchair so it was facing the sofa and sat down, one leg crossed over the other. In the armchair he was still taller than Rosie, and that seemed to be enough to satisfy his power-tripping urges.

      “Rosie McCann. McCann, McCann, McCann.” Ian repeated it, considering the sound of the name carefully. “What are you, Scottish?”

      “I’m American. My ancestors were Scottish.”

      Ian tapped his chin with a pen and then scribbled something down in his notebook, tutting and shaking his head as he did so.

      “Occupation?”

      “I’m an investigative assistant to one of Las Vegas leading private investigators,” Rosie said with more than a hint of pride.

      “No, you’re not! You’re an intern. You’re working on a trial basis! Tell her, Tiff. Tell her it’s just a trial. She’s not a real assistant yet.”

      Rosie turned and looked over her shoulder at me, eyes hopeful.

      “Rosie is currently filling the role of investigative assistant, though I suppose she is still an intern. Her employment position is stable at the moment.”

      “Is it?” Ian’s eyes flashed accusatorially.

      “My prior assistant is leaving, and she is doing an acceptable job filling in.” Acceptable seemed like a good word choice to me. It wasn’t gushing enough to upset Ian, but still positive enough that it hopefully wouldn’t disillusion Rosie.

      “So… you have a job, of sorts. Tell me about your housesitting experience?”

      As Rosie was about to answer, Snowy jumped up onto her lap, meowed, and begin purring loudly. Rosie stroked the little white cat’s head. “You are a very good girl, aren’t you, Snowy?”

      Ian snapped his fingers. “Hello? I’m trying to conduct an interview here?”

      Rosie ran her thumb over Snowy’s head and returned her attention to Ian with a smile. “I don’t have any housesitting experience; however, I have lived in homes before.”

      “Hmm.” Ian looked down at his notebook, taking a moment to think before asking his next question. “What would you do in the event of a fire?”

      “I would put it out with the extinguisher that’s located in the kitchen and then, if necessary, call nine one one.”

      “You saw that extinguisher, huh?”

      “I did.”

      “Snooping.” Ian shook his head and scribbled something down. “What about a home invasion?”

      “I’d prevent a home invasion from happening by keeping the door locked and chained.”

      “What if they used a battering ram?”

      “I’d use my martial arts skills to disable them, then call the police.”

      “What if they threatened you with a gun?”

      “I would assess the situation and make a decision. If I were able to disarm them, I would do so. If not, I would develop a new plan to escape. Are home invasions common here?”

      “I’ll ask the questions, thank you very much.”

      “No,” I told Rosie. “There’s never been one in our building, and I’m sure if you keep the door locked, you’ll be fine.”

      “Where do you live currently?”

      Rosie’s head dropped, her confidence evaporating. “Near the University campus,” she said quietly.

      “Hmm? Speak up. Where? What’s the address?”

      “The Coach Motel,” Rosie said very quietly.

      “The Roach Motel?” Ian repeated, shaking his head and scribbling something more down. “Oh dear, that’s not a good place. A murderer was staying there not too long ago.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s true,” I confirmed, “but they’re locked up now.”

      Ian scribbled something else down. “Before you moved to the murder motel to hang out with killers, where were you living?”

      Rosie said something so quiet I don’t think even Snowy could hear it.

      “Huh? Speak up!”

      “Walmart.”

      “Walmart? You lived in Walmart? What, like in a tent in the camping department?”

      “In the parking lot. In my car.”

      Ian sucked in air through his teeth and wrote something else down. “Dear, oh dear,” he muttered to himself.

      “What was your last job before your current internship?”

      “I was a… gambler.”

      “A gambler? That’s not a job; that’s a hobby.”

      “It depends how good you are at it,” Rosie told him.

      “You were living in your car, so you can’t have been that good.”

      “I had other… issues.”

      Ian leaned forward. “Drugs. Is it drugs? Are you a big drug head, Rosie?”

      “No, I don’t do any drugs.”

      Ian looked disappointed. “Hobbies? What do you like to do in your free time?”

      I suppressed a giggle.

      “Something funny?” Ian asked me. I quickly shook my head and kept a straight face by pressing my lips together hard.

      “I like to read and research stuff.”

      “Research? What kind of research?”

      “Whatever interests me at the time. Rosie raised a finger and pointed at her head. “I learned how to cut my own hair. And recently I’ve been researching things connected to our case.”

      “Things connected to our case?” Ian repeated. He looked at me. “You have a homeless woman doing the research now? It can’t be very good.”

      “Rosie has dug up a lot of information.”

      Rosie shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s just basic searching around.”

      Ian nodded quickly. “Yes, I’m sure it’s very basic.” He scribbled something else down. “The role would involve cat care. Princess Snowflake has a number of very particular needs. Do you think you would be up to the task?”

      “I love cats.” Snowflake looked up at Rosie and gave a supportive meow. Rosie gently stroked the little cat’s head and smiled. “And they usually like me.”

      “Snowy hasn’t made up her mind about you yet,” Ian said rather darkly. It looked to me like Snowy was quite taken with Rosie.

      “Would you smash the place up?”

      “Huh? No. Of course I wouldn’t. Why would I do that? And if I would, why would I tell you?”

      “Oh, so you’d lie about it? I see.” Ian was frowning as he made the next scribbles into his notebook.

      “I wouldn’t smash anything deliberately,” Rosie reiterated.

      “But you might accidentally.”

      “Accidents happen.”

      “Clumsy, are you?”

      “No more than average.”

      “Hmm. Average. I’m not sure this is the kind of place that suits an average person. I’m really looking for someone exceptional, you know?”

      “Everyone is exceptional in their own way,” Rosie said.

      “We’ll let you know.”

      “Huh?”

      “That’s it, interview’s over. I need to consult with my wife-to-be, my fiancée. She’s very particular.”

      “When will you decide?”

      “We’ll decide when we decide and not a moment before,” Ian said. “Right, that’s it. Thank you.”

      Rosie stood up rather hesitantly. I gave her a supportive smile and nodded toward the front door. Rosie left ahead of me.

      “Bit harsh, no?” I said when she was gone.

      “This is my home. It’s very important to me.”

      I poked him in the shoulder. “You’re jealous of her. Try and be a bit nicer, will you?”

      “I’m hardly going to be jealous of a homeless woman, Tiff. I’m just making sure I don’t show any favoritism. Everyone needs to be given an equal chance.”

      Before he could stop me, I took the notebook he’d been scribbling on out of his hand and looked to see what he had been writing.

      “Hey!”

      “Really?” I said as I examined it. Ian hadn’t written any notes at all, but instead had drawn a picture of Rosie next to a burning car with a Motel in the background. “These are your important notes?”

      “I’m a very visual person, Tiff, you know that.”

      “Yeah, right. Okay, make sure you give her a fair chance, okay? She’s a good person. I think.”

      “You think?”

      I shrugged. “It’s still early days.”

      There was still the matter of who had burned out Rosie’s car. Not wanting to sink her chances just yet, I didn’t tell Ian about what else had happened with Rosie and the men in the big black car.

      “See you later, Ian. We’ll do pizza soon, okay?”

      “Fine, but without her. I need to keep a professional distance.”

      “Sure, see you later.”

      “Call me if you need my help,” Ian said. “I’ve not gone yet. If you need any of my, you know, expertise, I’m still here.”

      “Will do. I appreciate it.”

      Rosie and I left Ian’s apartment behind and headed downstairs. Rosie didn’t want to wait for the elevator, apparently, and was already pushing the door to the stairwell. I hurried after her.

      When we were almost at street level, we saw something out of the stairwell window that brought Rosie to a stop. She dug her phone out of her bag, looked at the screen and then back outside, frowning all the while. Outside, there was a black sedan idling on the street.

      “What’s up?”

      “Nothing.”

      “It doesn’t look like nothing, Rosie. What’s going on?”

      “I think… Well, I’ve got another meeting.” Rosie continued down the stairs to the first floor and opened the front door of the building. Standing by the back door of the car was a man in a black suit with a brilliant white shirt that was undone at the collar. He had black hair and dark sunglasses to match the car and its tinted windows.

      I pulled Rosie’s arm before she could walk over to the car. “You’re not getting in that.”

      “I have a meeting. They’re going to take me there.”

      “No way. Look, I’ll take you.”

      “You’ve got to work on the case. I’ll be fine. I won’t be long. I’ll do overtime tonight to make up for it. I’m sorry, I’m going to put a stop to this. To them. I promise.”

      I squeezed Rosie’s arm, half to stop her leaving and getting into the car and half to show that I was there for her. “I’ll drive you, and that’s the end of it.” I lifted my other arm and waved it at the guy standing by the car. “Hey! We’ll follow you in my car!”

      The man began to scowl, but before he could complete uglifying his face, I was pulling Rosie back inside so we could head to the parking lot and get my vehicle.

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      “But I want to.”

      And darn it, I was curious. Even if I didn’t care at all for Rosie, I still wanted to know what the deal was. But I did care about her, I realized, and that made supporting her all the more important.

      The black car was still there when we pulled around, and we followed it across the city. Rosie didn’t seem to want to talk and was intently tapping away at her phone. I didn’t push it. I was sure all would be revealed soon.

      We eventually arrived at what initially looked like a half-warehouse, half-office building on the outskirts of the city. We drove through an open gate into a compound surrounded by a chain link fence and came to a stop. Above the building was a sign declaring it to be the Luxury Nugget Casino. It didn’t look very luxurious to me at all.

      “You can wait here,” Rosie said, hopefully.

      “No way. We’re in this together now.” I swung my bag over my shoulder and let one hand rest inside. Just in case.

      Two men got out of the other car and nodded their heads toward the main door of the building before heading inside. We followed behind them into a grimy lobby with a barred booth at which you could exchange money for chips. A shaven-headed security guard scowled at Rosie and nodded for us to go down a hallway.

      We entered a back office where a red-faced, shiny-headed man in a suit that looked two sizes too small was sitting behind a ratty-looking desk. He was dabbing his head with a handkerchief when we came in and didn’t stop when he saw us. He grunted toward some chairs.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Rosie’s friend. Who are you?”

      “Pike.”

      “Okay, Mr. Pike—”

      “Not Mister Pike, The Pike.”

      “Okay, The Pike, what do you want with Rosie? Why are you hassling her?”

      “You didn’t tell her, did you?” The Pike said to Rosie.

      Rosie shook her head.

      “Tell me what?”

      “She stole from us. Twenty grand.”

      “I didn’t steal; I won it,” Rosie said sullenly.

      Ah. This was all making sense now.

      “She cheated. She was card counting.”

      “Having a memory isn’t cheating,” Rosie muttered.

      “In Vegas it is.” The Pike looked at me. “She stole from us, and we want our money back.”

      “I paid you back!”

      The Pike smirked. “When you steal from the Pike, you don’t just pay back what you stole. You pay it back… with interest.”

      “Well, I can’t. And that’s that. You’ve had your twenty thousand, and you’re not getting any more.”

      The security guard who had been at the entrance had followed us inside. He leaned over, so his head was between Rosie and me. “The Pike gets what The Pike wants. And The Pike says you owe him a hundred K. You either get it. Or…”

      “Or what?” I said loudly into his ear, making him jerk back.

      “Or The Pike will get angry,” said The Pike. He was smiling when he said it, but it was more like the smile of a sadist than someone in good cheer. “Now, you get yourself down to a casino and you win me my money.”

      “Can’t. They banned me. I’m banned everywhere.”

      “Get a disguise.”

      “I did! I tried with a disguise. They still caught me. I can’t do it; I can’t gamble anymore. And I quit!”

      “She’s got a new job now,” I confirmed. “No more gambling.”

      The Pike cracked the knuckles of first his left and then his right hand. “You’ve got two weeks. Then The Pike’s gonna bite. Get out of here.”

      We must have been a little slow in moving because the security guard stuck his head between us again. “Scram!”

      Back in my car, Rosie was wiping her eyes. “Sorry,” she said in a hoarse whisper.

      “Those guys are jerks. We’ll sort something out.”

      Rosie slowly shook her head. “I don’t think I can. I don’t think I can earn a hundred thousand in two weeks.”

      “Of course not. We’ll figure something else out, Rosie. You’ve got yourself in a hole, but we’re going to find you a ladder, okay?”

      Rosie sighed. “Maybe I should just leave.”

      I squeezed Rosie’s shoulder. “Absolutely not. That would completely ruin your internship.”

      Rosie laughed and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “That would be it for me, huh?”

      “Exactly. We’ll find another way out of this.”

      My mind was already whirring, thinking of possibilities. The cops. Some of Stone’s guys. Some threats of my own. Yeah, we’d figure something out.

      If Rosie was going to stop being my intern-assistant, it was going to be my decision, not some wannabe-gangster-fish-in-a-suit.
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      I dropped Rosie off back at the motel so she could figure some things out, as she put it. While I had my thinking cap on, I hoped she might come up with a clever plan of her own to get out of the hole she’d dug for herself with The Pike.

      I was in a good mood when I arrived at the hospital to see Stone. It was visiting hours, so there was no need for trickery, and our case seemed to be coming along nicely. I just needed a bit more good news about Stone, and I’d be on top of the world.

      When I got to Stone’s room, I froze. It was empty. I checked the room number to make sure I was in the right place and then looked inside again. Nope. I was in the right place, but Stone, however, was not. He’d disappeared.

      I began to grin to myself. He’d clearly checked himself out. The new meds had fixed him up, and against the doctor’s orders, he’d headed home. That must have been what happened. Happily, I thought about the dressing down Nanna was going to give him when she found out.

      I headed back down to the nurse’s station where I saw one of the regular nurses. I gave her a little wave as I approached. She was looking harried but stopped what she was doing when she saw me.

      “Hey, when did my friend discharge himself?”

      “He hasn’t been discharged. He had to be moved.”

      “Huh? Where to?” The nurse gave me a smile, and it immediately sent me into a panic. It wasn’t a friendly smile. It was a supportive smile. A this is going to be tough, smile. “What’s happened?” I asked, quietly.

      “He’s taken a turn for the worse. He’s in the ICU. You can’t go in there, I’m afraid, it’s—”

      I was already leaving and didn’t hear the rest of what she had to say. When Stone had first arrived in the hospital with his gunshot wound, he’d been taken to surgery and then the ICU, where I had loitered waiting for news or a chance to see him, so I knew where to go.

      On the first floor, I headed toward doors that warned me not to enter. Halting outside, I waited anxiously for someone to exit so I could grab them.

      I didn’t have to wait long. The nurse who had caught me in Stone’s room outside of visiting hours pushed her way out, a cheery smile on her face. Treena Verone.

      “Don’t stand there, you’re blocking the hallway.”

      “Sorry. It’s—my friend, Stone. He’s in the ICU?”

      “Yep!” Treena stared at me, a smile still on her face.

      “What’s happened? Is he okay? What’s the matter?”

      Treena shook her head, still smiling. “Oh no, I shouldn’t say so. He’s in the ICU. But what the hay, maybe he’ll make it.” She shrugged. “Gotta go, good luck!”

      Treena hurried off, and I stared after her, stunned. As she was going, I could swear I heard her say, “He’ll need it,” under her breath.”

      I was considering chasing after the nurse when someone else exited from inside, and I abandoned that train of thought. It was one of Stone’s regular carers, Dr. Wu, and I was relieved to see someone who I thought could actually help.

      “Doctor! What’s happened?”

      Wu stopped in front of me and took me by the arm, leading me to some nearby chairs and sitting down with me.

      “I’m afraid the infection spread rapidly. The meds he was on weren’t working. He’s unconscious now. We’ve switched to some new antibiotics, and we’re keeping him under sedation.”

      “Is he going to be all right?”

      Wu was silent for a moment. “I hope so.”

      That wasn’t good enough!

      “You hope so?”

      Wu took a moment to collect his thoughts. “Look, I’m surprised this has happened. He was making a good recovery initially. I was exceedingly optimistic. When he came down with this infection, I didn’t expect him to struggle fighting it off. But he is struggling. We nearly lost him earlier. He’s on new antibiotics now, and so far, it’s looking promising. But that’s what we thought before. If these meds don’t work…”

      “They will. They have to. And if they don’t, you’ll give him something else, won’t you?”

      “We will do absolutely everything we can for him, yes.”

      I wanted to ask him what I could do. I wanted him to tell me I could help in some way, that I could fix this for him. But it was a stupid, futile hope. What could a blackjack dealer or a PI do that the doctors and nurses couldn’t? Nothing. That’s what. There was absolutely nothing I could do to help Stone.

      “When can I see him?”

      “Not today. And he’s not conscious anyway. It wouldn’t do any good. I’ve got your number. I’m going to make sure you get a call when we have more news, okay?”

      “Thank you, Doctor.”

      “He’s strong. If the meds work, he has a good chance.”

      If the meds work. A chance.

      The doctor offered more reassuring words before leaving me. I left the hospital numbed by what I’d heard.

      This wasn’t right.

      It wasn’t right at all.

      I yanked my phone out of my bag and dialed a number. I needed assistance.

      “Ian? I need your help. Yes, you… This is important… No, I don’t want to ask Rosie… Listen. I need you to look someone up. Treena Verone… She’s a nurse at the hospital. Stone’s back in the ICU, and there’s something not right about her… His infection came back, or got worse, or something. Just look up Treena Verone, okay? See what you can find out… Call me as soon as you have anything.”

      I stuffed my phone back in my bag and then kicked the ground because there was nothing better to take my frustration out on. Why this? Why now?

      Before I could explore these depressing thoughts, my phone rang. It wasn’t Ian. It was a number I didn’t recognize.

      “Hello?” My voice was sharp, and although I didn’t really realize it, I was hoping it was someone I could let my frustrations out on, someone to yell at.

      “This is Dr. Amelia Lindsey. We met at the gallery. You purchased A Pear Like Any Other…” It took me a moment to realize she was talking about the photograph. I had forgotten the name already.

      “Yes?”

      “I mentioned a collector of Monica Galgavhan’s photographs?”

      “Yes. You wouldn’t tell us who it was.”

      “We have to maintain client privacy. The collector was exceedingly disappointed to see that the picture had been purchased already. Exceedingly. When he saw it, he tried to buy it on the spot and was distraught that it was no longer available. He would like to contact you to make an offer to purchase it. May I pass on your details?”

      “I already told you that you could.”

      “I just needed to confirm. We take ethics very seriously. He’s here now, so I shall pass on your details immediately. Expect a call shortly.”

      After Amelia had hung up, I paced up and down beside my car while I waited for the collector to call, trying to focus my thoughts on him rather than on Stone, who was stuck inside the hospital fighting for his life. Finally, after what felt like an age but was actually only a few minutes, my phone rang again with another new number.

      The caller revealed himself to be a gentleman called Noah, who identified himself only as a collector and admirer of Monica’s work. He wanted to talk price and delivery immediately, but I convinced him we needed to meet to discuss the matter. In short order, we arranged to meet at his home late that afternoon.

      I had just enough time to pick up Rosie before the meet.

      At least it was something to keep my mind off what was happening to Stone. Before picking up Rosie, I gave Nanna a quick call to let her know what was going on in the hospital. She was in the middle of a disaster of her own involving her new gardening project, but once she heard about Stone’s situation, that drama was quickly forgotten.

      With Nanna and Ian now in the loop, the word would spread to everyone else who needed to know about Stone. And I could force myself to focus back on the case.

      It was time to grab Rosie and meet this collector, Noah.
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      We got to Noah’s around five o’clock. We approached his secluded house by following a winding driveway until we found the main building, an expansive, rectangular single-story structure nestled amongst exotic-looking trees.

      “Wow,” I said as I brought the car to a halt and peered at the structure before us. It had a modern Asian aesthetic, with vaulted wooden beams holding up the roof, the ends of which were carved with the heads of mythical beasts. There was a set of granite steps leading down to the driveway, and as I opened my car door, the double front doors of the house swung open to reveal a man in gray robes looking down at us.

      “Interesting place,” Rosie said before exiting the car.

      The man strode down the steps two at a time. He had long, black hair in a ponytail and dark brown eyes, and when he reached the bottom, he gave us a curt bow and then brushed a stray hair that had fallen loose back behind his ear.

      “Good afternoon. I’m Noah Tanaka. Welcome to my humble abode. Please, come in.”

      We introduced ourselves and followed him inside, where we took off our shoes in a vestibule before entering the main part of the house. The inside had a serene calm to it, though it wasn’t completely silent. In the background, trickling water could be heard as if there were a stream passing through the house. In this desert, that was unlikely.

      The floors were wood, as were the internal walls, and the scent of pine filled the space and give it the atmosphere of a far Eastern spa.

      “Would you like tea?”

      “Yes, please!” Rosie said before I could shut her down. It turned out to be a wise move.

      Noah led us into a small room off of the entrance way where a low wooden table was set up on the floor. He indicated for us to sit on cushions in front of the table, then disappeared to get the tea.

      “First impressions?”

      “He’s a man of very particular tastes,” Rosie said. “I think if he likes something, he really likes it. And aesthetics are important to him. There’s not a speck of dust or a single mark on the floor or walls.”

      “Obsessive?”

      “Yes, he might be,” Rosie agreed.

      Noah returned with a thick wooden tray, which he set on the table. There were three tiny teacups without handles, a teapot, and a kettle. He lifted the lid on the teapot and filled it with water, swirling it around, before emptying the water into a hole at the end of the tray. I realized that was why the tray was so thick—it could store wastewater in a tank concealed inside. Noah then added several spoons of tea leaves into the pot.

      “Shincha. From the first flush of the season. I had it imported last week. It’s very good.”

      Noah poured water into the teapot and then proceeded to immediately pour it out again, giving the tea leaves a quick rinse before filling the pot again. When he poured it into our cups after letting it brew for a little over half a minute, he used two hands, his movements careful and methodical, lifting the teapot high as the light green liquid flowed out of the spout.

      Sitting on the floor was deeply uncomfortable, but Noah looked perfectly at home, as relaxed as if he were sitting in an executive chair in an office. When three cups were poured, he nodded for us to take them.

      Rosie lifted hers up and held it under her nose. She seemed to know what she was doing, so I copied her movement. “Smells nice, kind of grassy,” I said. It wasn’t as intoxicating as the smell of a good coffee, but it was nice enough.

      Noah gave a curt nod. “Grassy, but floral, too, and if you are sensitive, there is just the faintest trace of—”

      “Yuzu!” Rosie said, her face brightening into delight.

      “Exactly. Are you a connoisseur?”

      Rosie shook her head. “Oh, not at all. I read a little about tea in my free time.”

      Noah smiled. “It’s good to keep learning.”

      We sipped our tea, and while it didn’t have the oomph of coffee, it was pleasant in its own way.

      “I must confess,” Noah said, “when I saw the sold label hanging from A Pear Like Any Other… I was distraught. The finest Galgavhan piece in years, and it had been snatched up before I’d even laid eyes on it.” Noah took a sad sip from his tea. “I hope we can come to an arrangement.”

      “Perhaps,” I said. “How long have you been collecting Monica’s work?”

      “I’ve been there since the beginning. When I first saw a photograph of hers in the gallery more than twenty years ago, I snapped it up. And then I met her. She was as exquisite as her work. She was going to do great things, I’m sure of it.”

      “You spent time with her? Were you friends?”

      A soft smile crept across Noah’s face as memories seemed to flow across his face. “Not quite.”

      “Not quite?” Rosie repeated.

      “I was taken by her. Besmitten. In… I’m not sure I can use the word love, but almost. If we hadn’t been torn apart by her disappearance, I’m sure that’s where it was leading.”

      “She had a boyfriend,” I pointed out.

      Noah stared at his teacup intently. “Ye-es. But I would have won her over. I know this to be true, for love can and does conquer all.”

      “Did you send her gifts?”

      Noah looked up at me again, smiling. “Does my sad love story really interest you that much?”

      “Kind of. We’re not just photography collectors. We’re investigators, and we’re trying to find out what happened to Monica.”

      Noah’s eyebrows rose higher than I expected, making him look almost startled. “People have looked before. Police. Detectives. That ex-boyfriend of hers. They never found her.”

      “Those people weren’t us,” Rosie told him. “We’re better than them.”

      Noah nodded. “I dare say you’re right. Come. I will show you my collection. Perhaps you will deduce some clues from her work. In fact, there is something about it that may interest you in particular.”

      That didn’t seem very likely to me. What could old photos tell us about Monica’s location more than twenty years later?

      “Sure, we’d love to see the pictures, but just to confirm, it was you that was sending Monica gifts before she died? Flowers and so on?”

      Noah nodded. “Yes. I wish I had been braver, acted faster. Perhaps I could have saved her. If I had drawn her from Anthony’s clutches with rapidity, she would have been with me. She would have been safe. Instead, I tried to play it cool, take my time. I would wear her down with gifts and words—that’s what I thought. I won’t make that mistake again. I now live my life with bold action instead of timidity, I don’t waste chances.” Noah clapped his hands together. “Come. I will show you the greatest Galgavhan collection in Nevada, and thus, the world.”

      Noah rose fluidly from his seat on the floor without needing to use his hands to push himself up. I, however, was a little clumsier and had to lean on the table, and when I finally got to my feet, I found that my legs were tingling with pins and needles. Rosie stood almost as gracefully as Noah, just briefly resting two fingers on the table as she stood.

      “This way.”

      We followed Noah down a hallway. When we reached the end, passing rooms with sliding doors along the way, he indicated the next hallway to his right. “This back passageway is the Eastern side of the house. My geomancer says it is the most auspicious place to hang her work if I want her to return. Please, enjoy this with me.”

      We followed Noah to the back hallway, the walls of which were lined with Monica’s photographs, each of which was in a simple, black wooden frame.

      “My collection begins here with the first photograph she ever exhibited.”

      We took a moment to admire a photo of three oranges stacked on top of each other. Apart from the impressive balancing act, it was the lighting of the photo that was most impressive.

      “It’s so…” I summoned up my inner art critic. “…orange.”

      Noah chuckled politely. “Her use of light was exquisite, just exquisite, from the very start.”

      Noah led us along the wall, pointing out his favorite pieces and repeatedly talking about her incredible use of light. There were lemons and bananas, a pineapple and a mango, and then we moved into a flower phase, followed by trees, then individual branches, and then leaves.

      As we progressed, Noah’s effusiveness in his praise began to fade. Instead of complimenting her angles or the time of day Monica had chosen to capture her images, he began to say things like, “This branch was well-chosen for its shape.” Or “This one is very… direct,” where direct did not sound like a compliment.

      When we got to the end, I stopped in surprise. The final piece, hanging on its own, was a photograph of my photograph—the one I’d bought the night before. The picture had been taken from a few yards back, so the frame and the white background were visible. There was now a small tag reading sold hanging from the picture.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” Noah said. “When I saw the picture this morning, I just knew I had to have it immediately. Of course, I want the real one, but I couldn’t go a moment longer without even a simple facsimile of it in my collection. I took a terrible photo with my phone, and I’ve mounted it here as a temporary placeholder. Even this poor copy is stunning, isn’t it?”

      We took a moment to silently contemplate the photo of the photo of the prickly pear.

      “It’s like she regained her original magic,” Rosie said.

      “Exactly, exactly!” Noah said far louder than I was expecting. He clapped his hands together for emphasis. “And that’s why I’ve got to have this photo. You see what it shows, don’t you?”

      Rosie was slowly nodding. She walked several steps back and swung her arm to indicate a swathe of the photographs. “These ones, they’re…”

      “Fake!” Noah said, with another loud clap of his hands. “They’re fakes!”

      “In what way are they fake?”

      “They’re not Monica Galgavhans! You see the earlier work—it’s just mesmerizing. It grabs you by the eyes, and says, Look at me! Look at me! And it just doesn’t let go. You see that, right?” Noah pointed back toward the earlier works.

      “Absolutely,” Rosie confirmed.

      “Mm, definitely.”

      “But from here—and these pictures started appearing about a dozen years ago—they just don’t have that je ne sais quoi, do they? It took me a couple of years to really confirm my theory. At first, I thought they had already sold the best of Monica’s work, and like all artists, some of it simply wasn’t as good. But no. I realized, eventually, that there was something more going on. Some of the photographs weren’t taken by Monica, but by a mimic, a copier, a fraudster. Someone who could technically copy her approximate style but lacked the Galgavhan raw talent. The counterfeiter doesn’t have her eyes, do you see?”

      “Like this one.” Rosie pointed at a leaf, separated from its branch, sitting on a rock in the desert. “This photo should have been taken a couple of hours later, when the light would have been softer.”

      “Softer and richer,” Noah enthused. “Exactly! It’s a perfect Galgavhan scene, but the light is wrong. And the angle—Monica would have been a touch lower, a hair closer. You have to be a real aficionado to see the difference, but it’s there. It’s there!”

      Noah strode back to the end of the hallway and jabbed his finger at the photo of the photo. “Now you see why I have to have this one.”

      “Because…” I prompted him.

      “Because this is a genuine Monica Galgavhan!”

      Noah was staring at us, his calm demeanor almost completely gone. His eyebrows were darting, his eyes wide and staring, and his mouth opening and closing in excitement. “This photo proves that Monica is still alive! She’s alive! Noah began to weep. “My Monica is alive,” he whispered.
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      We returned to Noah’s tearoom and he poured us another cup each, quietly sniffing and wiping his eyes between each motion of preparing the tea and filling the cups.

      When he had composed himself and we had taken several sips of tea each, we got back to talking.

      “Why does that photo make you think she’s alive?”

      Noah took a moment to compose himself, then set his teacup down.

      “That photo is new. I can tell. It’s her style, but there’s a freshness to it. Can’t you see that?”

      “Maybe she just happened to take one like that all those years ago.”

      Noah was shaking his head. “No, there’s something else there. Didn’t you see the sadness? This photo is a cry for help.”

      “It is?”

      Noah nodded. “Anthony has her held captive. It’s the only explanation.”

      It definitely was not the only explanation.

      “How do you figure?”

      “It’s my fault,” Noah said, running his hands through his hair and then pulling at several strands. “It’s because of me.”

      “What did you do?” Rosie asked him.

      “It’s not what I did; it’s what Anthony did. It’s so obvious now, so clear to me. He must have felt threatened. Monica must have told him that she was going to leave him for me, and he couldn’t accept it. He kidnapped her. He’s been holding her captive all these years!”

      “Anthony is the one who hired us,” I told Noah. “It wouldn’t be in his interest for us to find her if he’s holding her captive, would it?”

      “He doesn’t expect you to find her. It’s just a ruse, a trick, a deceit! He is still playing the role of sad boyfriend, when all these years he’s had her locked away. Probably underground, in some kind of bunker. Oh, can you think of it? Can you imagine it? Poor Monica, locked away without her precious light? And all because I dared to love her.”

      “It’s certainly an interesting theory which we’ll endeavor to look into,” I told him.

      “That photo, it’s a cry for help. Monica—clever, beautiful, talented Monica—managed to slip it out into the world, under his nose! She, somehow, some way, through some method, got it to the gallery knowing I would find it, hoping I would save her. But what can I do? How will I find her?”

      “Probably best if you leave that up to us.” I patted the top of his hand and tried to calm him down a little. “We’re the experts, and we’re going to do everything we can to find her. And please, don’t go chasing after Anthony. There’s no evidence that he was involved in her disappearance. Stay open to the possibility that it was someone else, okay?”

      “But who else was there? Who else could it be?”

      I patted Noah’s hand again. “You were admiring her from a distance, right? You didn’t spend all that much time with Monica in person. I can tell you, there were other people in her life, other suspects, other possibilities. Don’t do anything you might regret, Noah, okay? Don’t go after Anthony.”

      The art collector nodded glumly. “Please keep me informed as to how your investigation is going, won’t you?”

      “Okay, if anything comes up, we’ll let you know.”

      “And can I buy the photo? I’ll pay double what you paid for it!”

      “We’ll discuss it after this case is closed,” I told him. “I might still need the photo, to track down Monica.”

      “Then you must keep it until she is found!”

      “Thanks for your time, Noah. You’ve been very helpful.”

      Back in my car, we headed back downtown.

      “What do you think of his theory? About Anthony and Monica?”

      Rosie snorted. “We were right, he was obsessive. And he’s still obsessed with Monica. And I’m sure he’s on the wrong track with regard to Anthony. Keeping her in an underground bunker? No way. I don’t believe Anthony could be that good of an actor.”

      “Yep. That gives me an idea. I wonder what Anthony thinks of the new picture? We should show it to him and see what he makes of it.”

      “Good idea, boss. Let’s find out!”

      I bit my lip. “Problem is, it’s still hanging in the gallery.”

      Rosie turned to me, looking quite pleased with herself. “It’s okay. I took a photo of it while we were there in case it turned out to be useful.”

      “You did? Good thinking Rosie.”

      “Thanks, boss. I’ll give him a call and see if we can meet.”

      While I drove, Rosie called our client. It turned out, he was already at Decadent for You, having an after-dinner coffee and some dessert. We swung over there and joined him in the same booth I’d first met him just a few days earlier.

      Anthony was still riding the high from what he saw as a successful session with his medium, Vivianna Farsight, when she had examined his car.

      “It helped, right? Helped you guys find direction for your case?”

      “All input helps,” I told him as vaguely as I could. “Every little thing can help spark new ideas or reveal new leads. Speaking of which, we have something we want you to look at. Rosie?”

      Rosie pulled up a picture of A Pear Like Any Other… on her phone and slid it across the table. Anthony picked it up and peered at it, holding it close and then zooming in.

      “This… where did you find this?”

      “At the college gallery. They still exhibit some of Monica’s pieces.”

      Anthony squinted at it, slightly shaking his head in disbelief. “But I’ve never seen this one before. I’m sure I would have remembered her taking it.”

      “Do you think it might be a fake?”

      Anthony extended his arm so the phone was at arm’s length from him and stared at it some more. “It’s real. I’m sure of it. It’s just like her work. You see how the light is the real star of this photo, not the prickly pear itself? That’s Monica. It’s all Monica. Where did they get this photo?”

      “That’s a good question, and one we’re looking into. There seems to be a little confusion about where exactly it came from. It may have been donated by her parents or discovered in their archives.”

      Anthony held it up close again. “There’s something about it. A… freshness?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Could this be… No, it couldn’t.”

      “What, Anthony?”

      “I was almost wondering whether it could be a new photo. Could it? Do you think…” Anthony bit his lip in thought. “If it were…”

      “It’s a lead we’re working right now.”

      “And you found it right after we had our séance at the car! I knew Vivianna was on the right track! Do you want me to call her again, to help you?”

      “I think she’s given us all we need for now,” I said as diplomatically as I could. “We’ll just keep going, but if we do need to consult with her, I’ll let you know right away.”

      Anthony nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, good, good. Can you send me a copy of this photo?”

      “Will do. And if it sparks any other thoughts or ideas, let us know?”

      “Yes. Look, if you don’t mind, I’m going to go and see Vivianna myself and see if she and I can’t come up with something more together. I’ll email you transcripts!”

      “Okay, Anthony, that’d be great. Have a good night!”

      When our client was gone, Rosie started tapping away at her phone.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Sending that photo to Monica’s parents. We’ll do a video call with them and see what they make of it.”

      Rosie was sharp. I had been just about to tell her we should see what the parents made of the photo, but nope, she was already on it.

      A couple of minutes later, Rosie joined me on my side of the booth, and we propped up her phone against a coffee cup while we waited for her parents to answer our video call.

      When they did, we saw a couple in their late sixties, both with gray hair, sitting side by side as they stared at the screen. When they saw it was connected, they both raised a hand and waved at us with some enthusiasm.

      “Hi! Hello! Can you hear us?!”

      Rosie and I nodded and confirmed that we could hear them, all too well in fact. They introduced themselves—Bob and Marge—then before we could begin, Bob had a question for us.

      “Where are you?”

      “At a café,” I told him.

      “Yeah, yeah, I get that. Which one?”

      “It’s called Decadent for You, it’s on Fremont Street.”

      Bob turned to Marge. “I knew it! As soon as I saw it, I knew it!” Bob reached off-screen, grabbed something, and then a moment later he was waving a cardboard box in front of the camera. “Look! Decadent for You!”

      “They have a branch in Wyoming?” I asked, a little confused.

      “Nope! We won a competition there a couple of years back. We get a box of goodies every month, don’t we, Marge?”

      “We sure do! Tasty as tasty can be.”

      “That’s amazing. Bob, Marge, did you have a chance to look at the photo Rosie sent you?”

      Bob lifted up a phone and held it in front of the camera of his computer, showing us that he did indeed have the photo. “Yep. What was the question y’all had about it?”

      “We want to know whether you recognize it.”

      “Nope. Can’t say we do.”

      “It’s a photo taken by Monica. It was on display at the university’s gallery.”

      “Oh, yeah. They still show her stuff. It’s good of them to do that, you know? Keeps her memory alive.”

      “There’s some confusion about where it came from. Her old professor was surprised when he saw it on display, claims he didn’t provide it. Did you guys send it to be sold?”

      “Nope. Like we told you last time, we’re done selling Monica’s work. What we’ve got left, we’re keeping. But what are you saying about that photo? It just appeared?”

      “It came from somewhere,” Rosie told them, “We just haven’t yet ascertained where. Are you sure you haven’t seen it before?”

      Bob looked at Marge. Marge looked at Bob. They both half-shook their heads and shrugged at each other, then turned back to us. “It doesn’t look familiar,” Marge said, “but it’s been a long time, you know? We weren’t what you’d call Art People. Monica got her talent from her grandmother, my mother, we think—she used to like painting. But it’s a bit beyond us. We liked Monica’s pictures, I mean, we loved them because they were hers. But I don’t think we quite appreciated them the same way the school and her professors did. She had so many photos, it’s hard to remember them all, isn’t it, Bob?”

      “Oh, yeah. Fruit. That’s what she started with. Then flowers. Then there was the other nature stuff, trees and the like. There was so much of it, it’s hard to remember it all.”

      “So this could be an old photograph?” Rosie asked.

      “Of course, it’s an old photograph,” Bob said, with a slightly irritated laugh. “It couldn’t exactly be a new one, could it?”

      “Right,” Rosie said. “Thank you very much for speaking with us.”

      “Bye, Bob,” I said. “Bye, Marge.”

      The couple wished us luck, recommended we try the cupcakes—we assured them we would—and said their farewells.

      “Interesting,” I said when they were gone. “They didn’t recognize the photo. Noah could be right.”

      “About the photo being new? Or about Anthony having her in an underground bunker?”

      “The former, for now,” I said with a laugh. “Right, we better call it a day. I’ve got to call the hospital. I’ll drop you off at the motel. Get some rest, won’t you?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Sure thing, boss.”

      After dropping Rosie off, I sat in my car and called the hospital back. I was lucky enough to be connected to Dr. Wu, but he couldn’t offer me any cheer. Stone was still in intensive care, and all Wu would say was that there was no indication the new antibiotics weren’t working.

      It was hope. But not enough of it.
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      The next morning, I was woken bright and early by a call from The Treasury casino.

      I was, theoretically, scheduled for a shift to deal that night starting at eleven o’clock. It was fun work, but with the case heating up and keeping us busy through some pretty long days, I wasn’t desperate to fill my nights up with work as well.

      “Hello?” I said, blearily.

      “This is Stella Smithfield, HR.”

      Ugh.

      “Yes?”

      “This is just a courtesy call to let you know our investigation is still ongoing and your services will not be required for your shift this evening.”

      “Gee, thanks. You’ll still be paying me, right?” I knew they wouldn’t, but if she was going to wake me up and annoy me, I was going to irritate her back.

      “You’re paid on an hourly basis, and you’ll be paid for all the hours you work.”

      “But you’re not giving me any hours.”

      “That’s correct. If you have any complaints, please arrange a meeting at the Human Resources department.”

      “That’s your department.”

      “Have a wonderful day, Ms. Black. We’ll let you know the results of our investigation soon.”

      “Gee, thanks. I’ll look forward to that.”

      I got up and made myself my first gallon of coffee. Well, it wasn’t quite a gallon, but I felt like that’s how much I needed. Two sips in, and Mom was on the phone.

      “Tiffany? Can you go over to Nanna’s? She’s having an issue.”

      “What kind of issue?”

      “Something to do with her potting soil for her little vegetable garden. I think she ordered too much.”

      “I’m working on a case…”

      “I’m sure it won’t take long, dear.”

      Ugh.

      I sent Rosie a message and let her know we were going to have a late start and I’d pick her up from the motel later, and then I headed over to Nanna’s.

      What I was greeted with wasn’t what I expected.

      Nanna and Wes live in a small but comfortable home with a short driveway that was currently completely filled by a giant truck. Nanna was standing near the door talking to a man in a blue trucker’s hat and gray overalls.

      I sidled up to them to see what they were talking about. The man had a sewn-on patch on his overalls stating that his name was Burt. And Burt did not look happy. He was shaking his head while chewing on the end of a pencil.

      “See, I got the delivery order here, and if I don’t deliver it, I’m in trouble. How about we get it set down, and you can work out the refund with the supplier. I’m just delivery, see. I don’t deal with the orders and whatnot. I don’t have the authority.”

      “But there isn’t even space,” Nanna said. “It’s just not possible.”

      Burt looked at the driveway. “I figure you can stack ‘em up pretty good.”

      “What’s the matter?” I asked Nanna, who hadn’t even noticed my quiet approach. She smiled in relief when she saw me.

      “Wes made a little error on the potting soil order, and this gentleman is rather insistent that we take delivery of the incorrect order.”

      I shrugged. “Does it matter? You can get a refund, right?”

      “That’s the thing, I don’t think it is refundable. I’d rather not take delivery at all. I don’t want to be stuck with it all.”

      “Can’t you give some to Mom and Dad?”

      Nanna nodded hesitantly. “Ye-es. But I’m not sure they’ll want quite that much.”

      “How much is it?”

      “Five thousand pounds.”

      I blinked. “That’s, what, twenty tons?”

      Burt chewed on his pencil a little more. “Twenty-two and a half, thereabouts. It’s a lot of soil.”

      “What happened, Nanna? How did you end up with twenty-two and a half tons of soil?”

      “I wanted a hundred pounds of soil—two big bags. It’s for my new raised bed that Wes made. But he got mixed up and put in a hundred bags on the order form.”

      Burt took his pencil out of his mouth again. “Got a forklift?”

      “Do I have a what?” Nanna repeated.

      “Forklift. See, they’re on pallets. We can whip ‘em out in no time if you bring the forklift around.”

      “I don’t have a forklift!”

      The man shook his head and tutted. “Well, you best get to it then. You’ll want some steps for getting up into the truck.”

      “Isn’t that your job?” I asked him.

      The delivery man shook his head. “Nope. OSHA. No heavy lifting, not at my age. Did my back in a few years back. Now I just drive.”

      “Then it’s not getting unloaded. Neither Nanna nor I are going to unload twenty-two tons of soil we don’t want.”

      Burt chewed on his pencil some more. “Then what am I going to do with it?” He waved a piece of paper at us. “See, this is my delivery order. I get the order, I deliver the goods. That’s how it works. If I don’t deliver the goods, then, well, what am I doing?”

      “How about you take it back to the warehouse or wherever it comes from and say that Nanna was out and there was no one to sign for it.”

      The man cocked his head. “But she’s in. I can see her.” He pointed his pencil at Nanna. “Right there, see?”

      I tapped my chin.

      “No, you see, you’ve got it mixed up. She doesn’t live here. The owners are out. She’s just a helpful neighbor, aren’t you, Nanna?”

      Nanna nodded enthusiastically. “I help too much, if anything!”

      “If you’re not the owner, then I can’t deliver this soil to you.” The delivery man shook his head at us. “No siree. I need the householder to sign for it.”

      “Well we definitely can’t sign for it, can we, Nanna?”

      “Oh, no. That wouldn’t be right. Not at all.”

      The delivery man chewed on his pencil some more. “I’m going to have to take this away, then, if there’s no one here to sign for it.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” I told him. “Sorry for wasting your time.”

      The man peered at me suspiciously. “You’re not just saying that to get rid of me, are you?”

      “No, why would we want to get rid of you? We love meeting people, don’t we, Nanna?”

      “Oh, yes, dear.”

      The pencil was chewed further.

      “Nanna, why don’t you tell him about your church?”

      Nanna clapped her hands together excitedly. “Oh, yes. We’re always looking for new members! Now, are you more of a choir man, or—”

      “—Right! Sorry, got to get going. Got more deliveries to make.”

      Burt hurried back toward the cab of his truck and climbed inside.

      Nanna was frowning after him. “But I really think he would like our church.”

      In moments, the truck was beeping as it backed out of the driveway. We waved Burt away.

      Nanna and I headed inside for a coffee and a chat after Burt had left. She informed me that she’d been on the phone to the hospital again, but there was no new news about Stone. They hoped the new antibiotics were working, but it was still too early to tell.

      After coffee and a muffin, I gave Nanna a hug. “Good luck sorting it out with the soil company, Nanna. I hope you can get a refund. If not, maybe you can start a farm.”

      Then I left her to it, thankfully free of the twenty-two tons of soil she’d nearly ended up with.

      It was time to get back to work.
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      I grabbed Rosie, who was standing patiently in the parking lot of the motel staring at her phone and headed back to the university.

      When we got to Dean Thompson’s office, his secretary smiled at us nervously.

      I smiled back at her. “Hi, can you tell me when the photograph A Pear Like Any Other… by Monica Galgavhan was taken?”

      “I’m sorry?” The secretary didn’t know what we were talking about.

      “That’s okay. I didn’t think you would. We’ll go and ask Dean Thompson. Is he in?”

      “Yes, he is in, but—”

      The secretary stopped speaking when she saw it was futile. We were already heading for the door to the dean’s office, and I knocked and opened it in one smooth motion.

      “Hi, Andy,” Rosie said as we entered.

      Dean Thompson was sitting behind his desk, and the look he gave us was one of great irritation.

      “What’s the meaning of this? I told you to address any future queries to my secretary.”

      “We tried that,” I told him, “but she didn’t know the answer.”

      Rosie put her phone on his desk, the screen lit up with an image of the prickly pear photo.

      “When was this taken?”

      “Two nights ago,” he said through gritted teeth, jaw tense.

      “Very clever. We mean the Galgavhan photo, A Pear Like Any Other… When was it taken?”

      “At the same time as the rest of her photos, give or take a few months. What an absurd question.”

      “You seemed rather surprised to see it the other night, why is that?”

      “Because it wasn’t one of the photographs I supplied for the exhibition, as I told you.”

      “This is a very good photograph, isn’t it?”

      “Galgavhan was a talented photographer.”

      “But don’t you think it’s rather better than a lot of her others?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Come on. You’re an art professor. You can tell. You know. This photo is much better than the ones that have been exhibited for the last few years.”

      “No it isn’t.” Dean Thompson’s voice was hard and cold, ice in vocal form.

      “It’s almost as if many of the more recent photos weren’t taken by her. It’s like they were taken by someone else trying to mimic her style,” Rosie told him.

      “What would you know? You’re amateur, bumbling detectives. You’re not art professors. I can tell just by looking at you that the very concepts of visual style and taste completely elude you.”

      Rosie looked down at her cheap white t-shirt and then across at me in my slightly more expensive but older t-shirt. Mine was very stylish. It had a picture of the Eiffel Tower—the one at Paris Las Vegas, not the old-fashioned one in France.

      “We don’t know what you mean,” I told him. “But what we do know is that the Galgavhan photos went through a marked decline in quality a few years back, and this photo is a return to form.”

      “And the reason,” Rosie told him, hands placed on his desk while she leaned forward toward him, “is because you were making fake Galgavhan photos to sell and passing them off as hers.”

      “Preposterous! Outrageous!” Dean Thompson pushed his wheeled chair backward and stood, sending the seat into the wall behind him and raising a hand with his index finger pointed at us menacingly. “How dare you!” He wagged the finger. “My own work is far superior to Galgavhan’s! I’m a professor, a dean! She was a mere student!”

      “And yet,” I told him sweetly, “it’s her work people want to see and collect.”

      “The people of the world are hardly renowned for their taste.”

      “We’d like to look at the rest of the Monica Galgavhan archive,” Rosie told him. “The photos that have yet to be exhibited or sold.”

      “Absolutely not. I have no more time for either of you.”

      “It’s because the photos don’t exist, isn’t it?”

      “Of course, they exist! I’ve been looking after them for more than two decades.”

      Rosie shook her head. “Nope. You ran out of her photos years ago, and you’ve been substituting your own, inferior photographs. There’s no archive of Galgavhan photos that have yet to be exhibited. You’re not discovering more. You’re making them yourself. A little one-man Galgavhan factory, churning out inferior imitations of her style.”

      “Out! Out! How dare you!”

      Dean Thompson grabbed a stapler from his desk and started stomping around the L-shaped piece of furniture toward us, arm raised high.

      “I think we’ve heard all we need,” Rosie said, and began backpedaling quickly toward the door.

      “Yes, thanks for your time again, Andy,” I said as I pulled open the door and ushered Rosie out. “We’ll be in touch!”

      We got out, and I slammed the door behind us. I smiled at the worried-looking secretary, and we headed back outside. Just before we left the outer sanctum of his office, there was a pair of loud thumps as the dean smashed his fists into the door we’d just closed.

      “I think we touched a nerve,” I said on the way out.

      “We sure did.” Rosie did a half-jump and skip down the hallway. “What a rush! It’s almost like winning in the casino.”

      I laughed. “Yeah. I guess the rush you get when a case is progressing well is a little similar.”

      Back outside, Rosie leaned against the car, smiling in a way I’d never seen from her before—a big grin that, for a moment, shoved aside the stress she’d been under thanks to The Pike. Her phone rang, and she smiled when she saw the screen. She held up a finger for me to wait a moment.

      When Rosie hung up, her grin was even bigger.

      “That was Flynn Brogney’s publisher. He’s agreed to meet with us.”

      Crackling with energy and anticipation, we climbed into the car.

      Things were progressing nicely. Very nicely indeed.
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      We pulled up to Flynn Brogney’s house, and I stopped in the driveway. I switched off the engine and looked over at my new intern. She was odd, but considering how new she was to the business, she was pulling her weight well. In fact, she was doing fantastically.

      Rosie looked at me, a look of not quite worry on her face—slight bemusement, perhaps.

      “We’re half an hour early.”

      “Yep.” I knew exactly how early we were, and it wasn’t by mistake.

      “How come we didn’t stop for coffee or cupcakes?”

      I poked Rosie in the arm. “Hungry, huh?”

      “No, it’s not that. In my head, I knew we were going to be early, and I thought to myself, Tiffany will definitely stop for a snack on the way. But you didn’t. Now I’m wondering why I was so wrong. I thought I knew you, boss, but you’ve surprised me.”

      Wait, does she think I eat a lot?! Maybe she wasn’t such a hotshot after all. I have, as Nanna puts it, a healthy appetite, nothing more.

      “Why would you think we’d stop for food?”

      “Because… you like to eat?”

      “Are you trying to say something about me, Rosie?”

      “No, not at all. I just thought I knew what you were like. But I guess I’m still learning.”

      “Yes. Yes, you are. And anyway, there is a reason why we’re early. So maybe you can learn something.”

      “What’s the reason?”

      “To catch him off guard. It don’t always do it, but sometimes if you turn up earlier than people are expecting, when they’re not quite ready, their defenses are down and they can end up being more honest. Or you can see more easily if they try and pull the wool over your eyes. They haven’t quite had time to do all their prep work, to get their stories straight, to plan what kind of message they want to send.”

      “Ohh,” Rosie said, nodding. “That makes sense. Clever.”

      “Come on. We’ll test it out. Let’s catch Brogney unawares and see if we can’t get his most unguarded responses.”

      Just as I was opening the car door, my phone rang. Okay, we’d be ever so slightly later. There was still plenty of time. I peered at the screen.

      “It’s Amelia from the gallery. I wonder what she wants,” I mused.

      Rosie stared expectantly, so I shrugged and answered it.

      “Tiffany? It’s Amelia again. I know who you are.”

      “Huh?”

      “I know you’re not just a collector. I know you’re an investigator.”

      “Okay.” I needed a moment to assess what Amelia thought about this fact. Was she mad? Upset? Betrayed? Excited?

      “I want to talk to you. Can we meet?”

      “Is there some kind of trouble?”

      “There’s something I want to show you. It’s about that photograph you bought. It’s been causing some… issues.”

      “With Dean Thompson?”

      Amelia was silent for a moment, and when she spoke again her voice was quieter, strained. “Yes. He came to see me and was very aggressive about wanting to know where the photo came from. And then last night, someone tried to break into my house… things seem to be getting out of hand.”

      “Dean Thompson tried to break into your house?”

      “No. I mean, I don’t think so. I don’t know who it was. When I switched my porch light on, they fled, but they’d been trying to pick the lock of the front door! Maybe it’s connected, maybe it’s not, but can you come to see me? I have an office in the gallery. There’s something you need to see, something you need to know.”

      “We can be there in a couple of hours, does that work for you?”

      “That would be great, thank you.”

      After hanging up, Rosie was looking thoughtful. “Sounds like she’s found something.”

      “Maybe she can tell us where the photo is from. Do you remember at the gallery when Thompson asked? She said it was probably from Monica’s parents.”

      “But it definitely wasn’t.” Rosie drummed her fingers on her knees. “She must have known where it was really from, right? She’s the curator.”

      “Yeah, you’d think so. She tried to make it sound like an assistant might have dealt with it, but now I think about it, that doesn’t feel right. Amelia’s been hiding something.”

      “And now she wants to come clean!” Rosie, seemingly very pleased with this thought, opened her car door and hopped out.

      We got to the large front door of the modern home and rang the doorbell. It was opened by a young, dark-haired woman with a white apron who looked remarkably familiar. She tilted her head a little, leaned forward, and then broke into a grin.

      “Tiffany?”

      “Madeline!” She was a housekeeper I’d met at another home during a previous case. It looked like she’d found new employment. “You’re working here, now?”

      “I am. I just started a week ago. Are you here to see Mr. Brogney? You’re his guests?”

      “That’s right. We’re a little early. Is he in?”

      Madeline shook her head. “He’s not available just yet. He said that if you were early, he wanted you to wait on the back terrace. He said he’d join you when he’s done. Do you want to follow me? Shall I bring you a pitcher of lemonade?”

      “That’d be lovely, thank you.”

      Madeline led us through the glimmering but minimalist home to a paved back terrace under a high canopy. A paddle fan hung from wooden beams above, providing a light breeze even though the calm air was otherwise still. We sat on clean wooden furniture while Madeline went to get us drinks.

      “So much for being early and catching him unawares,” I said. “It does work sometimes.”

      Rosie shrugged. “We’re getting a drink anyway, and this is a nice place to wait.”

      We sat quietly and looked around to get a sense of the place. The grounds of the house were simple but well-maintained, with a small green lawn with sprinklers and flower beds with colorful and exotic plants, many of which weren’t native to Nevada but must have come from Asia or Australia or some other far-off locale. Madeline soon returned with a pitcher of sweet but tart lemonade and some ice-filled tumblers, then left us alone to sip on the cool drink while we waited.

      “It’s nicer sitting here than in a busy restaurant,” Rosie said. “I don’t often get to experience quiet.” She closed her eyes a moment, listening. “I can’t even hear any traffic. In the motel room there’s always traffic outside. And the Walmart parking lot had even worse sounds at night.”

      I didn’t like to inquire what those sounds might have been, but I could guess.

      “I suppose that is one of the few drawbacks of being in Vegas. It’s the real city that never sleeps, not like that other one that tries to claim the same title.”

      We both pondered the ridiculousness of New York for a moment in quiet solitude.

      “I’m going to go over the notes on my phone,” Rosie said after some thought, and then she leaned back in her chair, phone in hand. Soon, she was lost in thought as she swiped and tapped at her device.

      I sat back in my own chair and closed my eyes, meditating on the case with my cool glass grasped in my hands, and wondered what Amelia was going to have to tell us. She sounded anxious on the phone, and not just from the attempted break-in. Whatever she had to tell us about Monica’s work sounded important. It might even throw a whole new light on the case.

      Then, my thoughts drifted to Stone, stuck in the hospital, still fighting for his life. From Nanna’s latest update, it sounded like the new antibiotics were doing the job, but why was Stone having to fight so hard? Once he survived the initial shooting, I thought that was it, he was on the road to recovery. But no. There was more. More trouble, more pain, more worry. There’s always more, more, more. Why couldn’t anything ever be simple? And what was wrong with that awful nurse? Ian hadn’t gotten back to me yet, but I had no doubt he’d have information for us before too long.

      “Good afternoon!”

      My reverie interrupted, I blinked my eyes open and found it brighter than I expected. My eyes must have been closed longer than I thought. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust, but when they did, I saw the writer Flynn Brogney standing over us. He was wearing a crumpled, oversized t-shirt and shorts, and had a bunched-up towel in one hand with which he was dabbing his face. From the other hand hung a black sports bag.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting. Been working out. You’ve got to stay fit in my line of work.”

      “You need to be fit to be a writer?” Rosie asked quizzically.

      “Sure. Writing a book’s like running a marathon, but way harder.”

      “Harder?” Rosie echoed, maintaining a curious, perhaps even admiring air.

      “Oh, yeah. In fact, writing a book is like running a marathon every day for a year.”

      “Oh, wow.” Rosie paused in respectful awe at Brogney’s apparent stamina. “I had no idea. I thought you just plinked away at a keyboard for an hour or so each day.”

      “Oh, no.” Brogney pulled out a chair and sat down with a heavy breath. “It gets you in the wrists, the shoulders, the arms. Not to mention up here.” Brogney used the fingers of his left hand to tap at his gray temple. “No, it’s exhausting work. There’s nothing else like it. Toughest job in the world. But that’s enough about my struggles. You gals are investigators, right?”

      Rosie turned to me expectantly.

      “That’s right, Tiffany Black investigations. I’m Tiffany.” I handed over a card, which he took a moment to peruse before placing it neatly on the edge of the table.

      “And you’re looking into Monica Galgavhan?”

      “That’s correct,” I told him. “We noticed you at the new exhibition the other day where there was a display of her work. You seemed quite interested.”

      Brogney nodded. “Oh, yeah. It’s pretty interesting stuff. Say, check this out.” Brogney reached into the sports bag he’d arrived with and pulled out a book, which he placed on the table. It was titled Knife O’Clock, and there was an illustrated image of a bloody knife in the foreground with a snowy mountain behind. “What do ya think of the cover?”

      “It’s very dramatic,” I said, not really knowing what to say. It looked like a book cover like any other. “Lets you know there’s going to be some blood.”

      “Oh yeah, tons of blood. Real gory. Even my shrink thinks I’m crazy!”

      Rosie and I chuckled politely and gave him another once-over. He had one hand on the book, pointing to the title, while the other rested on his lap with the towel he was still holding. His eyes weren’t on the book though. They were on us, going back and forth between Rosie and me as if sizing us up.

      “Reason I showed it to you is my cover artist was a student at the same time as Galgavhan. Interesting, huh?”

      “Did she know her?”

      Brogney shook his head. “Nah, not really.”

      “But you were at the gallery because you wanted to support your artist?”

      “Huh? No. She wasn’t even exhibiting. Don’t think she does anymore, just does covers for my publisher. Keeps her busy.”

      “Then what were you doing there? Are you just a fan?”

      “Nope, not that, either. Thing is, I’m interested in the case. Just like you.”

      “We’re being paid to investigate,” I told him. “You don’t have a sideline in investigations, do you?”

      Brogney chuckled. “No, I wish. Man, it’d be nice to have a fun little side job. Must be nice, wandering over town and chatting to people all day long. But nope, poor old Brogney has to do real work for a living. You know, writing a book is like a marathon, several marathons in fact. A whole year of them. Wait, didn’t I just tell you that?”

      “It’s fascinating hearing you talk about your work,” Rosie told him. “Really interesting.”

      “Huh. Right. Yeah. Then you’ll get a kick out of this. I’m not a detective, but I’m interested in this Monica Galgavhan case.” Brogney put his left arm on the table and leaned forward, an excited smile on his lips. “I’m researching it.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yep. I’m thinking about doing a book on it. A novelization of what happened to her. You know, like half true-crime and half fictionalized. A dramatic retelling. Except, I guess I’ll have to make up the ending, probably with Monica getting stabbed a hundred times and chucked in a woodchipper. Something like that, something nice and brutal, you know? Unless you guys have figured it out…? Got the real ending for me?”

      “Not yet,” I said.

      “But we’re going to,” Rosie told him.

      “Oh? Making progress, are you? I thought it was a dead case. I spoke to a cop about it, and he said there was no chance it was going to be solved now all these years later.”

      Rosie shrugged. “We’re better than the cops,” she told him.

      “I don’t know if that’s arrogance or confidence,” Brogney said, “but I like it. You’ve got sass, the pair of you. So, the broad’s dead though, right?”

      “Perhaps,” I told him.

      “Or perhaps not,” Rosie said.

      “I tried looking into that, too, for my book, but I haven’t found much. Spoke to an old, retired detective, Duncan Crabb. He told me she’s probably dead in the desert somewhere. Reckoned if she was alive, she woulda showed up by now. What leads are you working on now? Got something juicy?”

      “Oh, we’ve got lots of irons in the fire,” I told him vaguely. “Mostly just people Monica used to know from college, stuff like that.”

      “But you really think you might find her alive? After all these years?”

      “There’s a good chance,” Rosie told him. “A very good chance. If she’s out there, we’ll find her.”

      “Fantastic. That’s really interesting work you guys are doing. Say, do you think you could keep me up to date? For my book. If y’all get any good leads, I’d love to see how you do it. Writing about this kind of thing and actually doing it are quite different, y’know?”

      “Perhaps we can talk to you after the case,” I told him. “We don’t have a lot of time to chitchat when we’re in the middle of working on it.” And I didn’t want this writer jumping in and trying to steal the glory when we were close to solving it. Having him jump in and try and claim credit was just the kind of thing writers did, in my experience, and I didn’t want to give this one a chance. Not that I’d let him have the satisfaction of knowing I was concerned about him doing it.

      “Right. Yeah, I get that. Look, I hate to kick you out, but I’ve got to get going. Got to meet with my publisher. She’s still not sold on this Galgavhan book, and frankly, nor am I. Imagine if I wrote a nice, fictionalized version with a real juicy murder and you went and found her still alive? That’d ruin the whole project.”

      “Might be best to hold off on it until our investigation is complete,” Rosie told him. “You wouldn’t want to waste that effort.”

      Brogney stood up and dabbed his face with the bunched-up towel again. He was already using his other hand in a gesture of farewell. “Nice meeting y’all. Good luck.”

      That was very definitely our signal to leave. I downed the rest of my lemonade and then Madeline appeared again to walk us back out through the house and to the driveway. I wished her luck in her new position, and we got ready to go.

      “I guess that explains why he was at the gallery opening,” I said to Rosie when we were back in the car.

      “He certainly provided an explanation,” Rosie agreed. “Next stop, Amelia at the gallery?”

      “Yeah. Let’s hope she’s got something good for us. From the way she sounded on the phone, this could be important.”

      Rosie clicked her seatbelt into place and carefully clasped her hands together. “Ready, boss!”

      “Let’s do it.”
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      The gallery was serene and peaceful when we arrived. The initial excitement of the opening of the new season had faded, and it was now its usual, quiet self. A gallery displaying student art didn’t exactly draw in the tourist crowds in Las Vegas.

      When we entered, there was no one in the entrance foyer, and looking beyond there was only one distant gallery viewer visible, an older woman who was slowly walking around looking at the displays.

      We went to the front desk and, leaning over, I called in the direction of the office beyond. “Amelia? It’s Tiffany Black! We’re here!”

      Rosie and I waited quietly for a minute before I realized I was bouncing on my toes, getting impatient for her to put in her appearance. If Amelia could tell us where the photo came from, it could change everything. If Noah was to be believed, there really was a chance Monica was still alive.

      I grabbed Rosie’s arm and started to walk around the counter to the back. Amelia was being too quiet.

      “What’s she doing, taking a nap back there?” I complained.

      “Maybe she went out to get a coffee.”

      “I’m sure she’s got a coffee maker back there in the office.”

      “People like to get out.”

      There was a little thrill of excitement as we crossed from the public domain to that of the private area behind the counter. A shiver ran down my spine. This part wasn’t open to the public, and yet, there we were.

      “Amelia?” I called again softly, through the door that was a couple of inches ajar, leading to the office and who knew what else beyond.

      Nothing.

      Maybe Rosie was right. Perhaps Amelia had popped out for a couple of minutes. But it didn’t seem likely. On the phone, Amelia had been concerned yet eager to talk to us.

      Using two fingers, I gave the door a little push. It swung open silently. The room beyond was rectangular, with a large table with chairs around it at the front and a mini kitchen at the back with a protruding peninsula and a sink, refrigerator, microwave, and coffee machine. Amelia was not out getting coffee.

      On the table, a stack of papers had tumbled over, the contents scattered across the surface. One of the plastic-molded chairs that surrounded the table had fallen over backward. On the floor in the middle of the room were the scattered remains of a shattered coffee mug.

      “There’s been a struggle,” Rosie said contemplatively, more talking to herself than showing off to me.

      “Or a party,” I joked. But it wasn’t funny. Something had gone on here. “Don’t touch anything.”

      Rosie gave a curt nod, but she was already walking with careful steps, making sure to avoid the chunks of broken coffee mug.

      The kitchen peninsula protruded from the wall and blocked our view of the floor beyond. I gulped before continuing forward.

      Rosie gripped my arm and pointed noiselessly. As we had taken another step closer, the angle had allowed us our first glimpse of the floor beyond the obstruction. Clinging to the ground in a viscous pool was a puddle of dark red liquid.

      “Oh, no,” I said quietly, then I pulled Rosie with me forward so we could see the rest, the worst.

      “Oh, no,” Rosie echoed and sucked in a sharp breath.

      Lying on the floor was Amelia. Dead. And it didn’t take Las Vegas’ greatest detective to determine the likely cause of death: multiple bullet wounds.

      I squeezed Rosie’s arm. “Sorry. I didn’t expect you’d have to see something like this on your first week.”

      Rosie didn’t say anything. I looked at her face. Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut, and she was taking in a very long breath, breathing through her nose. Rosie began to exhale even more slowly through her mouth, blowing the air out through pursed lips. When she got to the end of the breath, she shook her head rapidly and then opened her eyes, fixing them pointedly on me and not on… that.

      “I just needed a moment.”

      “Most people need more than one moment the first time they see something like that. You’re really getting thrown into the deep end this week, Rosie. It isn’t like this all the time, I promise.”

      “What do we do?”

      “I want you to carefully step out of the room without touching anything, but feel free to use your eyes to look over the scene as you go. I’m going to snap a couple of pictures just in case, and then I’ll be right out. Is that okay?”

      Rosie nodded silently.

      “Then we’re going to call the police. But before they get here, we’ll try to try and figure out what happened here. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Rosie gave another curt nod, turned, and with careful steps headed out the room.

      Two minutes later, after giving the scene another look-over, I joined her. Rosie was on the far side of the counter, looking out across the gallery. She was taking long, slow, deep breaths again.

      “There’s a water cooler over there.” I nodded to the machine near the entrance way. “Get a drink while I make some calls.”

      Rosie nodded wordlessly while I dug out my phone. My fingers hovered over it while I decided who to call. It wasn’t worth dialing nine-one-one for an ambulance. No, better to go up the chain a little. Detective Elwood, I decided. A senior homicide detective that was half man, half super-grump, we had a cordial working relationship that was almost friendly at times. Beyond that, he was also the partner of my best friend Emily, newly returned from her honeymoon. We hadn’t even had a chance to meet up since she got back yet.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and mimicked Rosie for a moment with a deep breath of my own and then made the call.

      Uniformed officers arrived first, equipped with a big roll of police tape and a serious attitude. They sealed off the back room and then marched the only visitor—the old lady who had been there when we arrived—to the front, where they asked her a few questions and then got her to wait until the detectives arrived.

      We were ordered not to go anywhere, a command I did my best not to roll my eyes at. I wasn’t keen on getting myself handcuffed before Elwood and Emily arrived.

      Emily arrived first, and when she arrived, I couldn’t believe how big she was. While it’s not nice to describe people as waddling like a duck, that’s exactly what she reminded me of as she entered the gallery, a stern look on her face. You’re not supposed to turn up to a bloody murder crime scene with a giant grin, right?

      Em and I couldn’t hold it in. She was trying to stay serious, and so was I, but it had been so long since we saw each other, I couldn’t help but grin and rush toward her. I attempted to envelop her in a hug, but it was more awkward than I remembered it being with the new shape she had developed since her beautiful but eventful wedding.

      “Emily! You are glowing.”

      “And you look great too, Tiff,” Emily lied with enthusiasm. With all the worry over Stone, the Treasury suspending me, and the stress of Ian’s upcoming departure, I felt like I was gaining new wrinkles by the hour.

      “I wish we could have got together before this,” I said, wrinkling my nose and shaking my head in disgust at the situation.

      “I know, right? Ugh. Is this connected to the missing Galgavhan woman?”

      “Yep. They’re displaying her work here. It’s the curator, in the back, who’s the victim.”

      “It might not be related,” Emily mused. “Galgavhan disappeared decades ago.”

      “I know. But the victim called me a couple of hours ago and said she had something important to tell me about the case. That’s why we were here.”

      “Ah.” Emily groaned and then poked me in the shoulder. “You don’t stop, do you?”

      “Like a shark,” I told her. “If I stop, I’ll… Well, I won’t die, but I don’t know what I’d do. I just wish that keeping moving didn’t involve this.” I nodded toward the back room.

      “Black!” came a gruff voice from behind me. And there he was, Mr. Charm himself.

      “Elwood, nice to see you.”

      Elwood was a stocky man with a six o’clock shadow and a perma-scowl wedded to his face—except for when he was annoyed, then it got a whole lot uglier. He shifted the scowl into a kind of snarl of greeting. “No, it’s not.” Elwood grunted and jerked his chin toward the back room and gave me a questioning look.

      “Yes, Elwood, the body’s back there. Amelia Lindsey, she’s the curator.”

      Emily poked her superior in the arm. “You’re supposed to call her Tiffany, not Black, remember what Stone said?”

      Elwood gave her a look as dark as my name and then stomped off to examine the scene.

      Emily squeezed my shoulders. “How’s Stone doing?”

      I filled her in on the latest.

      “He’ll be fine, Tiff, I know he will. He’s the toughest guy I ever met. No infection’s going to keep Stone down, no way.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I spoke with more confidence than I felt.

      “Look, I better go with Elwood. We’ll get together and catch up soon, please?”

      “We will, Em. Not tonight, and maybe not tomorrow… but we will.”

      After another hug, Emily headed into the back to join Elwood, and the homicide detectives were gone for some time.

      “She’s a friend of yours?” Rosie asked, obviously knowing the answer but digging for more information, just like a good investigator does.

      “Yep. And her boyfriend—oops, I mean husband is, too. He owns the Tremonte.”

      Rosie’s eyebrows went up. “The Tremonte?”

      “Umm, you can’t go and count cards there, Rosie.”

      Her shoulders fell. “I wasn’t thinking of that. But it might be nice to at least be allowed in.”

      “Yeah? I take it you’re banned there, too?” Rosie nodded forlornly. “If you just want to go inside, maybe we can do something about that. We’ll see.”

      “What happens now?”

      “We’ll give a statement to Elwood when he’s ready for us, then I expect we’ll be free to go. We won’t be suspects.”

      “What do I tell them?”

      “Just tell them the truth. We have nothing to hide here, Rosie. We did nothing wrong, and we’re not trying to mislead the cops today.”

      “Not today? But sometimes you do?”

      “Err. No comment.” Rosie and I grinned at each other.

      Emily waddled out of the backroom and shuddered visibly once she was clear of the crime scene. She made her way back toward us. I introduced her to Rosie as my new intern and potential future investigative partner, then it was straight back to work.

      “Just before you called Elwood, I saw the forensics report on that hand from the car,” Emily told me. “I was going to call you tomorrow, but hey, we’re already talking about dead bodies, so why not add dismembered hands into the mix.”

      “A great combination. A proper Las Vegas cocktail. So?”

      “Obviously, considering the age, they couldn’t get an awful lot of information. But judging by the size and bone structure, they’re certain that the hand is male.”

      “So it’s not Monica’s.”

      “Yep. And they estimate the former… owner… was between five eight and six three.”

      “That’s most people. Okay. I guess that’s it?”

      Emily shook her head. “There was one other thing, but it’s not very nice. They said the hand wasn’t severed cleanly.”

      “No?”

      “It wasn’t like, an axe or some kind of guillotine situation. More like it was hacked and smashed off.”

      “Yuck,” Rosie said with a shudder.

      “I know, right?” Emily bit her lip for a moment. “I don’t like to think about what must have gone on. But that’s what they said.”

      “Weber!” Elwood called to Emily.

      “He remembers your new name,” I said with a grin.

      “Just about. I’ve only had to remind him, like, a hundred times. Maybe a thousand.”

      “You’ve only been back at work, what, two days?”

      Emily shrugged. “Yeah, but it feels like two years.”

      Emily and Elwood conversed for a couple of minutes, then Mister Grump himself was back to take statements from Rosie and me. He was shaking his head in disdain, though with him it was hard to know whether it was due to the crime scene, me, or just the state of the world or universe, in general.

      “Amateur hour,” he said dismissively.

      “What?”

      “Your killer.”

      “He’s not my killer.”

      “Whatever. You saw the scene. What did you make of it?”

      “There were signs of struggle. Tipped over chair, knocked-over papers, smashed coffee mug.”

      “Yep. And the body?”

      I shuddered at the memory. “Not nice.”

      “Yeah. Four bullet wounds. Probably shot with a silenced automatic. Not nice at all.”

      Rosie cleared her throat like she wanted to say something, and Elwood gave her a skeptical look. Rosie looked momentarily cowed, but I gave her a quick nod and smile of encouragement. Elwood gave those kinds of looks to just about everyone.

      “You’re saying the killer was amateur-like because he was armed and she wasn’t, so he should have been able to execute her efficiently without a struggle, right?”

      Elwood grunted. “Who’s this?”

      “Rosie. She’s interning as my assistant at the moment.”

      “Yeah? Replacing the idiot?”

      “Ian’s a genius, not an idiot, Elwood. You know that.”

      Elwood grunted again. “Coulda fooled me.” He turned his attention back to Rosie. “You about summed it up. Obvious, right?”

      Rosie nodded. “Obvious.”

      “I like this one,” Elwood said with a jerk of his head toward Rosie. “Doesn’t talk so much.”

      “Did you just say like, Elwood? You’re going soft.”

      “Sorry. I misspoke. I don’t hate her yet.”

      “That’s more like the Elwood we all love.”

      He gave me a scowl that, if you squinted and imagined really hard, could almost resemble a smile. Then, he was straight back to business. “Right. Statement time. Tell me everything you know, don’t leave anything out, and don’t waste my time. Got it?”

      “Of course, Elwood, we’d be delighted.”

      “And I don’t know her yet, so we’ll do these separately. Her first.”

      “Fine by us. But she has a name. It’s Rosie.”

      “Whatever. Come.”
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      Three-quarters of an hour later, we were finally done and free of the gallery and the horror we’d found within.

      “What do we do now? Elwood told me we’re not allowed to interfere with his investigation.”

      “Yeah, yeah. He always says that. Of course we won’t interfere. We’re just going to do our thing while he does his. But we’ve got to move fast.”

      “We do?”

      “Yeah. I want to talk to Thompson again before Elwood gets to him. We’ve got a rapport with Thompson.”

      Rosie gave me a skeptical look. “A rapport? With Dean Thompson?”

      “Well, maybe rapport isn’t quite the right word. But he knows us, and we know him. You don’t mind working late tonight, do you?”

      Rosie shook her head. “No, I was just going to do some research this evening anyway.”

      “Yeah? What are you researching?”

      Rosie shrugged nonchalantly. “Investigative techniques, murder methods, crime scene analysis. Just stuff.”

      I patted her on the shoulder. “Excellent. That’s what I usually do in the evenings, too.”

      And it was true. If you count binging CSI reruns and gorging on murder mystery novels, that is. And they absolutely, definitely, do count.

      I put the car in drive.

      “Rosie, do you think you can find Dean Thompson’s home address?”

      “Already got it, boss. Last night, in my free time…”
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      Dean Thompson was recently divorced and now lived in a bachelor-pad condo in the heart of the city. We sweet-talked our way past a concierge and knocked on his apartment door directly, eschewing the doorbell or buzzing him from the first floor. As I told Rosie earlier, catching people off guard is a very useful technique. And anyway, considering our previous conversations, he may not have let us in the building if we’d asked first.

      Thompson opened the door hesitantly, keeping it half closed and peering out.

      “It’s us. Amelia Lindsey is dead. We need to talk.”

      “What? No, she isn’t. I spoke to her earlier.”

      “She was murdered a couple of hours ago. Four shots. Bam, bam, bam, bam. Dead as a doornail. Let us in.”

      He stared out at me, trying to figure out whether I was making some awful kind of joke. I raised my eyebrows at him and slowly shook my head. Looking slightly dazed, he pulled the door open wider and let us inside. His normal arrogance was deflated, and his mouth hung open as he tried to process what I told him. Either he was a good actor, or he was genuinely surprised.

      Dean Thompson’s home was a simple, modern one-bedroom with an open-plan living-dining-kitchen area and picture windows that showcased a stunning view of the city. It had the air of an executive hotel room rather than a full-time home, but I guessed he was still settling in.

      I marched in, pulling Rosie along with me, and sat on a sofa, nodding my head toward a designer rocking chair for Thompson. There was a novel and a glass of whiskey on a small table next to the chair. We’d just interrupted his evening relaxation in the worst possible way.

      Thompson sat down, still doing a good impression of looking stunned. Or perhaps he was genuinely shocked. We’d soon find out one way or the other. I didn’t think he’d done it, but I wasn’t going to let him know that straight away. He still had plenty of other information we wanted from him.

      “Why’d you kill Amelia?”

      “Kill? Amelia? I didn’t. I wouldn’t. Why would I?” Thompson’s normally arrogant demeanor had evaporated, and he was becoming flustered and defensive. He wiped his brow where beads of sweat had already begun to form, despite the comfortable temperature in the climate-controlled apartment.

      “Because she was figuring things out that you didn’t want her to know,” I told him. “That’s why you went in there and shot her. To shut her up.”

      “I didn’t!”

      “No? You’re the only one we know with any motivation to want her dead, Andy. You’ve been blocking our investigation, misleading us, lying to us. And now your colleague, who figured out what you’ve been up to, is dead. I suggest you tell us everything if you want any hope of clearing your name.”

      “Everything?”

      I nodded at him. “Tell us about the Galgavhan photos. All of it. And if you lie to us again, we’ll make sure the cops know about all your indiscretions and the exact motivations you would have for wanting Amelia dead. They’re busy people, the Metro police. They’ll be all too happy to go for a quick win and arrest you. And that won’t look good for your career, even if you do end up getting off.” It wasn’t nice to smear the good name of Emily and Elwood’s department, but hey, I knew it was going to get results.

      “If I tell you everything, will you keep it secret?”

      “As long as part of it doesn’t involve you perforating your colleague with some new air holes, we can do that.”

      “It doesn’t! What exactly do you want to know?”

      “Start by telling us about your fakes.” I gave him a hard look. “And don’t bother trying to pull the wool over our eyes again. We have neither the time nor the patience.”

      Rosie mimicked me and leaned forward, treating Thompson to a sharp look of her own. “Tell it to us straight,” she said in a convincing tough-gal voice. “Or you’ll regret it.”

      “Okay. Okay. Galgavhan was a very talented photographer, and more than that, she had fans. Well, one fan in particular, this guy, Noah Tanaka. He was willing to pay top dollar for her work, and it was too good an opportunity to pass up. The college needed the funds. And…”

      Thompson stopped, on the verge of revealing something and then maybe thinking better of it. Rosie and I leaned forward even further. Don’t you dare, our eyes said. Don’t you dare try and gloss over the truth.

      Thompson looked down at his knees, on top of which his white-knuckled hands rested. “He offered me money.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “that’s how purchasing works.”

      “I mean, he offered me more money. Like, a finder’s fee, if I let him know when new Galgavhan work was going onto the market. So he could make sure he bought it before anyone else.”

      “Is that why you were so annoyed at the new prickly pear photo? You didn’t know about it, so you didn’t tell Noah, so no finder’s fee for you?”

      Thompson nodded. “That, and, well, just… where did it come from? I manage all her work. Where did this new piece come from? How did it just appear in the gallery like that? Do you know?”

      “We have our suspicions. Keep going. Tell us about the fakes.”

      “Monica was good, and she was prolific, but she wasn’t that prolific. She was only at the college a couple of years. We ran out of photos. But Noah was still offering me money, and…”

      “And you didn’t want to lose that source of extra income. So you started faking new Galgavhan photographs.”

      “It was a victimless crime! They were in the same style, and some of mine were better than hers ever were.”

      Noah clearly didn’t think so.

      “It wasn’t victimless. You let the collector think he was buying genuine Galgavhan work.”

      “She was just a student, not a real artist! And he’s just some crazy rich psycho stalker who was obsessed with her. What does it matter if he gets a few photos that happened to be taken by someone else? He’s not a real connoisseur of photography. He was just obsessed with her. And anyway, the income from the sales went to a scholarship fund for students. It was for a good cause.”

      “Except for the money you were taking as a finder’s fee. And just how much was he paying you?”

      Thompson didn’t say anything at first, then he mumbled, “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Huh? Speak up. How much did you get paid?”

      “The same,” Thompson said in a quiet voice.

      “The same? What’s the same? Do you mean he matched the sale price? Gave you the same amount as he paid the school for the photographs?”

      Thompson nodded, staring down at his knuckles.

      “So half for the college students’ scholarship, half for you? You think that was fair?”

      “It was quite fair,” Thompson said sullenly, still talking down to his legs instead of to us. “Professors don’t get paid enough.”

      “People like you never think they have enough,” Rosie said rather more sharply than I expected from her. “And you’re a dean now. I bet you’re raking it in.”

      “Not as much as you might think. Not after taxes. And alimony.”

      “It doesn’t matter what your justification is, you were embezzling money for your own gain.”

      Thompson looked up, irritated now. “My gain is my students’ gain! What benefits me, benefits everyone I teach, everyone I serve.” There it was, the arrogance was back.

      “I’m sure the university and the police might have a different opinion,” I told him.

      “You promised not to say anything!”

      “We’ll see if we think you’ve been completely honest with us. Tell us about Amelia today.”

      “I didn’t shoot her!”

      “Before that. She called us. Told us you’d had words with her. That’s why we were going to see her.”

      Thompson bit his bottom lip and his forehead wrinkled into lines of irritation. “Fine. So I went to see her, okay?”

      “About the photo?”

      “Yes, about the photo. Noah called me and he was very angry that I hadn’t informed him about the piece so he could purchase it. And I was angry because Amelia hadn’t told me about it! I wanted to know where she got it from. At the gallery opening, she said it probably came from the parents. I let it go at the time, but I thought about it, and I came to the conclusion it was a lie. So I called them up and asked them this afternoon. They said I was the second person to call about that photo.”

      “Yep. We called them as well.”

      “That explains it. They said they had nothing to do with it. So, I went to see Amelia again to find out the truth. I mean, if she had a whole stash of them…” Thompson shook his head thoughtfully.

      “You could clean up with Noah. Buy yourself a new sports car or something.”

      “My gain is everyone’s gain! If I had a new car, the enthusiasm I would bring to my lectures and to my work as a dean would benefit all of my students, and in a way, wouldn’t that benefit the whole of our little society? Our city? Our great state?”

      “Yeah, keep telling yourself that.”

      “I’m telling you that.”

      “Sure, and we’re not buying. Let’s get back to you and Amelia.”

      “I merely asked where the photo came from. She declined to give me an answer.”

      “And so you threatened her?”

      “I didn’t. I mean, I might have said some things in the heat of the moment, but they weren’t real threats. I just said something about declining to recommend her for an upcoming promotion if she didn’t tell me where she got it. She told me to… She used some un-ladylike language, that’s all I’ll say.”

      “What were you going to do next? Think up a bigger threat?”

      Thompson shook his head. “No. Actually, I was going to try and charm the information out of her. Apologize, buy her dinner, explain to her how important Galgavhan’s work is to me so she can understand why I was so upset.”

      “And then find out if she had access to any more of it.”

      Thompson shrugged. “You see why I wouldn’t want her dead, right? Why I wouldn’t have shot her? I have to know where she got that photo from!”

      “Sure, if you wanted more money. An alternative explanation is that she realized you were providing fakes, and you shot her to stop her from letting the world know. You’d lose your position and your extra source of income. That’d be the end of your career, wouldn’t it?”

      Thompson opened and closed his mouth a couple of times, unable to think of a good reason why that motive didn’t make a heck of a lot of sense. Then, he gave up on that track. “I couldn’t shoot someone. I’m not that kind of person. I don’t even have a gun! I’ve been here, at home. You can check the building’s security cameras. They’ll show you.”

      “The cops will do that. I’m sure they’ll be here for a chat before too long. They know you had words with Amelia today. I suggest you think of a good story for them.”

      Thompson grimaced. “You won’t tell them about my finder’s fees, will you?”

      I looked at Rosie, and she shrugged. I looked back at Thompson. “Tell you what, I won’t mention it if you do a little something for me…”

      Thompson’s eyes lit up, he licked his lips in anticipation. “What is it?”

      And so I told him.

      Back in the car, I breathed out a long sigh. “Long day, huh?”

      “Sure was. It’s more interesting than counting cards, I’ll tell you that much.”

      “What do you think we should do next?”

      This was a test to see whether Rosie’s mind was on the right track. Or possibly even a better one.

      “We should speak to Anthony, let him know about Amelia, and see if he can guess why it was a man’s hand that was in the trunk of his car. And I guess he’ll be at least a little relieved to know it wasn’t Monica’s.”

      “Excellent thinking, Rosie. That’s exactly what we’ll do. You still good for another hour or two?”

      “Sure. Better than listening to traffic drive by in the motel or the noisy air conditioner.”

      With that decided, I got out my phone and dialed Anthony’s number. He was always quick to answer, and with how important the case was to him, I was sure he wouldn’t mind meeting that very evening.

      The phone rang. And rang. And rang.

      “He’s not answering,” I said, rather pointlessly.

      “Perhaps he’s having a reading with another fortune-teller or is in a séance or something.”

      “Yeah. Could be. Let’s get something to eat then try him again.”

      “Sounds like an excellent plan, boss.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay? You don’t have anything else you want to do?”

      “Honestly, this is the most fun I’ve had in ages. When I first learned card counting, it was a thrill too, pulling one over on the casinos. But eventually, it wore off, and then I met The Pike…”

      “Yeah, I can see why you don’t enjoy it so much anymore. What do you want for dinner?”

      “Mac and cheese?”

      I shook my head. “We can do better than that. Come on, I know a place.”

      With the case progressing nicely, Rosie and I went to refuel.

      Not only was the case progressing, but I was becoming more and more comfortable with Rosie beside me. She was very different from Ian, and her skillset wasn’t quite the same, but apart from her issue with The Pike, she was working out very nicely indeed.

      Or was it just a honeymoon period?
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      I treated Rosie to some Italian for dinner while we tried Anthony a couple more times. There was still no answer.

      “We’ll go over there tomorrow morning,” I said to Rosie.

      “We could go tonight,” she suggested.

      I chewed on some tomato shrimp linguine while I thought.

      “Do you really want to? I’m pretty beat.”

      Rosie shrugged. “You’re the boss.”

      My phone rang, and it was Ian.

      “Got something for me?”

      “Yeah,” Ian said, his voice at a slightly higher pitch than normal, like it got when he was excited. “I do, Tiff! I’m still the best assistant you’ll ever get. Guess what I found?”

      “Can you just tell me? It’s been a long day.”

      “I suppose so,” Ian said, ever so slightly deflated. He perked up again immediately though, as he realized he could brag about how smart he’d been. “You wouldn’t guess anyway, so you’d probably be wasting your time. I found out about that nurse, Treena Verone. I think she might be it, Tiff.”

      “It? As in…”

      “I think she might have hurt Stone. Messed up his meds or something.”

      “Who is she? Why would she do that?”

      “Remember your stalker? Who’s now locked up?”

      “Yes, Ian, of course I remember the stalker who shot Stone and harassed me for months on end.”

      “It was just an expression. Well, turns out, he grew up with a stepsister. And that stepsister is…”

      “Treena Verone?”

      “Exactly! You see what’s happened? She’s blamed Stone for what happened to Kent.”

      “But Kent shot Stone! It’s not his fault.”

      “If Stone hadn’t been there, he wouldn’t have gotten shot, and so Kent wouldn’t be locked up. It makes sense if you think of it from the perspective of a crazy person.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s easier for you than me.”

      “Hey!”

      “Just kidding. Ugh. So, what, you think she’s been messing with Stone’s antibiotics so he didn’t get better? That’s insane. That’s attempted murder. We’ve got to stop her.”

      “Exactly. But don’t worry, I’m going to take care of it. I’ve got a plan, Tiff. A good one. Me and Larry Spokane are going to sort it.”

      “Larry Spokane? Stone’s friend?” Spokane was an old buddy of Stone’s from his time doing mysterious things in the Middle East and other exotic locales. I’d done some work for him once, and he’d been a good, dependable guy with a lovely fiancée. He was the kind of person you could rely on when things got serious, and I knew he and Stone had saved each other more than once in their slightly younger days.

      “Yeah. I called him up. As soon as I mentioned Stone, he was hopping in his truck to come help. We’ve got a plan for tomorrow. But… could you do something for us tonight? And it’s just tonight. After this, I’m going to handle it!”

      “Sure, what do we need to do?”

      “I want you to stake out Treena’s house. We need to make sure she doesn’t go back to the hospital tonight and, y’know, do something we would all regret. Stone most of all. I mean k—”

      “Yes, Ian, I get what you mean, and let’s not even think about it. So, we’ll just watch the house and make sure she doesn’t leave?”

      “Right. If she thinks we’re onto her, she might do something stupid. Like—”

      “Yes, yes, got it. I suppose you’ve dug up her address?”

      “Yep. I’ll send it to you in a moment. And tomorrow, Larry and I are going to take her down. Don’t you worry about a thing, Tiff. Keep going with the case. Just watch her tonight and we’ll handle everything else.”

      With Larry Spokane involved as well, I knew I could trust them to get this problem resolved. When I finally caught my stalker, I thought that was the end of the matter, and things could get back to normal. But no, even locked up, he was still causing problems for us through the reach of his sister.

      “What’s going on?” Rosie asked after I’d hung up. Her bowl was now completely empty, as was the breadbasket, and she was sitting back looking as content as Snowy when she’d just knocked a pile of papers off my worktable.

      “I’ll have to drop you off after this. I’ve got something to do tonight.”

      “Sounds like you’re going on a stakeout.”

      “So you heard.”

      Rosie shrugged. “Kind of hard not to. Should I have made some earplugs out of the bread to stop myself listening?”

      I laughed. “Yeah. Except you already ate all the bread.”

      “Oh.” Rosie shrugged. “So? Can I join you?”

      “You don’t need to, Rosie. This is more of a personal matter than work.”

      “Sounds like the two get intertwined sometimes. I’ve got some free time tonight. And I’ve never been on a stakeout.”

      “You sure?” Being able to take shifts would be a big help, otherwise I’d be a complete wreck by the morning.

      “No problem. It’ll be exciting.”

      “Nope,” I told her. “We’re just watching to make sure our target doesn’t leave. It’ll be the dullest stakeout ever.”

      Rosie shrugged again. “That’s okay. Best to start with a dull one, right? Then things go only get more exciting from there.”

      “Exciting’s bad, Rosie. In our line of work…” I shook my head as thoughts of a dozen ‘exciting’ things that had happened to me in the past flew through them. From exploding houses to being kidnapped in a truck to being shot at or attacked with a baseball bat. No, the exciting parts definitely weren’t good. I’d take a nice dull stakeout anytime.

      After dinner, we hit up a convenience store. Even though we were freshly stuffed, we had a long night ahead of us, and if you want to maintain peak alertness, you need energy.

      “We need supplies for our mission,” I told her. “Being prepared is key. Right, go choose some soda you like, hopefully something with a lot of caffeine, and I’ll get the candy, chips, and chocolate.”

      Rosie beamed and we split up to get the essential ingredients for the night’s work. A few minutes later, we reconvened at the checkout and paid for the goods before getting back in the car and heading over to Treena’s house.

      Along with Treena’s address, Ian sent a message explaining that up until his arrest, she had been living with her stepbrother—my former stalker. It seemed the pair of them were close, and now Treena had been left on her own and wasn’t taking it well.

      It was a small house in an older suburb, and when we arrived, Treena’s car was in the driveway. We spent the first couple of minutes watching the house carefully, and then we saw her through a front window as she drew the curtains for the night, confirming she was home. Now all we had to do was make sure she stayed there.

      Rosie and I slid our chairs back and moved into more relaxing positions.

      “Why don’t you just tell your police friends about Treena and get her arrested?” Rosie asked me once we were settled.

      “My police friends are homicide detectives, and there hasn’t been a homicide.”

      “It sounds like she’s trying to commit one.”

      “Yeah. The thing is, we have the connection and motivation, but we don’t have any proof that she’s done anything wrong yet. It’s only a suspicion at the moment. If we tell the cops, they might investigate, but they’re busy. Usually they’re dealing with urgent cases, crimes that have just happened, rather than ones that might happen soon. And I like to deal with things myself if I can. I’ll ask for help if I need it, but if I can solve a problem on my own—or with the help of my friends—why not, you know?”

      “I guess. I’ve always done things on my own, too. It’s better than trusting other people. They always let you down.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. There are good people out there, Rosie. People you can rely on. We’re watching Treena now, but it’s Ian and Stone’s friend Larry who are going to bring Treena down.” At least, I really hoped they would.

      “But it’s still better to do things yourself,” Rosie said more to herself than me, her eyes looking straight ahead and her voice low.

      “Yeah, maybe,” I agreed quietly. Goodness knows I’d acted the same way myself plenty of times.

      “Do you think Anthony’s in hiding?” Rosie asked, switching the topic completely.

      “Do you mean, do I think he murdered Amelia and he’s on the run or trying to cover his tracks?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It has crossed my mind. But why would he want Amelia dead? Any theories?”

      Rosie sat up straight and turned to me, her eyes dancing with excitement at the possibilities she’d been running through.

      “Maybe Monica is alive. I figure maybe she sent the photo to Amelia, perhaps with a letter talking about how she fled from Anthony all those years ago. But Anthony realized what was going on after we showed him the new photo, and that she had been in contact with Amelia…”

      “Yeah. It’s a possibility. But the Not-Monicas seem to think he wouldn’t hurt a fly. Are you saying we shouldn’t believe them?”

      “Maybe they never saw the obsessive side of him or only a little glimmer of it. Maybe he was an awful boyfriend to Monica, following her everywhere, keeping tabs on everything she did, controlling her life, and she had enough and fled. Maybe he wasn’t like that with his wives because they weren’t Monica.”

      “It’s definitely a theory we can’t rule out. I just… I didn’t get that vibe from him, you know? I got the impression he became obsessed with her after she disappeared, that he was more normal beforehand. From what that Not-Monicas told us, he was a pretty regular guy apart from this one thing.”

      “And I guess it doesn’t explain the hand in the trunk,” Rosie agreed. “Any ideas where that was from yet, boss?”

      “No. But from what Emily told us… like it had been smashed off… ugh.”

      “I know, it’s horrible. Do you think it was the car trunk?”

      “The lid?”

      Rosie nodded. “Yeah. That would explain why it was in there. Someone slammed it shut until it, y’know, fell off.”

      “It would make an awful kind of sense, yeah. But it’s horrific to think about.”

      “I’ve seen worse,” Rosie said with a shrug.

      “What?”

      Rosie’s face broke into a grin. “In horror films. Not in real life.”

      “Thank goodness for that. You had me worried for a moment there, Rosie.”

      “You don’t need to worry about me, boss. I’m fine. I’m always fine.”

      “No one is always fine, Rosie. We all need a little help every now and then.”

      She shook her head. “Not me. Right, are we going to do shifts?”

      Smooth change of topic, Rosie, I thought. But it was okay, I would have time to get to know her. You can’t learn everything all at once.

      It was just coming up to eight o’clock, and we figured Treena would be leaving for work in about twelve hours’ time. We divided the night up into four shifts of three hours each. Rosie claimed she was so psyched up, there was no way she could sleep yet. I, on the other hand, was exhausted, so I let her take the first shift.

      I tilted my chair back, closed my eyes and…
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      The night passed uneventfully. Rosie and I took turns, one of us staying awake while the other napped. Treena turned the lights off around eleven at night, and we saw no more sign of movement in the house until seven the next morning when she drew back the curtains inside. We were both awake by then, quietly checking the news on our phones.

      “That’s her,” Rosie said when spotted the movement before me. “She’s up. What do we do now, boss?”

      “I’m going to call Ian to make sure he’s all set. But basically, that’s mission accomplished. She didn’t leave during the night and so Stone was safe.”

      I pulled up Ian’s contact and dialed him up.

      “Hi, Tiff, we’re almost good to go. As the target still at home base?”

      “Yep. She’s just got up.”

      “Excellent. Larry and I have got it from here. Everything’s going to be perfect, Tiff. We’ve got this. You can get back to your case now.”

      “Call me if there’s any problem, okay? Any time.”

      “Will do, but there won’t be any problems. This plan is going to go as smooth as butter on silk on an oil slick on ice.”

      “Hmm. That sounds pretty smooth. Mind you don’t slip. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Rosie and I sipped on some warm soda and listened to the radio until just before eight o’clock, wanting to see things through until Treena was really gone. Finally, she exited her home in her white and blue nurse’s uniform, locked up behind her, and got in her car. After carefully checking the street was clear, Treena pulled out and headed to the hospital. I sent Ian a text to let him know she was now officially on her way.

      “My first stakeout completed,” Rosie said happily. Let’s hope there are many more.”

      “Yeah? Didn’t you find it a bit boring?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Not really.” She waved her phone. “I had this, so I wasn’t bored. There’s always something new to read or learn, right?”

      “Right. Let’s get some breakfast and then we’ll try Anthony again.”

      ///

      Rosie and I stopped at Decadent for You for a pair of breakfast croissants, with a cupcake each for dessert. Cress brought them over to us, and we began to devour them in our customary unladylike way while we plotted out the rest of our day.

      When our croissants were gone, Rosie picked up a cupcake. “I’ve never had dessert at breakfast before.”

      “You’re having a lot of firsts these days, aren’t you?”

      Rosie grinned and nodded happily before biting into her maple syrup pecan cupcake. Mine was a vanilla bean frosted and, if possible, it was even better than the last one I tried. After a few mouthfuls of contemplation, I shook my head. No, not possible. They were all as good as each other. Cress and her team were goddesses of baked goods.

      When our plates were perfectly clean—waste not, want not—it was nine o’clock and a reasonable time to call our client again.

      I tried him twice. No answer. Rosie gave me a questioning look and shook her head. “Nothing?”

      “Nothing. I don’t like it.”

      “So what do you think, boss? I figure either he doesn’t want to answer or he can’t answer. In the first instance, it’s because he’s fled. Perhaps it was him that killed Amelia and now he’s on the run. The other possibility is something’s happened to him, and he can’t answer.”

      “Yep. Which one do you think’s more likely?” I tested.

      “I don’t think he’s fled. There’s no reason for him to harm Amelia that we’ve uncovered. I think something’s happened to him.

      “Agreed. We’ll go to his house. Who knows, maybe he just lost his phone, and it’s ringing in some lost and found box somewhere.”

      I was trying to sound upbeat, but with what had happened to Amelia, I had a feeling that something else was going on with Anthony. And it wasn’t anything good.

      We finished the last crumbs of breakfast, drank the last drips of our coffees, and headed out.

      Two tough PIs with a client to find and a case that was getting bloodier by the second. There was work to be done and we were the ones who were going to do it.
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      We pulled up at Anthony’s gleaming modern home half an hour later.

      “His car’s in the driveway,” Rosie pointed out.

      But my eyes had fixated on something else. Beyond the car was the front door of the home. On either side of it were tall, narrow, rectangular windows, each one divided into two parts. The bottom right-hand one was smashed.

      Rosie followed my gaze. “Oh,” she said. “That’s not good.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      When we got to the door, I gave it a push. It was closed. Crouching down, I stuck my hand through the broken window and reached around. Sure enough, I found the handle, and when I turned it, the door unlocked, and I could push it open with my other hand.

      “Anthony?” I called into the house, not really expecting an answer. And I was right. My voice echoed across the marble floor and the bare walls, and the only response was my own noise bouncing back and around the interior of the home.

      “Hello? Is anyone here?”

      Again, nothing. There’s something about an empty house that’s different. Even if you can’t physically see every nook and cranny, you can sense the emptiness. There’s an absence of life, of spirit, of energy. And right then I knew without searching that we would find no one indoors.

      “Oh my goodness!” Rosie said, stretching out her arm.

      I followed the line she was pointing. In the corner of the expansive foyer was a head, severed from its body, rolled into the corner. Thankfully, it wasn’t a human head but was in fact the head of a statuette. My eyes swiveled across the room until they latched onto the now headless statue, which had been sitting on a plinth at the bottom of the stairs.

      Quietly, we walked over to inspect it. The statue sat neatly on its plinth, perfectly intact except for the fact the top had been removed as if by a laser.

      “Interesting,” Rosie said.

      “It sure is.”

      Rosie and I proceeded to search the house, from top to bottom. I was certain Anthony wasn’t there, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t find a clue as to his whereabouts.

      Fifteen minutes later, we were back in the central foyer, house searched, but none the wiser to our client’s whereabouts.

      Our client was missing, and the only clue was the headless statue.

      Was his disappearance something to do with Amelia’s death? It felt like it had to be. But what was the link? Him shooting her and going on the run was an obvious conclusion to jump to, but the only problem was, there was no reason for him to do such a thing. So, had someone kidnapped Anthony and shot Amelia? If so, why?

      “What now, boss?”

      I didn’t have any brilliant ideas, so I went with the only one I had. Rosie gave a sharp nod when I told her where we were going.

      “Makes sense.”

      Shoulders back, determination in our stride, we left our client’s house. We were going to find him.
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      Rosie and I hurried to Sunrise Pines. I figured if anyone was going to know where to find Anthony, it was his father. Our client didn’t have any other close family, and if he had been abducted, his kidnapper was hardly likely to contact his ex-wives. His father was our best shot.

      We drove straight to Gregory’s bungalow, but when we got there, the door was open and a small cleaning cart was outside at the top of the ramp that led to the door.

      “Hello?” I called inside.

      A jolly-looking middle-aged man came out wearing pink rubber gloves and holding a rag in one hand and a disinfectant spray in the other.

      “Great morning to ya! What can I all do you for?”

      “I guess Gregory isn’t in. Do you know where we might find him?”

      The cheeriness fell a little from his face. “Ol’ Gregory’s been moved into the Big House.” He jerked his thumb toward the central building of the complex. “It was time.”

      We thanked the man for his assistance, and then we drove back to the main building and parked in front. The levels above the first floor consisted of small apartments for residents who needed a little more assistance than those in the bungalows. A friendly nursing assistant, after some brief cajoling, took us into the elevator and led us up to a studio apartment on the third floor.

      Gregory stared at us for several long seconds before seeming to remember who we were.

      “You’re the girls who came to see me before about my son Anthony. Come in, come in.”

      “There’s a call button if he needs anything,” the nurse said, indicating the alert mechanism before leaving us to chat with Gregory.

      Anthony’s father was sitting at a small dining table and invited us to join him.

      “Coffee?”

      There was no coffee maker visible or pot ready. It would be more trouble than it was worth.

      “No, thanks. Gregory, have you heard from Anthony?”

      “My son Anthony? Sure, he called just five minutes ago.”

      My heart leaped before coming back down to Earth as I realized he might not be—deliberately or not—telling the truth. “Did he call your cell phone?”

      Gregory picked it up from off the table and waved it. “Sure did. Look.” With his tongue sticking slightly out the side of his mouth and a look of intense concentration, Gregory unlocked the phone, went to the calling app, and showed us the list of recent calls. They were all from Anthony, and the last one was from a week before.

      “There, y’see? Eleven oh five in the morning, he called me.”

      “Gregory,” I said, “It’s only ten forty-five now. It wasn’t today that Anthony called.”

      Gregory slowly nodded. “Did I say today? Slip of the ol’ tongue. I meant recently. He calls often, he’s a good boy.”

      “No one else has called you? Perhaps on the landline?”

      Gregory rubbed his chin. “Those darned telemarketers. They’re calling all the time, aren’t they?”

      “Anyone else? Did anyone call you about Anthony?”

      “Call me about Anthony? You mean his school?” Gregory frowned a moment then quickly shook his head. “Dumb question, he graduated already. He isn’t in high school anymore. Been out a year or two now.”

      “Right. It’s just, we’re working for Anthony, but we can’t find him.”

      “Have you tried looking under the sofa?” Gregory slapped the table with his hand and guffawed loudly.

      “Gregory, I’m serious, your son has disappeared.”

      “Disappeared, huh?” Gregory’s look became contemplative, and then a sly smile spread across his face. “No, he didn’t. It’s Monica that disappeared.” The sly smile turned into a grin. “Gone! Ha!”

      “She was awful, wasn’t she?” Rosie suddenly piped up. “I really hated Monica.”

      Gregory bobbed his head in excited agreement. “Yeah! She was the worst.” The sly smile came back. “But not anymore.”

      My heart began to sink. “Because she disappeared?”

      Gregory giggled, then shoved a hand over his mouth to stop himself. “Yeah, she disappeared. Wink, wink.” Gregory licked his lips excitedly.

      “That’s what I would have done,” Rosie said. “Made her disappear. I really hated her. She was the pits.”

      Gregory nodded. “Cost a packet, but it was worth it!”

      Uh-oh. Oh no. Was this just the dementia talking, or was Gregory now telling us some long-buried truth?

      “It was real clever what you did,” Rosie told him. “And it had to be done, didn’t it?”

      Gregory nodded. “It did! It had to be. I didn’t really have a choice, did I? What was I going to do, let her take advantage of me and Anthony? He’s a good boy, and he just doesn’t see when people are plum trying to pull one over on him.”

      Rosie’s eyes were alight with excitement that was, I hoped, faked. She squeezed Gregory’s shoulder. “Remind me how you did it? You told me before, but I forgot. I really hated Monica. Tell me how you got rid of her. I’ve got someone I want to get rid of, too.”

      Was Rosie just playing along, or was she talking about wanting to be rid of The Pike? Either way, it was working. Gregory licked his lips in excitement and leaned forward.

      “Make sure you don’t tell anyone.”

      “Of course,” Rosie said to him. “It’s just between us.”

      “Y’see, it happened like this. It must have been a year or two ago now, I forget exactly. But I just had to get her gone. She weaseled her way into my son’s life, and I was going to weasel her out of it, you get me?”

      Rosie nodded enthusiastically. I quietly sat back. Rosie had developed a rapport with Gregory, and I didn’t want to interfere now. We were finally going to learn what happened to Monica.

      “I did the decent thing. I offered her some cash. A lot of it. A hundred grand. Take the money and leave me and my boy alone, that’s what I told her. And do you know what she did with it?”

      “Did she just steal it and not leave?” Rosie’s gaze was narrow, and she was nodding to herself, contemplating the depths of Monica’s evilness.

      “Exactly! That’s exactly what she did. She spent a few grand on, of all things, a wedding dress, and do you know what she did with the rest?”

      “Something awful, I bet.”

      “Yeah! She gave it to Anthony, told him to start his own business. Of course he didn’t know it was from me. He thought Monica had inherited it or something. So I looked like an idiot, right? My son, starting his own business with the money I gave to make Monica disappear!” Gregory banged the table. “It’s not right! She was a dirty low-down thief and deserved everything that happened to her. He was supposed to come work with me, not start his own company. Monica was poisonous, putting herself between me and my boy like that.”

      “I would have been furious,” Rosie said in disbelief. “If someone did something like that to me, I’d kill them!”

      “Exactly!” Gregory smacked the table again. “That’s what happens, right? You rip someone off, you destroy their family, something bad’s gonna happen to you.” Gregory pushed his face close to Rosie’s, who was breathless with excitement herself. “Y’know what I did?”

      “Yeah, you did what had to be done!”

      “Exactly! I hired a, what they call, a hit man. Took her out to the desert, and… Blam! Blam! Blam!”

      “Ha!” Rosie yelled. “And that was the end of conniving old Monica!”

      “Yeah!” Gregory smacked the table and grinned for a moment before it fell into a frown. “Except, it wasn’t.”

      “Oh no, what happened?”

      “Seems my hit man wasn’t what he said. See, what he did was, he sent me these photos of dead Monica in a hole out in the desert just before he buried her. But the thing was, the photos were face down, y’know? So you couldn’t see her face?”

      “Are you saying this guy ripped you off too?” Rosie was outraged.

      “Exactly! Y’know, I took him at his word, and I was happy for a bit. She was gone, and I thought she was dead. But I was looking at those photos, and it struck me that if you couldn’t see her face, you couldn’t know it was her. I needed to know for certain. So y’know what I did?”

      “Dug up the hole?” Rosie asked.

      “Huh? No. I don’t know where that hole was. No, I hired myself a detective! A real old-fashioned private eye. Guy with a trench coat and a whiskey habit. Y’know the type. The real deal. So I ask him, innocent-like, if he could track down Monica.”

      “And?”

      “And he did!”

      “She’s alive?” I burst out.

      Gregory looked at me for the first time in a while and seemed surprised that I was still there. His eyes clouded for a moment, then he turned back to Rosie. Out of sight, out of mind.

      “She was alive. She was living in some hippie commune. You know, those long-haired freaks with the drugs and the music and not working. Just dance around all day and eat porridge, that’s what hippies do.”

      “Terrible people.”

      “Exactly! Terrible people. And that Monica was living with them. The hit man had ripped me off big time.”

      “Who was the hit man?” I asked quietly.

      Gregory waved the question away. “I don’t remember the name. Couldn’t find him again.”

      “What happened? Where’s Monica now?” Rosie asked.

      Gregory’s sly smile came back. "Gone!” He burst into a mean chuckle. “Gone, gone, gone.”

      “Gone where?”

      Gregory jerked his thumb toward the sky and looked up with a grin, then tilted his head, the grin became even wider, and he jabbed his index finger down toward the ground. “Gone to hell. Thieving, lying, no good piece of trash.”

      “Did your detective get rid of her for you?” Rosie asked, wide-eyed. “She totally deserved it.”

      “Yep. See, what happened is he tricked her! Told her that I was on to her, so she would leave the hippies, the witnesses. Not that anyone would believe a bunch of hippies, but my guy was good, real good. He told her he’d help her get a new identity, so she said goodbye to her hippie friends, and my PI took her all the way up to Canadia!”

      “Canada?”

      Gregory nodded. “That’s the place! He took her up there, and then, when she was far as far can be from the hippies or anyone else who knew her, he got rid of her once and for all.”

      “How’d he do that?” Rosie asked, trying to sound excited, but I caught her giving a big gulp before the words came out.

      “I’ll show ya!”

      Gregory got up off his chair and dug around in a chest of drawers. He returned with an envelope and pulled out a plastic pouch, inside of which was a newspaper cutting.

      “Mystery Woman Killed by Bus,” Rosie read aloud. “Wow.”

      “Yeah! He told her he was taking her to get a new identity, and then—” Gregory mimed pushing someone. “No more Monica!”

      “It sounds like your PI was a lot better than your hit man,” Rosie told him. Her jaw was clenched now, and the enthusiasm in her voice had a rawness to it that wasn’t there before.

      “Oh yeah, he was a good guy, a real good guy. Shame what happened to him.” Gregory sighed then shrugged. “That’s the way of the world.”

      “What did happen to him?” Rosie asked, quietly.

      Gregory made a throat-cutting gesture with one finger.

      “He was murdered?”

      “No, I meant he’s dead. Cancer. Few years ago. Real shame.”

      “What was his name?”

      “Who’s?”

      “The PI.”

      Gregory looked confused for a moment, then nodded again enthusiastically. “You must be getting off track. You’re confusing me with the way you keep jumping about. Jasper Dixon, that was his name. A finer man you won’t find.”

      Yeah, a guy who pushes an innocent woman in front of a bus sounded like a real gentleman.

      “That was a really fascinating story,” Rosie told him. “Thanks for, uh, reminding me.”

      Gregory peered at her. “Who are you again? Why are you asking me about all that stuff that happened a long time ago?”

      “We’re looking for your son, Gregory. He’s disappeared.”

      “Disappeared? Anthony?” Gregory slowly shook his head. “Naw, it’s the morning. He’ll be in school. He’s a good boy, Anthony. He doesn’t play hooky.”

      “Yeah?” I said, my throat feeling like it had shrunk to a fraction of its normal size. I swallowed with some difficulty. “Thanks for clearing that up then, Gregory. You have a nice day now.”

      “Will do. What’s for lunch?”

      “I’m not sure. See you, Gregory.”

      Back outside, Rosie and I both stopped for a few deep breaths.

      “Is that it?” Rosie asked. “Monica was killed by Anthony’s father?”

      “It sure looks that way.” I breathed out a deep sigh. “Sometimes that’s the way things pan out. We’ve got ourselves an answer. And we’ve got ourselves a murderer.”

      “But we’ve lost our client.”

      “And we have another murder victim that’s almost certainly connected. This is turning into a whole mess, Rosie, I’m sorry. Usually, these things are a little smoother.”

      “But it does keep it interesting.” Rosie didn’t sound like she was interested. She sounded like she was upset.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve never met someone who killed someone before. And he was so happy about it, so, I don’t know, proud? And what do we do about it now? Call Detective Elwood?”

      “We’ll call him soon enough. I think it might be worth following up on this Jasper Dixon first, don’t you think?”

      Rosie’s eyebrows went up. “The actual killer?”

      “Gregory’s got dementia. It might be things didn’t pan out exactly like he said. Maybe he’s remembering what he wants to have happened, rather than what actually did. And maybe he isn’t even dead.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why we follow up on these things, to find out.”

      “And what are we going to do about Anthony?”

      “One thing at a time, Rosie. He’s only been missing a few hours.”

      “It feels like there’s so much we need to do.” Rosie was drumming a balled-up fist against her hip as she spoke. “We’ve got to find that hit man, see about Jasper, tell the cops about Gregory arranging Monica’s death, find Anthony, figure out who killed Amelia… Is it always like this?”

      “Every case has its complications. Are you up to it?”

      Rosie stood up straight and pushed her shoulders back. “Absolutely.”

      But I knew we were both putting on a brave face. I really thought we were going to find Monica, but after what Gregory had told us…

      Then, my phone buzzed.

      It was Ian.

      >Come to the hospital!
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      “When it rains,” I said to Rosie as we hurried inside, “it pours.”

      We met Ian in the main lobby.

      “What’s happened?” I asked. “Is Stone okay?”

      “Oh, he’s doing great. They took him out of the ICU already. The new meds, or should I say, the actual meds are working just like they’re supposed to. Now, it’s show time. I know I said I’d handle it, but I thought you might want to see.”

      He was right. I did.

      “What’s happening?” Rosie asked.

      Ian gave her a slightly sniffy look then turned to me. “Come over here to our Operation HQ.”

      Ian led us to a corner of the main lobby where a small row of plastic chairs had a couple of black bags piled up on them. The name was grander than the location itself. Ian unzipped one of the bags, pulled out a tablet, and turned on the screen.

      “Larry says I’m supposed to maintain OpSec, but the operation should be going live in approximately two minutes, and I figure I can trust you.”

      “Gee, thanks, Ian. What else’s in the bags?”

      “Body armor, flash bangs, guns and ammo. Y’know how I roll, Tiff.”

      “Larry isn’t letting you touch any of that stuff, is he?”

      “I’m allowed to touch it if there’s an emergency. If the world is ending, then I’m allowed, that’s what he said. So I’m basically ready to roll at any time.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. So what’s the plan? What’s going to happen?”

      “Stone’s back in his old room, and Treena is going to be doing her rounds in just a minute. Earlier, there was a doctor. But we’ve arranged it so she’ll be alone. She’s supposed to put an antibiotic into his IV. If we’re right, she’s not going to do it. She’s going to sabotage his meds. And we’re going to catch her red-handed.”

      Ian showed us the screen of the tablet. A camera had been set up in the ceiling of the back corner of the room. It gave a clear view of almost everything, from Stone’s bed where he was lying, eyes closed, hooked up to his IV, all the way across to the door that connected to the hallway outside, and another door along one wall.

      “Where’s Larry?”

      Ian pointed at the second door. “He’s in the bathroom attached to Stone’s room. He’s watching the same video feed. When Treena makes her move…” Ian made a finger gun gesture.

      “He’s going to shoot her?” Rosie asked, wide-eyed.

      “Huh? No. That was a starting pistol. He’s going to leap out and arrest her. I mean, he could shoot her, but we decided that, all in all, blasting her to smithereens in a hospital room probably wouldn’t be the best way to deal with her. Also, it would be kind of illegal.”

      “Yeah, just a bit.”

      “Okay, now, I need to concentrate.” Ian turned to Rosie. “So don’t interrupt me.” He dug his hand back into the bag and pulled out an earpiece, which he put in. “Comms, so I can manage the operation,” Ian explained. He tilted his head as he listened. “Larry’s ready for action!”

      We all stared at the screen as we waited for Treena to arrive. Finally, the door to the room swung open.

      “It’s go! Go! Go!”

      Ian touched the earpiece to activate the mic. “This is Redhead Leader, you are clear to engage, I repeat you are clear to engage!”

      On the screen, Treena appeared through the doorway. As soon as she entered, she turned and looked back out toward the hallway, then quickly closed the door behind her after seeing that it was clear.

      “Excellent. There’s no one in the hallway. We got help from Doctor Wu to make sure there wouldn’t be. This plan is going perfectly, Tiff.”

      Treena went and stood at the end of Stone’s bed, put her hands on her hips and slowly shook her head as she gave a look that could only be described as malevolent. In her hand was a small object, which she carried over to a sink in the corner of the room.

      “What’s that?” Rosie asked.

      “Looks like meds. That’s what she’s supposed to put into Stone’s IV,” I said.

      Treena proceeded to empty the meds straight into the sink and then ran the water to clean out any trace. When she turned back, there was a little smile on her face. Then, she reached into the front pocket of her smock and pulled something else out. It was a syringe, and she held it up in front of her and pushed the plunger a little until a small spurt of liquid came out.

      “It’s green,” Rosie said. “Are meds ever green?”

      “I don’t think those are meds,” I said, my heart pounding hard.

      Treena walked up to Stone’s IV, the wicked little smile still on her lips.

      “Where is he? Where’s Larry?” I blurted. “He’s got to stop her!”

      Ian touched his earpiece. “Execute! Execute! Execute!”

      Treena held up the syringe again and then mouthed something.

      “What did she say?”

      “She said… goodbye,” Rosie said, quietly.

      Then all heck broke loose. The bathroom door flew open, and a blur of a man in dark-blue clothing zoomed across the room toward Treena. At the same time, Stone’s eyes flicked open, one hand shot up, and grabbed Treena’s hand in a vise-like grip. The syringe went flying.

      “He’s awake!”

      “Oh, yeah. He’s in on it,” Ian said. “I told you he was getting better.”

      Larry reached Treena, and in one smooth move, he lifted her opposite wrist until it was next to the one Stone was holding and slapped a pair of handcuffs on her. Then she was marched to the end of the bed, where Larry cuffed her again, this time linking the existing cuffs to the frame of the bed.

      The door to the room opened again, and Dr. Wu entered, a look of stern disappointment on his face.

      The doctor mouthed something.

      “You’re supposed to help people,” Rosie said.

      “You can lip-read?” Ian asked.

      Rosie shrugged. “A bit. I learned in some of my free time last year.”

      Ian nodded. “I should learn that. I’d be great at lip-reading.”

      “You think so?” Rosie asked.

      “Oh yeah, it’s probably one of my talents.” Ian took out his earpiece. “Pretty smooth operation, huh?”

      “Yes, well done. You and Larry did good. I’m impressed.”

      “A last hurrah from the greatest investigative assistant of all time.”

      “So far,” Rosie added, quietly.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Good. So how’s the case going? You find that missing broad yet?”

      “Broad, Ian?”

      He shrugged. “That’s old-timey speak, like from when she disappeared.”

      “She disappeared in the nineties, not the thirties. And no, it’s bad news. She’s dead. Our client’s father hired a hitman to kill her. Well, two hitmen. First one ripped him off.”

      “Oh. Huh. That’s a shame. So you guys are free, then? Shall we go celebrate?”

      “It’s not that simple. We’ve got to follow up on the hitman. And our client’s missing.”

      “And one of our suspects got murdered,” Rosie added. “We should probably figure out who did that.”

      “Oh, man. Things are a lot simpler when you work with me, aren’t they, Tiff?”

      “It’s not Rosie’s fault; it’s the case! It’s a real doozy.”

      “Yeah, but hey, at least your assistant wasn’t kidnapped this time!” Ian turned to Rosie. “You’ve got to be careful. I was kidnapped by a crazed woman who kept me locked up in a basement for a year, I nearly starved to death.”

      Rosie looked suitably wide-eyed.

      “He’s exaggerating. It was barely a week, and he was fed very well. It was character building.”

      “It was the worst time of my life,” Ian said. “I thought I’d die from lack of sunlight.”

      “With your complexion, Ian, you’re more likely to die from being in the sun than a lack of it.”

      “Okay, I guess that’s true.” Ian clapped his hands together. “Time to debrief my team!”

      Ian grabbed the bags from the chairs and headed off. I was about to follow to see Stone when we were interrupted by an enthusiastic, one-person round of applause.

      Curious, I turned to see who it was. Then I blinked. It wasn’t anyone I’d been expecting to see.

      “Well done,” said a tall woman with dyed-blonde hair and an expensive-looking perm. The rest of her outfit matched, dressed as she was in the most luxurious-looking loungewear I think I’d ever seen. Eschewing hospital pajamas, she had on a designer training suit that glittered with real diamonds, matching the set she wore around her neck and on her ears. She had a youthful face that was even more youthful than the last time I’d seen it, almost certainly thanks to some surgery she was recovering from.

      “Thank… you?” I turned to Rosie. “This is Sue Giant, she’s a life coach.”

      “Life coach, author, speaker, and dare I say it”—she did—“guru.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Rosie said with polite but reserved curiosity. “Were you here for plastic surgery?”

      I had to work to keep a smile off my face. You don’t just ask people things like that. Except Rosie just did.

      Sue’s eyebrows twitched as if they’d try to fly to the top of her head but lacked the ability to do so. “What an interesting woman you are,” she said, ignoring the question. She leaned down, being considerably taller than either of us, peering at Rosie closely. “You need a life coach,” she prescribed. “Perhaps someone from my team. Yes, Todd might be a good match…”

      Rosie shook her head. “No thanks, I’ve already got one.”

      “You do?”

      She did?

      Rosie nodded, and then grabbed my arm. “Tiffany Black!”

      Sue gave me an irritated gaze. “You’re supposed to be a detective, not a life coach.”

      “I am! And I’m not!”

      Rosie clearly disagreed. “You’re teaching me all kinds of useful things which improve my life. That makes you my life coach and my boss. I’m very lucky.”

      “Oh, I see.” Sue nodded as if she now understood. “I think you would get a lot out of a real life coach. We offer some very attractive payment plans.”

      “No thanks, I’ve got all the coaching I need right here. And anyway, my free time is already accounted for.”

      “Very well then. Visit my website if you change your mind.” Sue nodded at me. “Tiffany. Perhaps I’ll see you at another charity event or grand opening soon.”

      “Probably. Take care.”

      I waved the slightly obnoxious life coach goodbye, and then finally followed after Ian to visit Stone.
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      Half an hour later, we had said goodbye to Stone and Larry and left them, along with Ian, to deal with the police. Much as it would have been nice to stay and chat, the police clearly didn’t agree and ushered us out not long after we’d arrived.

      “What a rollercoaster of a day,” I said to Rosie when we were back in the car.

      “And it’s barely lunchtime. While you were talking to Stone, I looked up that private detective, Jasper Dixon.”

      “Of course you did. What’d you find?”

      “I dug up an address for him. According to the records, he was married in nineteen seventy-two, and he never divorced, so I’m guessing he has a widow, hopefully at the same address.”

      “Then I guess we better go ask her if her husband was in the habit of pushing people in front of buses.”

      “We’ll phrase it differently, won’t we?” Rosie asked.

      “Yeah, I think we better.”

      Forty minutes later, we found ourselves sitting in a lovely parlor—that’s the word she used—of a small home that Tabitha and Jasper Dixon had lived in for their entire married life. We were served a slice of frosted ginger cake and some freshly brewed hot coffee by Jasper’s seemingly kindly widow.

      “So you’re investigators like Jasper was?”

      “That’s right. We’re actually following up on an old case of his from many years ago.”

      “It must be different nowadays. Do you use computers and such?”

      “We do, but we still wear the old shoe leather down as well.”

      “I bet you do. Jasper loved his work, but it was hard. Sometimes I wouldn’t see him for days at a time, but then, between cases, he’d spend a whole week with me.”

      “Yeah, it can be like that. We’ve had some long days ourselves recently, haven’t we, Rosie?”

      “Long but rewarding.”

      “Tabitha,” I said, “do you know if Jasper ever went to Canada during his work?”

      “Canada? Oh, yes. Well, not for work so much, but for the fishing.”

      “Fishing? We have fish in the States.”

      “I know, but one of his friends from his army days lived in Canada, and they’d get together up there a couple of times a year. I don’t know if he went there on any cases, but maybe. Sometimes you can combine business and pleasure, can’t you?”

      “Right. But he was definitely in Canada? Thank you, that’s helpful.”

      “Will it help you complete a case?”

      “It certainly doesn’t hurt.”

      We were interrupted by a ring of the doorbell. “Oh, that’ll be the bakery. Just a moment.”

      Tabitha left us, and from the front door we heard a friendly greeting and laughter. Tabitha soon returned with a large plastic bag, inside of which were several stacked cardboard boxes. Tabitha lifted it up.

      “Decadent for You. It’s the best bakery in all of Las Vegas.”

      “It is good,” I told her. “They do deliveries?”

      “Sure, that was Chianti. She’s one of the owners. I got these for my bridge club. We take turns hosting.”

      I nodded toward the ginger cake we’d been enjoying. “You’re a good baker yourself.”

      “I’m not bad, but I’m not as good as Decadent. And anyway, I like to offer the girls some variety, and I’m not going to bake six different cakes myself. Much easier to buy them!”

      “I bet it is.”

      “They did his funeral,” Tabitha said rather quietly, looking down.

      “Sorry? What was that?”

      “Jasper’s funeral. Cress did all the food for it. Sorry, you wouldn’t know her, she’s the other owner of Decadent for You.”

      “We’ve met her, actually. She seems nice.”

      “Lovely lady. Sorry to bring up Jasper’s funeral. I shouldn’t have. It was years ago now. But I still think about him. He was a tough man out in the world, but at home, he was a real sweetie.”

      A tough man. The kind of man who’d push someone in front of a bus, then bring his wife flowers and a cupcake. Yeah, a real treat of a guy.

      “Did he ever tell you about a case a few years back, working for a guy called Gregory?”

      Tabitha quickly shook her head. “I didn’t know about his work, not really. Sometimes he would talk to me about a particular problem, but most of what he did was outside my wheelhouse. I managed the home; he managed the business. Old-fashioned, but that’s how we did things.”

      “And did you ever hear about someone called Monica Galgavhan?” It was a desperate shot, but with Jasper dead, there wasn’t anyone else we could ask.

      Tabitha looked into my eyes and said very firmly, “No, I can’t say I have.”

      “Are you sure?” Rosie asked.

      “Of course, I’m sure.”

      We weren’t going to get any further, but we’d heard enough. I stood up and nodded to Rosie to do the same. “Thank you for the cake, it’s been wonderful. Enjoy your bridge evening.”

      When we were back outside, Rosie didn’t look happy.

      “What’s up?”

      “Did you see the look on her face when you asked about Monica? She knew something.”

      “You think she knew about what her husband did?”

      “Yes,” Rosie said, “I do. I think she knew a lot more about his work than she let on, but she didn’t want to talk about it. She doesn’t want the name of her husband to be tarnished.”

      “If you’re right, I doubt she’ll ever talk.” I pondered the situation for a minute. “And Gregory…” I sighed and shook my head. “He’s really losing it. The way he is right now, any testimony he gave in court would be torn to shreds by a defense attorney. They won’t bring a case against him.”

      “Is he going to get away with it?” Rosie was disappointed, almost deflated. “We’ve worked so hard.”

      “I know. But that’s the way these things go. Some you win, some you lose.” But I didn’t like losing, not at all. “But this isn’t over. We’ve got a client to find and Amelia’s killer to uncover.”

      “And how are we going to do that, boss?”

      “I’ve got a few ideas…”
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      The question of what we were going to do next was answered when my phone rang, but not in the way I could have expected. It was Sally, Ian’s fiancée. When I saw her number on the screen, I figured she was calling about Ian and Stone. I answered quickly in case some unforeseen disaster had occurred after we left.

      “Sally? What’s up?”

      “Tiff, I’m home today getting our stuff in order, and there was a weird guy out in the hallway just now. He put a letter on your door. I thought you might want to know.”

      “Oh?” A thrill of excitement ran through me. I had a feeling I knew who it was. “Can you open it and read it for me?”

      “Sure. Hold on.” I heard Sally setting her phone down while she pulled off the letter stuck on my door and ripped it open. While she was engaged in that, I put my phone on speaker and indicated for Rosie to listen as well. “Okay, wow, this is nice paper. It’s really thick. And the writing’s real pretty. It’s cursive, I’m not sure if I can read it… Oh, yeah, I think I can make it out. It’s fancy, though.”

      “Is it fountain pen ink?” Rosie asked.

      “Umm, maybe?” As a masseuse at a spa, Sally didn’t spend a lot of time with high-end writing equipment. “It’s not from a cheap ballpoint, anyway. And there’s a bit of an angle to it, so yeah, I guess so.”

      “Can you read it to us now?”

      “Sure. Oh, that’s not good. It says: ‘Anthony has been removed from his property. Until he cooperates, he will not be returned. Don’t bother looking for him. You won’t find him. You can consider your case closed.’ That’s your client, isn’t it?”

      Rosie looked at me and nodded. She knew exactly who the letter was from, and so did I.

      “It is. You saw the guy who stuck it to our door? Was he wearing some kind of Asian robes, and did he have long black hair?”

      “Yep! Was he dangerous?”

      “Probably not to you. Thanks so much, Sally, and good luck with all the packing. Did you hear from Ian?”

      “No, should I have? He said he had something important to do this morning.”

      “Yeah, he did. In fact, he saved Stone’s life.”

      “Ian saved Stone’s life?” Sally sounded shocked. “Usually it’s the other way round.”

      “Ha, yeah, I guess it is. Anyway, congratulate him again from me when he gets home. Have a good one!”

      After hanging up, Rosie and I considered our next move.

      “It’s a cry for help,” Rosie said.

      “The note?”

      She nodded. “Beautiful penmanship, on nice paper, probably written with an expensive fountain pen? Either Noah is a complete idiot, or he knew we’d figure out it was him that wrote the note.”

      “Makes sense.” I pursed my lips in thought. “What’s the theory? He kidnapped Anthony in order to find Monica, but Anthony’s not telling him where she is because he doesn’t know himself?” Rosie nodded back to me, confirming she agreed. “Say, that gives me an idea.”

      “Oh?” Rosie looked excited.

      “I think we might be able to save our client, figure out who killed Amelia, and perhaps finally put Monica to rest.”

      “How are we going to do that?”

      And so I told her.

      A moment later, I was back on the phone with Sally to ask for another favor, and then we climbed into the car and headed back to Noah’s house. It was time to reach some closure on at least some of what happened.

      And maybe, just maybe, figure out what happened to Monica all those years ago.

      Of course, we needed to grab a little lunch first. We needed to allow Noah time to get back home, after all.
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      I checked with Rosie again to make sure she knew what she was doing. She was holding a can of pepper spray in her hand, and had the nozzle pointed forward. I had my firearm in hand but still concealed inside my bag which I had slung in front of me. Just in case.

      But this was Noah we were going to see, and I didn’t expect him to actually attack us. This was just a precaution.

      I had parked in front of his house, but this time there was no one to greet us at the top of the steps when we got out. The front door was, however, swinging open, which seemed very unlike Noah’s usual meticulous style. He was expecting us.

      “Ready?”

      Rosie gave me the firm nod of someone who was prepared for anything and everything, and then side by side we marched up the steps and into Noah’s home.

      “Hello?” I called.

      A muffled kind of moan, the exact kind of thing you might hear from a gagged person trying to scream, came from the direction of Noah’s tearoom. With careful steps, we headed down a hallway until we reached the sliding door. Standing back, I pulled the door from one end so we would be out of the line of sight of anyone inside as the door opened.

      The muffled moans increased into a frantic series of mmphs and mms.

      I pulled my gun fully out of my bag, and gripping it in two hands, I rushed to cover the room. Inside, Noah was sitting at the tea table on the floor, a cup held delicately between the extended fingers of two hands. Beside him, sitting upright and tied to an antique dark wood chair, was our client.

      “Anthony! Are you okay?”

      “Mmph!”

      “There you are,” Noah said. “I knew you’d figure out my clever little clue.”

      “Mmph! Mmm! Mmm-mmm! Mmph!”

      “It wasn’t very clever,” Rosie told him sternly. “Anyone could have figured it out.”

      “Then next time I shall use more subtlety,” Noah mused. “To give you a challenge.”

      “There won’t be a next time, Noah.”

      “Mmph!” Anthony agreed.

      “We have a problem,” Noah said.

      “Yes, you’ve kidnapped my client. Can you release him now, please, Noah?”

      Noah stood in one fluid motion and with a single step stood beside the furious-looking Anthony. He lifted the gag that was over his mouth.

      “You crazy, kidnapping, b—” Noah shoved the gag back down and shuddered. “Mmph!”

      “See? He’s impossible. I can’t have a civil conversation with him. I was hoping you might be able to have a word.”

      “Anthony?”

      “Mmph?”

      “I’m going to take off the gag. Can you not yell for a moment while we figure out this situation?”

      He nodded enthusiastically. I walked toward Anthony. Noah shrugged, took a few steps backward, and then placed both hands over his ears in anticipation.

      I pulled down Anthony’s gag.

      “Finally!”

      Noah tentatively lowered one hand from his ear and peered at Anthony, ready to slap his hand back against the side of his head should he get noisy again.

      “What happened?” I asked Anthony.

      “Last night, I was at home, minding my own business. I thought I heard a smash of glass, and when I went into my hall, this whack job was standing there holding some kind of sword. I was going to run up and grab my gun, but he said he’d chop me into a million tiny cubes if I moved an inch. Then he chopped the top off a statue in my foyer to show he meant business. I was going to escape, but, well, I didn’t. And here I am.”

      “Anthony has been most uncooperative,” Noah said. “I hope you can talk some sense into him.

      “Uncooperative? Uncooperative? What in the heck is that supposed to mean?”

      “You won’t tell me where Monica is,” Noah’s voice was low and hard. If he was the kind of person who shouted, the words would have been yelled, but instead they carried a different kind of weight, reinforced with an inner steel.

      “I told you, I don’t know where she is! If I knew where she was, I wouldn’t have hired these two to find her, would I?”

      “A Pear Like Any Other… proves that she is still alive. And the only possible explanation is that you have her kidnapped and hidden in an underground bunker so she can’t leave you.”

      “You’re a maniac!”

      “That really isn’t the only possibility, Noah,” I told him. “I can assure you, if Anthony knew where Monica was, she wouldn’t be locked away anywhere. He truly loved her.”

      Anthony was nodding his head with enthusiastic indignation. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him!”

      I reached behind Anthony and began undoing the knot of a very neatly tied black cord that held him to the chair. After a brief examination, I realized that if I pulled one end… “There!” I said, as the knot dissolved and the cord holding Anthony in place went slack. “You’re free.”

      Anthony bounded to his feet and swung his arms around rather alarmingly to shake out the numbness. I had to step back to avoid getting a smack in the face.

      “Explain where the new photo came from,” Noah demanded.

      “I don’t know!” Anthony said. “How do you know it’s new, anyway? Couldn’t it just be an old one that was forgotten in the gallery?”

      “Absolutely not. Her style and skill have developed. It should be obvious to any true aficionado, which, I can surmise, you are not.”

      “I love her, not her photos.”

      “But she is her photos,” Noah declared. “Monica Galgavhan’s very purpose on this planet was to take the finest of photographs. So that I could collect them.”

      “No, her purpose was to be loved by me!”

      “If you can’t appreciate her photos, then you can’t appreciate her.”

      “I do appreciate them. They’re nice, but—”

      “Nice?” Noah almost raised his voice, but instead it became gravelly. “They are not nice. They are transformative! Sublime. Visual ambrosia inspired by the muses themselves!”

      “Huh? That’s what I meant—I think they’re nice pictures.”

      Noah clutched his head. “You have no idea of the talent you are belittling with such crude terms of compliment! Would you describe a three-star Michelin meal as pretty tasty?”

      Anthony shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Argh!” Noah clutched his head again. “People like you should be banned! You don’t appreciate anything!”

      Anthony raised his hand and waggled his index finger at Noah. “No, people like you don’t appreciate people like Monica. You think she’s some kind of photo factory, when in fact she was a wonderful human being who happened to also take a few nice pictures. There’s so much more to her! The food she would cook, the television programs we would enjoy, the walks in the park we took while she admired the squirrels and pigeons. Photography was a mere facet of her character, nothing more.”

      Rosie cleared her throat to draw their attention, and the two men looked at her. “We have some bad news. Monica is dead.”

      “No!” Noah wailed.

      “It can’t be! Vivianna said she definitely sensed Monica was still alive. She said she’s close!”

      “I’m afraid someone confessed to having her killed,” I told them. “She was killed by a man hired to do the job.”

      “Who?” Anthony asked quietly. “Who was the killer?”

      “The actual killer is dead. They passed away from cancer several years ago. But the person who hired them is still alive.”

      Noah and Anthony stared at us. “Who is it?” Anthony asked in a weak voice.

      “I think you might be able to guess, Anthony. You can, can’t you?”

      “No…”

      I nodded at him.

      “He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. He didn’t… did he?”

      “Who?” Noah demanded. “Who was it?”

      “My father…”

      Noah and Anthony began to weep, and to our astonishment soon the pair of them were clutching each other, embracing in hugs, both wrecked by the knowledge that finally their search was over, and for the very worst reason.

      “Tea?” Rosie asked me, sitting down at the table, while the men sobbed together.

      “Sure. We’ve got some planning to do. It’s time we brought down Amelia’s killer.”

      While the men sobbed and consoled each other, Rosie and I got to work, sending the occasional message to Sally as we did so.

      If we pulled this off, we would at least get some closure. Even if it wasn’t the kind any of us wanted.
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      We had to catch Amelia’s killer. And now, we were going to. It had taken some time to figure out who it could be, but of course, all the clues were there. They always were. Now we just had to draw the murderer out. And nail them, red-handed.

      We reconvened at the Coach Motel, and then it was time to put the plan of the century into action. I’d been calling in favors left and right, and it was time for some payoff. Everyone was in place when Maria Gonzalez of Las Vegas News Team Live! arrived along with her cameraman, sound guy, and producer.

      Maria had interviewed me a few times over the years after some of my more exciting cases, and now it was time for some payback. I was going to ask her to blast lies all over the airwaves. Of course, in return, she would get an exclusive interview after, and the attention and acclaim of the nation for being involved in a clever takedown of a murderer. At least, that was the plan.

      “This better work, Tiffany,” Maria said with rather too much grit in her voice for my liking. “My reputation’s on the line.”

      “You’re not the only one,” I told her. “And if, I mean, when this pays off, you’re going to be a national sensation.”

      “You’d better be right. Ready to go in five?”

      “Yep.”

      I left Maria to set up outside. They were going to use an old picnic bench for an interview, next to the abandoned and empty swimming pool that had once been the centerpiece of this motel’s grounds in its heyday, many decades in the past.

      “Monica, are you ready?” I called into the door of room number eight.

      Sally stuck her head out and grinned. She had done an excellent job on her makeup, adding two decades to her age with some carefully created wrinkles and laugh lines. Her hair was covered with Rosie’s blonde wig which had been saved from her burnt-out car, and we had found her some more mature clothes than Sally normally wore to make her look like someone much older than she was.

      “Anthony!” I called into the next room. “We’re ready for you.”

      Anthony came outside and stared at Sally. “Nope,” he declared in quick judgment of the fake-Monica.

      Sally’s face fell.

      “Anthony?” I said. “She doesn’t have to fool you; she just has to fool the rest of the world. I think she looks strikingly like an older Monica, don’t you think?”

      Anthony muttered something then gave a nod. “I guess, for someone who didn’t know her like I did, she might look kind of like her.”

      I squeezed Sally’s shoulder. “You look fantastic. Right, it’s showtime!”

      I led the couple down to the picnic bench and had them sit down. Maria came and stood before them, a large boxy microphone in her hand with the Las Vegas News Team Live! logo all over it, while the cameraman got into position.

      “And we’re recording in three… two… one…”

      “This is Maria Gonzalez for Las Vegas News Team Live! with a late-breaking story that’s just truly incredible. In front of me is Monica Galgavhan, a former student who disappeared more than two decades ago. After being missing for so long, she’s finally returned. Monica, what happened?”

      “Well, Maria,” said Sally, “it’s the most incredible thing. Something happened to me twenty years ago. Something traumatic. It was so bad, somehow my mind blocked it out. For more than two decades, I’ve been living another life. I couldn’t remember who I was or where I came from.” Sally-Monica reached over and squeezed Anthony’s knee. “I couldn’t even remember the love of my life.”

      “That is truly incredible. But that’s not all, is it, Monica?”

      Sally nodded. “I want to tell the truth. I need to get it out there. I want the world to know what happened to me. And I want the man who did it to me to be brought to justice!”

      Maria gave the camera a gigantic smile. “And we here at Las Vegas News Team Live! Are going to bring it to you. This evening, at nine o’clock, Monica will reveal everything. I’ve had a sneak peek, and I can tell you the revelations are absolutely stunning. What Monica is going to say to us all will shock Las Vegas to its very core. But that’s coming up at nine. Monica, what are you going to be doing until then?”

      “Well, Maria, I’m just going to be taking a rest in lucky room thirteen here at the Coach Motel. Remembering so much after so long is kind of exhausting, and Anthony and I have some serious catching up to do. But most of all, I’m looking forward to revealing what happened to me. And then we can bring that person to justice!”

      “Thanks, Monica. And just to recap, Monica Galgavhan has been missing for more than…”

      Grinning to myself, I went back to Rosie’s room. Sally had done an excellent job, and things were falling into place nicely.

      But there was more prep to do first.

      And then we would spring our trap.
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      At six o’clock that evening, Elwood, Emily, Rosie and I were in room twelve of the motel, which had a connecting door through to room thirteen where our fake Monica was lying asleep. Emily, Rosie, and I sat together on the bed in a line, while Elwood filled the worryingly flimsy-looking chair next to the dresser.

      “You better be right about this, Black,” Elwood grumped from his chair. He wasn’t actually mad, but he couldn’t help himself. It was his default setting unless something cheery perked him up—you know, something nice and jolly like a murder.

      “All logic points to the theory being correct,” Rosie told him. “Nothing else makes sense.”

      “Yeah, but in case you forgot, this is Las Vegas. Nothing makes sense here, toots.”

      “Toots?” Rosie repeated, nose wrinkled.

      Elwood grunted an apology while Rosie glowered at him.

      Emily stood up and breathed out an uncomfortable sigh. She was due in just a couple of weeks, and every time she made any kind of sound, I worried that it might be the baby coming to pay an early visit.

      “You okay, Em?”

      “Yeah. It’s just sitting makes me uncomfortable.” A thoughtful look crossed her face. “Actually, so does standing.” Emily sat back down again and groaned.

      I squeezed her arm. “Not long now.”

      But actually I was thinking more about our murderer, who I really hoped would get there before the baby.

      “Shh!” Elwood said and got to his feet. He went over to the door of the motel room and peered outside through the keyhole. “Someone’s coming.” Elwood cursed under his breath.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      He didn’t reply, he just continued to stare, grunting with displeasure. He took a step back and walked to the connecting door that led to room thirteen and raised his eyebrows at me. I came up and stood beside him. Emily began to get to her feet, but he shot her down with a sharp look, and she slumped back onto the bed.

      “Who is it? Is it the killer?”

      Elwood slowly shook his head, the expression on his face thoughtful. But if it wasn’t who I thought it was going to be, then who was it that he’d spotted? I poked him in the side. “Who is it?” I hissed.

      But there was no time to reply. We heard the neighboring door open—we’d left it unlocked—a grunt, and then a heavy whack and thwump.

      Elwood silently pushed down the handle on the connecting door with one hand, the other clutching his gun. I grasped my own weapon in two hands and crouched down in a position to fire the moment the door swung open, should I need to. Elwood counted down with his fingers… two… one…

      Thwap, thwap, thwap.

      The door swung open to reveal Gregory, heavy wooden cane in hand, giving a serious beating to Sally-Monica. The kind of beating that would leave you with brain damage, or worse.

      “You’re dead!” Gregory shouted. “Dead! Dead! Dead!”

      Of course, it wasn’t Sally-Monica. It was a bed stuffed with blankets and spare pillows, with the blonde wig up at the head of the bed to make it look like she was sleeping, facing away.

      “Gregory?” I called. “It’s not Monica.”

      Gregory turned, his mouth flecked with spittle, his eyes wide and savage, no recognition in them. “Who are you? Where is she?”

      “It’s me. We saw each other this morning, remember?”

      “Liar!”

      “Put the stick down,” Elwood grunted and walked over toward Gregory.

      Gregory did not put his cane down. Instead, he took a swing at Elwood. With reflexes far faster than I ever imagined him to have, the old detective’s hand whipped up and snatched the cane out of the air with a yank, almost toppling Gregory over as he took control of it.

      “Hey! Gimme that!”

      “No,” Elwood said. “I’m arresting you for attempted murder…”

      Twenty minutes later, Gregory had been dispatched to Metro police headquarters with some uniforms while we got back into our positions.

      One killer down.

      But one still to go.

      Gregory had been responsible for what happened to Monica all those years ago, but it wasn’t him that shot Amelia.

      That was someone else entirely.

      I checked the time.

      The killer would be there. I knew it. They couldn’t let “Monica” speak, and they would do anything to stop it.

      I was certain of it.
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      We waited, and we waited, and we waited.

      “You sure he’s going to show?” Elwood asked me, again.

      “He has to,” I said. “If he doesn’t, he’ll be revealed on television.”

      “Except he won’t,” Elwood said, “because it isn’t really Monica, and this is all a bluff.”

      “But the killer doesn’t know that!”

      “Unless they do,” Elwood said blandly.

      He wasn’t wrong. We’d tried to keep the plan on a need-to-know-basis, but there were unfortunately quite a lot of people who did need to know. Could our murderer have contacts in the police who had revealed what was afoot?

      My phone buzzed with a text message. It was Maria Gonzalez.

      >Tick tock!????

      I gulped. Beside me, Rosie was sitting placidly, a look of quiet confidence on her face. She had faith in me and in the plan. But now that faith was going to be put to the test.

      Was I leading Rosie astray, wasting police time, and embarrassing a television presenter? Was everything going to come crashing down? I dug my fingers into my palms and waited. I had done all I could do.

      Emily reached over and squeezed my knee. It’s okay, she told me with the gesture. It’s okay.

      But I didn’t think I could bear the humiliation if it wasn’t.

      Elwood cleared his throat, to get my attention so he could grump at me some more.

      But he never got the chance.

      Because everything happened all at once.

      And I, of course, was proved absolutely right.

      Bam, bam, bam, bam, bam, bam!

      Six shots rang out, one after the other, as bullets flew in the room beside us. We had neither seen nor heard anyone approaching the room, and yet, somehow, they were there. Elwood and I rushed for the connecting door, while behind me, Rosie stood up and carefully headed for the exit.

      “Didn’t hear him coming!” Elwood gasped.

      Nor did I.

      And we weren’t warned by the undercover cops stationed out in the parking lot, either.

      When I yanked open the connecting door, the reason for the lack of warning became clear.

      Our killer wasn’t in the room.

      The bed had been pummeled and perforated with bullets, and fluff and feathers still hung in the air, slowly falling in sweeping arcs as they descended back down to Earth. The front door was closed, but on the other side of the room the glass in the window had been shattered. The killer had blasted through it, not needing to get any closer.

      Elwood lunged for the front door, me just behind. We hurried down the row of rooms to the end. A small patch of dust in the air showed me that someone else had already beaten us to it. Rosie.

      We heard the scuffle before we rounded the corner to see it.

      “Argh!”

      “Come here!”

      “Get off me!”

      “Oh no, you don’t!”

      “Ow! Ow! Ow! Agh!”

      We burst around the corner to the rear of the row of rooms where they backed onto a chain-link fence, beyond which was a busy road. A hole cut in the fence revealed our killer’s point of entry, and a black sedan with blinking hazard lights stopped on the side of the road was their mode of arrival.

      Ahead of us, Rosie had her back against the wall, a can of pepper spray in hand.

      But flying toward us was our suspect, head looking back at Rosie, stumbling in our direction. He turned toward us.

      It was Flynn Brogney.

      But he couldn’t see us. One hand pressed against his face, his eyes were streaming, and his feet were stumbling as he tried to escape from Rosie. Elwood grabbed my arm and we both stopped and stepped slightly aside.

      As Brogney stumbled toward us, blinded by the mace, Elwood stuck out a leg.

      “Argh!” Brogney repeated as he took his final stumble. He put his hands out to stop his fall. Or rather, he didn’t. He put his hand out to stop his fall.

      Brogney collapsed in a moaning heap on the ground, hand rubbing at his eyes. Rosie walked over, a triumphant grin on her face.

      “We got him!”

      “We sure did. Well done, Rosie.”

      Elwood stared over him and looked down.

      “Flynn Brogney, you’re under arrest!”

      The only answer for now was a sob and a whimper.
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      Elwood, Rosie and I had a chat with Brogney before he was sent down to the station. Rosie was smacking her thigh in frustration.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Dumb, dumb, dumb,” she declared herself.

      “No you’re not. Why are you saying that?”

      “I should have realized he only had one hand,” Rosie said to herself. “In the gallery, he had his hand in his pocket. I should have realized it was deliberate. And then at his house, he kept it covered up with a towel the whole time. Why didn’t I see it?”

      “Hey, that’s okay, I didn’t see it either.”

      “Yeah, but you were worrying about the whole case. I should have been focusing more!” Rosy smacked her leg again. “What kind of assistant am I? A dumb one!”

      “No, you’ve been incredible, Rosie. Now come on, let’s talk to him and see what he has to say for himself.”

      Elwood had Brogney sitting on one of the picnic benches, wanting to get a few words out of him before he had time to collect his thoughts. If Brogney wanted to spill the beans now, that was fine with us.

      “How’d you lose the hand?” Elwood barked at him.

      “It was Monica,” Brogney said sullenly. “She…” he shuddered at the memory. “I had her in the trunk, but she yanked it down, using all her weight. That old car’s trunk lid was sharp. She did it again before I’d even realized she’d done it once, and then I passed out. I guess while I was unconscious, she finished the job.”

      “De-handed by a car trunk,” Elwood shook his head. “Now I’ve heard it all.”

      “I want to press charges,” Brogney said.

      “You can’t. She’s dead,” I told him.

      “Speaking of which, why did you have her in a car trunk to begin with?” Elwood asked him. “Because Gregory hired you to whack her?”

      Brogney nodded. “Yeah. But I couldn’t do it. I’m a good guy at heart, you know?”

      Elwood snorted in disbelief. “Yeah, right. But why you? Why a successful writer?”

      “I wasn’t a successful writer, not back then. I didn’t have the experience, the knowledge, to write my thrillers. I needed to know more. And I was broke as a joke. So I decided to get a little real-life experience. Find out what a kidnapping was like, what a hit was like. But of course I couldn’t go through with it, so I faked killing her and let her go. But I told her Gregory was after her and he wasn’t going to stop, so she better go on the run.”

      “Umm, Brogney?” Rosie interrupted. “I hate to call you out, but you didn’t let her go out of the goodness of your heart. She chopped your hand off and left you unconscious in the desert while she made her getaway.”

      “I was going to let her go, that’s why I had the trunk lid open in the first place!”

      “What about the other day? We know you shot Amelia.”

      “There was a new photo!”

      “So?”

      “So it meant she was alive. I heard Gregory had her whacked for real, eventually. But that new photo showed up. It meant she wasn’t dead. And if she wasn’t dead, she could bring my whole career crashing down. So, I went to Amelia for a chat. But she wasn’t very cooperative. She tried to murder me with a stapler. I had to shoot her to defend myself.”

      “You mean you intimidated her and then murdered her in cold blood,” Rosie clarified.

      “It wasn’t cold blood!” Brogney complained. “I didn’t want to hurt her, but she kept saying she was going to call the cops on me. What was I supposed to do?”

      “Not shoot her?” I suggested.

      Brogney shook his head at me dismissively, as if I couldn’t possibly understand the difficult position he’d found himself in. A position which he had put himself in.

      “Look, Amelia was self-defense. Today, I didn’t shoot anyone except a shabby old bed. You’re going to let me go, right?”

      Elwood shoved his face down in front of Brogney’s. “You’re delusional. You’re not getting away for a long, long time, Brogney.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll see. I can afford good lawyers, you know. Speaking of which, I want one now.”

      “You can arrange that down at the station. We’re done here.” Elwood turned his head and yelled to two uniformed officers standing nearby. “Take him away!”

      While Brogney was marched off, Elwood grunted in my direction. “Not bad, Black, not bad.”

      “Thanks, Elwood.”

      “Heard about the nurse down the hospital. How’s Stone?”

      “He’s doing much better. He’s expected to make a full recovery and be out in a few days now that he’s actually receiving the antibiotics he was supposed to be on. Thanks for asking.”

      Elwood grunted again. They’d worked together on a case or two before, and I think Elwood respected him as much as he did anyone. Which probably wasn’t an awful lot, but it was something.

      “I’ll want a statement from you.”

      “Of course, you will. I’ll come down to the station tomorrow. There’s something else I need to do here first.”

      Elwood grunted again. “So long.”

      The old homicide detective shambled away to his old black sedan where Emily was already waiting, chair tilted all the way back as she struggled to find a comfortable position. For him, it was another case complete.

      But we weren’t done yet. I still owed Maria Gonzalez a favor.
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      Anthony, Monica-Sally, Rosie, and I sat on a row on the edge of the picnic bench, while Maria Gonzalez stood in front of us, microphone at the ready.

      Behind Maria, a small crowd had gathered of people come to see the special news report. There were almost twenty people watching, including Nanna, Ian, Tabitha Dixon, Cress from Decadent for You, Anthony’s mystic Vivianna Farsight, and even Brogney’s housekeeper Madeline. It seemed almost everyone we’d met was interested in how the case had turned out. Or perhaps they just hoped to be on television.

      As the live news report began. The producer counted us in with his fingers, and the light on the camera went red.

      We were live.

      Maria faced the camera and began her special report.

      “We promised you the story of the year earlier.” Maria paused for dramatic effect. “I lied.” She paused again. “Instead, we’re bringing you… the story of the decade.” Maria turned to face us. “Monica, earlier you told us you’d been missing more than twenty years, but that isn’t true, is it?”

      Sally slowly shook her head, reached up, and pulled off the wig, tossing it onto the table behind her.

      “Because,” Maria continued, “this isn’t Monica Galgavhan. Today, I was involved in the ultimate sting operation. Las Vegas News Team Live! has participated in bringing down a cold-blooded killer who murdered a gallery curator earlier this week in a horrific, brutal gun-slaying. And what’s even more incredible is that the killer was none other than local celebrity author, Flynn Brogney. Known for his crime novels, it turned out that he really did ‘write what you know.’ This criminal crime author has now been brought to justice, and it’s all thanks to News Team Live! and… Tiffany Black.”

      The camera turned to face me, and I gave it a smile. “And my assistant, Rosie McCann.”

      “A team effort! Now we’re going to show you some incredible footage of the incident as caught by our helicopter and our team on the ground. And then Tiffany will tell us how it all went down.”

      The red light went off, as the audience at home was treated to the pre-prepared footage of Rosie catching Brogney and spraying him in the face with pepper spray before Elwood and I came to arrest him. While I waited for the live feed to restart, I scanned the crowd staring at us again.

      And something clicked into place.

      Something so obvious…

      “And we’re back live! So tell us, Tiffany, what was the story with Brogney, and why did he murder the curator of a university gallery earlier this week?”

      “Well, Maria, this is a story that really did start more than twenty years ago with local photographer and student Monica Galgavhan. Brogney was hired to murder Monica—by her own boyfriend’s father. But Brogney never went through with it. He kidnapped her and lost his hand in the process. It seems Monica slammed the lid of the trunk she had been bundled into down onto his hand. And it was that hand that was found in the trunk of a car recovered recently from Lake Mead.”

      “That’s just an incredible story. An attempted murder from more than two decades in the past… but how does that connect to the events of this week?”

      “Well, Maria, we were hired to look for Monica, and during the course of our investigation it looked like she may still be alive and in contact with gallery curator Amelia Lindsey. Tragically, Brogney got hold of this information, and desperate to protect his secret past, he murdered her.”

      “A true tragedy,” Maria said sadly. “But Tiffany made it sound less dramatic than it was, as our dramatic reenactment will now show you.” The red light went off again.

      Maria leaned toward me. “Try and jazz it up a bit, will you? You know, blood and guts and drama. And could you cry a bit, as well?”

      “I’m not much of an actress, I’m afraid.”

      My eyes went back to the crowd watching us. There! If I was right…

      “And we’re back. Now, let’s turn to Tiffany Black’s client, Anthony. You’ve been searching for Monica for years, but it seems you learned some tragic news today.”

      Anthony slowly nodded and wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “I heard that she died in Canada, many years ago. She was killed by…” Anthony sobbed. “…someone hired by my father.”

      “Wow!” Maria said with perhaps a little too much excitement. “It’s one revelation after another here, isn’t it? Tell us about her, and then tell us what happened.”

      While Anthony talked, I stared back into the crowd, and I made eye contact. The person I was looking at gulped. I smiled at them, trying to let them know it was now safe. They bit their lip in nervousness. They raised their eyebrows at me, questioning, asking if it was really okay. I nodded at them. It was.

      They took a tentative step forward.

      I nodded again.

      Anthony took his eyes off Maria for a second and looked beyond the camera to where I was looking. “My father…”

      Anthony’s mouth slowly dropped open.

      “Anthony?” Maria asked. “Take a moment if you need to. It’s a very emotional time. To search for so long and to reach such a sad conclusion must be really tough. Take a few seconds, and then tell us how you feel.”

      Anthony slowly shook his head. “I knew it. I knew she wasn’t dead.”

      “I’m sorry?” Maria asked, looking rather perturbed. “Your father admitted having her killed, it must be hard to accept, I know, but—”

      “Anthony!”

      “Monica!”

      The cameraman stepped back and followed Anthony as he moved forward and took his long-lost girlfriend in his arms.

      Maria looked panicked. “Who’s that?”

      I stepped beside Maria and indicated with a nod of my head. “Beside us,” I said to the camera, “is the owner of the Decadent for You bakery down on Fremont Street. Her name’s Cress, except… it isn’t. She’s the real Monica Galgavhan, and she’s been living a double life, in fear, for decades. Now, she’s finally free.”

      “Thanks to the Las Vegas News Team Live!” Maria said, regaining her composure. “This isn’t the story of the decade, it’s the story of the century! We’ve reunited this long-lost couple and uncovered a murderer. And it looks like we might get that interview with Monica after all. Join us after the break as new revelations continue to unfold…”
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      Maria managed to get an exclusive interview with the real Monica Galgavhan arranged for the following day, but on this particular evening, Anthony and Monica only gave her a few seconds of their time before they declared that they were done for the day, and no amount of cajoling from Maria Gonzalez or her producer could convince them to give up any more of it.

      Maria eventually shrugged it off. “Still got a killer story,” she told me, and then laughed at her own pun. “Thanks, Tiffany, that was a real thrill.”

      “Glad to hear you enjoyed yourself.” It hadn’t exactly been a stressless afternoon and evening for me.

      While Monica and Anthony were walking away, arm-in-arm, something caught my eye. Rosie spotted it at the same time as me and hurried over to me. In the small gathering of people was Tabitha Dixon, the wife of the detective who had supposedly killed Monica in Canada. She had started to follow after Anthony and Monica.

      “What’s she doing?” Rosie asked, more to herself than to me.

      We quickly followed after her, eyes on her hands in case she pulled a weapon. She didn’t.

      “Monica?” Tabitha called, hesitantly. The reunited couple stopped and turned.

      Monica broke into a big grin, then ran forward and hugged Tabitha. “Tabby! It’s over. It’s finally over.”

      Monica saw us staring and smiled at me. “Her husband saved my life.”

      Tabitha gave us an awkward smile. “Sorry I wasn’t entirely honest with you when you visited. I did know Monica Galgavhan.”

      “What happened?”

      “Jasper and Tabitha faked my death,” Monica explained. “Again. Anthony’s father wasn’t going to give up. Luckily, the second death stuck.”

      “Jasper felt so sorry for Monica,” Tabitha said to us. “Of course, he’d never harm her, but he told me we had to take her under our wing to protect her from Gregory. I spent hours searching in the library for an appropriate way to cover up her death, until I eventually found that story in a Canadian newspaper about a poor, nameless girl who died. We used that to convince Gregory that Monica really was dead. While she would have to remain in hiding forever, at least there would no longer be active hitmen and assassins on her tail.”

      “They let me stay with them and then helped me set up the bakery. They even introduced me to my partner, Chianti. She’s their niece.” Cress raised a hand and pulled at her hair. “And Jasper gave me tips on disguising myself. I fooled everyone, didn’t I?”

      “Even me,” Anthony said. “I heard you laugh in that bakery, but when I looked around… you weren’t there. Except you were.”

      “You sensed me, I know you did. That’s why you kept coming back.”

      Anthony nodded. “Exactly. Vivianna was so right about you,” Anthony sighed happily. “She’s truly a great woman.”

      “Who’s Vivianna?” Monica’s voice trembled a little.

      “She’s no one to worry about. She’s a mystic, a seer, a fortune-teller, and a prophet. She always knew I’d find you eventually. And she was right.”

      Monica smiled at us. “But it was Tiffany and Rosie here who really figured it out.”

      “They were key as well,” Anthony grudgingly agreed. “Now, if you don’t mind, Monica and I have some serious catching up to do.”

      Tabitha gave Monica a giant hug and a kiss on her cheek, and then the reunited couple continued on their way.

      “And that,” I said to Rosie, “is how you solve a case.”

      “Now what?” Rosie asked. “We write up our report?”

      I laughed. “Yeah. But that can wait until tomorrow. There’s something much more important for us to do first.”

      “The police?”

      I shook my head again.

      “No way. A celebratory dinner.”

      “Ohh.” I could see Rosie was mentally filing this important information away inside her head, ready for recall at any moment. She really was learning a lot.

      “Is there anything in particular you’d like?”

      Rosie tapped her chin in thought. “Maybe a hamburger?”

      “Really? That’s all?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Can’t beat a good burger.”

      “Well, okay. I know just the place. Have you ever been to Savannah Safari…?”

      With the case finally solved in a more satisfying way than I could even have hoped for, Rosie and I headed out for a night of celebration.

      And we were in just the city to do it.

      Las Vegas.

      Greatest city in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later, Rosie and I picked up Professor Dean Andrew Thompson from outside his apartment building. He climbed into the back of my car and immediately began complaining.

      “Couldn’t we take one of my cars? Or an Uber?”

      “No,” I told him over my shoulder. “Have you got it?”

      The corrupt professor waved a white envelope at us. “Yes, I’ve got it. Where is it that we’re going?”

      “To a casino,” Rosie called.

      “A casino? Of all the…”

      “Better than us telling the university about your little scam, no?”

      “Whatever. Let’s just get this over with.”

      As we drove into The Pike’s base of operations, Thompson sucked in a breath. “What’s this place? I don’t like the look of it.”

      “I told you, it’s a casino.”

      “Not exactly the Bellagio, is it?”

      “It’s for locals,” Rosie told him. “Don’t you gamble?”

      “Never.”

      We were waved inside by two shaven-headed and black-suited security guards, and into the back office. The Pike stood up to glare at us when we entered.

      “You’re really doing this?” The Pike growled at Rosie.

      She nodded. “I am. And this is it. It’ll be over forever.”

      “You could work for me, you know. Earn yourself a nice steady paycheck. Five grand a month. Cash.”

      Rosie shook her head. “I got a new job. Minimum wage.”

      “Minimum wage?” The Pike growled. “Are you deaf? I just offered you five grand a month.”

      Rosie smiled. “Yes, but the job satisfaction of being an investigator is much higher.”

      I nudged Rosie. “And you won’t be on minimum wage. We’ll discuss it later.”

      Rosie beamed even brighter.

      “So who’s this guy?” The Pike gave Dean Thompson an analytical once over and didn’t much like what he saw. “You blackmailing him?”

      Rosie nodded. “Yep!”

      The Pike snorted. “Atta’ girl.”

      “It’s not real blackmail,” I said, feeling a little guilty. “We’re just protecting the Dean here from his secrets getting out. And in return, he’s helping out Rosie.”

      The Pike snorted again. “Hand it over.”

      I nudged Thompson, and reluctantly he took a step forward and then tossed the white envelope onto the table toward the Pike.

      “‘Heck was that?”

      “The money,” Thompson said with a slight air of pomposity.

      “No one throws money at The Pike. I’m not a dog you toss a bone at. Try again.”

      Thompson sniffed. “The money’s there. Just take it.”

      “You like your kneecaps?” The Pike lifted his chin and raised his voice. “Boys! Bring my bat!”

      Thompson didn’t need time to think. He quickly stepped forward, picked up the envelope, and then with a two-handed gesture held it out in front of The Pike. “Here you are,” he mumbled.

      “That’s better. Manners cost nothing.” The Pike took the envelope and tapped his chin with it. “Maybe I should do your kneecaps to make sure you remember that.” He turned his head to Rosie. “What do you think?”

      “Hmm.”

      Thompson turned, panic on his face. “Please!”

      “I think he’s learned his lesson,” Rosie said with a shrug. “Thanks, Andy.”

      The dean frowned but didn’t raise his voice in complaint at being called Andy instead of Dean or Professor. With The Pike’s threats hanging over him, he was suitably cowed. “Can we go now?”

      “The offer remains open,” the Pike said to Rosie. “Just drop by if your fingers get itchy.”

      “I won’t be interested, thank you.”

      Half an hour later, we dropped Professor Thompson off outside his building.

      “Thanks for helping me out!” Rosie yelled at him out the window.

      “You can pay me back with a new Porsche,” he said grumpily.

      Rosie took it as a joke and laughed it off. So did I. We gave him a final wave and then headed off.

      “That’s it?” I confirmed with Rosie. “You’re now free?”

      “Yep. All debts paid.”

      “Your past won’t be hanging over you anymore.”

      “Mm.”

      “Rosie?”

      “That’s all the debts paid, and I’m free as a bird, boss. What’s the time? Hadn’t we better go?”

      She was being evasive. But I guess we all have a past of some kind, don’t we? And she was right. We had to go.

      We had a party to get to.
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      Nanna greeted us in her driveway and then led us around to the back of the house where the festivities were already in full swing. Most of the family, as well as assorted friends and acquaintances, were there. I smiled when I saw Stone standing behind the grill, a black apron hanging over his black t-shirt. His attention was completely on the food cooking before him, laser-like focus on getting the peppers, onions, steaks, and burgers just right.

      “Look, dear!” Nanna said brightly, drawing my attention away from Stone to her latest proud achievement. “Aren’t the raised beds just wonderful?”

      Along one side of Nanna’s small back yard, Wes—with some help from Uncle Joe—had constructed a series of raised beds filled with dark soil and with small green seedlings poking out their first leaves. Almost invisible in the dark dirt, a black irrigation hose ran down the middle. Nanna ushered me closer, and we stood over them, staring down at them, as if the little plants might do something.

      “Carrot ready?” asked a small but powerful voice.

      “Not yet, Angel,” Nanna said. “I told you, it’ll be a few months.”

      Angel put her hands on her hips and glared up at the raised bed. “I wanna see carrot today!”

      “I’ll put some out with the salad,” Nanna told her.

      “Hmph. Wanna see!”

      I lifted Angel up so she could inspect the small plants. She frowned down at them. “Slow! Boring!”

      “They may seem to be growing slowly now,” Nanna said, “but they’ll zoom up before you know it.”

      Angel didn’t look convinced. I lowered her back down to the ground. She was getting heavier. Like Nanna’s seedlings, Angel had been zooming up in height and weight with me barely noticing until I lifted her.

      “You should go and say hello to Stone,” Nanna said. “He was asking when you were going to get here.”

      “Rosie and I had something to take care of.”

      “Rosie,” Nanna said to my assistant, “you come with me. I want to introduce you to a few people.”

      “Good luck,” I said to her with a grin and went to catch up with Stone.

      “Tiffany,” Stone said, his voice thick with gritty warmth. With one word he could say a thousand, and saying my name had an implied thank you, and nice to see you, and hope you’re hungry, and why are you late, and it doesn’t matter that you’re late, you’re here now. At least, I think it did. Or maybe I was reading too much into it.

      “Stone. What’s cooking?”

      “Lunch.” With a pair of tongs, he began to point. “Burgers, tri-tip, sirloin, ribs, ’dogs, bell peppers, zucchini, onions, stuffed mushroom caps.”

      “They all look fantastic. Maybe next time we’ll be cooking up something from Nanna’s Garden.”

      Stone nodded thoughtfully.

      “How are you feeling, though?”

      “I feel like… not quite a million dollars. Call it half a million.”

      “But you’re on the mend.”

      He gave me a curt nod and flipped a steak. “On the mend.”

      “And ready to get back to work.”

      Stone’s next nod was tentative. “I wanted to talk to you about that.”

      Uh-oh. He’d offered me the chance to join forces and work together, and I think I may have accidentally accepted when he was in the ambulance being rushed to hospital. But did I really want to give up my own business, my own agency? Lose my independence? And you know what they say about working together with a friend—don’t.

      “Mm?”

      “I’ve been made an offer. To sell it.”

      “You? Sell up?”

      Stone nodded, his eyes on the grill. Not wanting to meet mine or making sure he did a good job? Or maybe a little of both.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know. If they’d asked me a month ago, I would have said no. But being in hospital. It’s put things in perspective.”

      “Sorry,” I said quietly. He had been shot rescuing me. It was my fault he was in the hospital and my fault if he was having second thoughts about any of this.

      “Don’t be sorry. It’s given me time to think. To consider. I’ve never stopped before. Never had a break.”

      “Being hospitalized with gunshot wounds is hardly a break.”

      One side of Stone’s mouth lifted. “It is for me.”

      I laughed and squeezed his arm. Despite being laid up in hospital, his muscles were still strong and thick.

      “So, you don’t know what you’re going to do?”

      “No. Grab a plate. You can have the first steak.”

      “Well, I can’t say no to that!”

      A line rapidly formed behind me once word got around that the first of the day’s grilling was ready to eat, and rather than hold everyone up, I left Stone to it. We’d talk more soon.

      I spotted Cress—I mean Monica—and Anthony. He waved me over.

      “Hey,” I said, not quite sure what kind of reception I’d get. While they were reunited after more than two decades apart thanks to me, Anthony’s relationship with his father was now ruined, Cress had lost her new identity, and they no doubt had some serious things to walk through.

      “One of the heroes of the hour!” Anthony said. “It’s a shame the other couldn’t make it.”

      I shook my head and laughed. “No, Rosie’s here, somewhere.”

      Anthony’s brow furrowed. “I meant Viviana. It was thanks to her you guys got the push you needed to find Monica, wasn’t it?”

      Viviana!? She didn’t do anything except take Anthony’s money. “Mm, right, her input sure was something.”

      “We should have figured it out earlier. I almost think if you’d focused on the transcripts instead of zooming around all over town, you would have figured it out earlier. Still, all’s well that ends well, right?”

      “Right. Which part of the transcripts…?”

      “Well, it was all there. The abduction by Brogney, the hippie commune she joined, the psychedelic colors, the plants relating to her photography, and obviously the stuff about regimented grouping was about sets of identical-looking baked goods. Oh yeah, it was all there.”

      “Yes, I suppose it can be interpreted that way.” I was keen to move on.

      “I decided to give Viviana a big bonus, to match your invoice. I figure that makes it all fair and square.”

      “I’m sure she’s very grateful.” I turned my head toward Monica, who was standing with her head resting on his shoulders and their arms interlinked. “How are you settling back into being Monica again?”

      “It’s fantastic. It’s almost like I never left. We’re older, but we’re still the same, aren’t we Anty-wanty?”

      “We are, Monny-mon-mon.”

      Ugh. I had just about enough. Sometimes you can definitely spend too much time with clients, and for this one, any more at all was more than enough. “Congratulations again.” I looked around for my best escape route, and thankfully, spotted one right away.

      “Tiffany! Over here!” Ian and Sally were standing with Rosie, who had escaped whoever Nanna had been introducing her to.

      “I’d better go enjoy the party.”

      I left Monica and Anthony and went to join my people instead.

      “I’ve got some news,” Ian announced. “Very important.”

      “Yeah?”

      Ian nodded seriously. “There are two items of business. First, is the matter of your new assistant.”

      “Rosie?” I said, slightly confused.

      Ian nodded. “I have decided to give her my blessing. Rosie, I hereby appoint you acting investigative assistant to Tiffany Black.”

      “Thank you,” Rosie said very sweetly while I frowned on. It was my decision, and it had already been made, as Rosie full well knew. Still, Ian was leaving soon. I guessed I could let him have his little victories.

      “And secondly, we have decided to let you have the honor of housesitting my apartment while we’re away.”

      Rosie grabbed one each of Sally and Ian’s arms. “No way! Really?”

      “You passed the Snowy test,” Sally told her. “And if you’re going to be working with Tiff, we figured it would be convenient. It makes sense.”

      “We will be checking in with Snowy on a regular basis,” Ian said with a warning tone.

      “You will?”

      Ian nodded. “Weekly video calls. If you upset her, we’ll know, won’t we, Sal?”

      “I’m sure Rosie won’t upset her. Snowy loves her.”

      “And I love cats. It’s going to be such fun.”

      Ian frowned. “It’s a serious apartment, not a funhouse, you remember that.”

      Rosie gave him a very serious nod. “Yes, of course.”

      Ian turned to me. “And I want you to keep an eye on the place. Make sure she doesn’t hold raves or turn it into a drug den or illegal gambling parlor, okay?”

      Sometimes it’s easiest just to roll with Ian’s craziness. “Okay. I’ll also make sure she doesn’t turn it into a burlesque hall or an illegal distillery.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

      “I wouldn’t—”

      “Because Tiffany will be watching!” Ian said, interrupting Rosie.

      I leaned over and whispered in her ear. “I won’t really.”

      “Huh? What was that?” Ian said, craning his neck forward to try and hear.

      “Nothing,” I told him. “Don’t you worry about a thing. Rosie and Snowy will do just fine.”

      “Well… good.”

      With a new assistant on board, a happy family celebration, and Rosie’s financial troubles alleviated for now, all was right with the world.

      We ate, we talked, and we celebrated together until long after sunset, when Stone fired up the grill for a second grand feast for all.

      While Stone and I would both have decisions to make, for the time being, we were all at peace. The night was almost as warm as the company, and the atmosphere as electric as anywhere in Las Vegas, and thus, the world.

      Tiffany Black was still in business, and I couldn’t wait to see what the next case would bring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I hope you enjoyed reading this book!

      

        

      
        To continue reading what happens to Stone, Tiffany and the rest of the gang:

        Click Here To Read The Case of The Amateur Actors in Las Vegas

        .

        .

      

        

      
        Grab your copies of two FREE A.R. Winters cozy mysteries: CLICK HERE

        .

      

        

      
        You can also follow AR Winters on Facebook

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        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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