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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      My investigative assistant Rosie and I sat outside the Culinary Institute of Las Vegas, waiting for our target to emerge.

      “This is it,” I said to Rosie. “Ready for the takedown?”

      “No,” Rosie said, quietly. That was unusual for her. Normally, Rosie was ready for anything and everything to prove her worth as a top investigator, but this time her heart wasn’t in it.

      “Nor am I.” It was irritating. Usually, cases involved taking down or catching a bad guy. And if it wasn’t that, it was something vaguely neutral like investigating someone’s trustworthiness for a potential business partner, or perhaps finding something lost.

      But not this time.

      This time it felt like we’d been hired to take down the good guy. Or good girl, as the case had it.

      “We could just return the money,” I said. “Tell them we can’t complete the case because of… reasons. Family, something like that.”

      Rosie nodded slowly. “Then they’ll just hire someone else, won’t they? Or worse, come here and do the job themselves. Maybe it’s better if it’s us. At least we’ll be nice about it. We could soften the blow, perhaps get them all to work it out.”

      “You’re probably right. Backing out wouldn’t help anyone except ourselves. And I don’t think we’d really believe it. We’ve been paid to do the job. We’d better do it.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      “Ready to shoot?”

      “Yep.” Rosie raised her camera and adjusted the zoom. “Got her.” Rosie began to click the shutter, snapping picture after picture.

      Coming out of the building toward her car was Krista Smith, an eighteen-year-old liar. Through her camera zoom, Rosie could pick out details that I couldn’t, squinting in the evening gloom.

      “Oh my,” Rosie said. “I can’t believe it.”

      “What? What is it?” I pushed my head against the windshield to get a better look at what had caught Rosie’s attention. Krista was pushing a cart in front of her, on top of which was a fairly hefty dome.

      “That cake… it’s beautiful.”

      “There’s a cake? Under that dome? What kind? How big? How many layers? Is it frosted?”

      Krista trundled her way toward us, eyes focused ahead. Behind her, pairs and trios of students wandered out together, chatting away, but Krista was focused. She wasn’t dawdling or gossiping. She was a girl on a mission, and that mission was to get her cart to her car.

      “It looks like coffee. Or maybe butterscotch. Or it could even be some kind of light chocolate. Boss, I need to taste it to be certain.”

      My mouth watered at the unlikely prospect.

      “Focus on the job, Rosie.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Rosie snapped more pictures while I did the exact opposite of what I’d just ordered her to do: focus on the job. I’d spotted something suspicious but unrelated to the case of Krista Smith.

      Sneaking out from between two cars was a pair of familiar-looking figures, one short and slight, the other big and powerful. They were headed on a tangent to intercept a ridiculously long pair of legs with the rest of a golden-haired girl stuck on the top of them. A beautiful, sultry looking blonde with pouting lips, perfect hair, and eyes that were a seductive baby blue. Actually, I couldn’t see the eyes, but I was using my investigative powers of deduction to assume the worst—by which I mean the best—for her.

      “That’s Nanna and Stone. What are they doing here?” I was speaking mostly to myself, and I got my answer when their path met the blonde’s. She stopped, smiled, and within three seconds she had her hand gently resting on Stone’s chest.

      I pulled out my gun and shot her.

      But only in my head, because I’m a private investigator not a psychopath, and anyway, I was on a case already. I didn’t have time to rededicate my life to jealousy-induced murder. Not that I was jealous. Nuh-uh. No way.

      “Boss?” Rosie tried to regain my attention. “Krista’s at her car.”

      “Right. Yeah. Come on.”

      Keeping my eyes off the blonde and Stone and Nanna, I fixed my gaze on Krista and stomped toward her.

      “Krista Smith,” I said loudly.

      She looked at us, startled, eyes wide, teeth biting her bottom lip. She dropped two protective hands over the large, clear plastic dome that covered the gigantic cake on the cart in front of her, gripping it with her fingertips.

      “Yes? Do I know you?”

      “No,” I said. “But we know you.”

      She stared at us for several seconds. “Are you from the paper?”

      “No. We’re from your parents.”

      Krista gulped.

      “My parents are in San Francisco.”

      “Yep. But we’re here. That’s why they hired us. I’m Tiffany Black, licensed private investigator, and this is my assistant, Rosie McCann. We were hired by your parents because they thought you’d been lying to them.”

      Krista just stared.

      “And they were right,” Rosie added.

      “I… what do you want?”

      I glanced back toward the main building where the stupid blonde now had one hand on Stone’s hip, and the other on Nanna’s shoulder. What the heck was she playing at?

      Rosie nudged me.

      “Uh, Krista, sorry. Right, yeah, as I was saying, we were hired by your parents. According to them, you’re enrolled in a premed program as a freshman. But you’ve been calling them at odd hours, and they’ve heard some weird things in the background, Krista. They think you’ve got a boyfriend or you’ve got mixed up in something bad, or both.”

      “But I don’t have a boyfriend, and I’m not mixed up in anything bad, I swear.”

      “That may be true, but you’re also not in a premed program, are you? Don’t bother trying to tell us something we know isn’t true. We’ve checked. You’re enrolled here. You’re in culinary school. We got an enrollment list, and we have photos of you going in and out. You were also featured in the newsletter.”

      “It’s not fair,” Krista said quietly.

      “Life’s not fair,” I said, throwing a cliché at her because I knew she was right but couldn’t maintain my credibility while still agreeing with her.

      “I don’t want to be a doctor. I don’t even like sick people.”

      “Then why’d you tell them that’s what you were doing?” Rosie asked.

      “Because… because you don’t know what it’s like! Mom and Dad, they pressure me so much. I couldn’t tell them I didn’t want it. Dad’s a surgeon, Mom’s a vice president at an insurance billing company. They said healthcare’s the future. It’s all they ever wanted for me. But all I wanted to do was cook. Cook, and bake, and ferment, and frost, and decorate, and blend, and… I just want to be a chef!”

      Rosie nudged me. “We could tell her parents she doesn’t have a boyfriend at least.” Rosie caught Krista’s eye. “That’s true at least, right?”

      Krista snorted. “Right.”

      “But Krista, that fake bank account you made? In the name of the company you registered, ULV PMP?”

      “It’s not fake, it’s real,” she said sullenly.

      “It might be a real registered company in Delaware, but it’s not a genuine university bank account. When your parents paid into it and you withdrew the money for your tuition in culinary school, that was wire fraud. It’s a federal crime. If your parents were to report you—”

      “They wouldn’t.” Krista paused. “Would they?”

      “You know them better than us,” I told her. “Look, you’re going to have to talk to them.”

      “I can’t. They’ll kill me.”

      “You think it’ll be better if we tell them instead? You want a private investigator’s report to land in their email inbox?”

      She shook her head. “I’ll pay you! I’ve got, like, eight hundred dollars left. You can have it all.”

      “Your parents are paying us well over eight hundred dollars, Krista. And if we throw in the towel, they’ll come here themselves or hire someone else. The gig’s up, Krista. You’ve got to turn yourself in. It’ll be better coming from you.”

      “I thought… I thought I could do at least one semester.” Krista looked down sadly at the beautiful cake under the protective dome. “I won first prize in our class baking competition. This cake has been purchased by the Atrium Café in The Tremonte. Real customers are going to eat it! I’m good at baking. I’m good at cooking. It’s what I should be doing.”

      “Have you told your parents that?”

      “They wouldn’t listen.”

      A single teardrop fell on top of the dome.

      Rosie squeezed Krista’s upper arm.

      “Krista, tell you what. We’ll write the best report we can for you. We’ll say that you’re a remarkable baker, an astounding cook. We’ll let them know that you aren’t throwing your future away by not studying medicine. The rest will be up to you. How does that sound?”

      Krista sniffed and nodded. “What choice do I have?”

      “You don’t. Tell you what. We’ll send them an email tomorrow morning at nine o’clock. You call them just after, okay? Fess up to them. Apologize. But then tell them how much it means to you. We’ll call them up later, about ten, to reinforce the message. I can’t promise it’ll work, but it might. It’s the best we can do. If you don’t go for it… well, they’ll find out anyway. And it’ll blow up in your face.”

      Krista nodded sadly.

      “But not tomorrow. Please. I need just a bit more time. Two weeks. Please.”

      “Why two weeks, Krista?” I asked.

      “I’ve applied for an internship. It’s with a Michelin-starred chef. If I get it, it’ll be the start of a career. A real one. But if Mom and Dad find out now, they’ll come down here and they’ll yank me out of everything. I won’t have a chance. But if I get that internship…”

      “You think it’ll be enough to persuade them?” Rosie asked.

      “It’s the only hope I have.”

      Rosie gave me an imploring look. “Can we do that, boss?”

      “We can try. Krista, your parents have been on us a lot. I’ll try and put them off as long as possible, but you have to be ready to fess up soon. You have to.”

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you!” Krista stepped around her cart and enveloped first me and then Rosie in a tight hug, pressing her teary face into each of our shoulders. Krista stepped back. “Thank you,” she said a final time.

      I gestured toward her cake. “Congratulations on the win. You know what, we’re going to go down to The Tremonte and order two slices of that cake first thing tomorrow, because it looks fantastic.”

      Krista’s eyes lit up at the praise, and she wiped them with the back of her hand. “Really? Do you like cake?”

      Rosie couldn’t help but giggle at the question, and then she had me at it, too.

      “You could say that,” I said, eventually. “Look, here’s my card. You can call me if you want to talk about what you’re going to say to your parents. But you need to fess up soon. And give us a heads up, yeah?”

      Krista nodded and sniffed.

      “I guess I knew this would happen eventually. I just thought I might have more time. Thanks for being so understanding.”

      We told her it was no problem and sent her on her way. Meanwhile, we had something more pressing to investigate. The blonde who was still flirting with Stone and Nanna.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we got there, the blonde had disappeared into the ether. The idea that she might have been an angel and she’d flitted off back to heaven briefly flitted across my mind. But no. That was ridiculous. She was definitely more like a demon. Angels couldn’t look that good.

      “Good evening!” I said loudly to Nanna and Stone. They were facing away from us, and when they turned around, they both looked shocked and then guilty.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “We were just out for a stroll,” Nanna said. “Weren’t we, Stone?”

      Stone said nothing. He wasn’t one for lying, nor for ridiculous stories. He was too much of a straight shooter. But at least he had the decency to continue to look guilty. And he sure looked handsome when he looked guilty.

      “Who was the hot blonde?” Rosie asked, nonchalantly.

      Stone’s cheeks began to redden, and his head twitched in the shadow of a shake, as if to say, no, no, she wasn’t hot, I hadn’t even noticed. Yeah, right. You’d have to be blind not to notice.

      “I was working, if you must know,” Nanna said, “and I got Stone to help me, since he’s unemployed.”

      That made Stone quirk an amused half-smile. Unemployed may have been technically correct, but it was more like he was on a brief sabbatical while he figured out what to do next with his life. He’d recently sold his security business for a huge sum to life coach and entrepreneur Sue Giant. He drove a Porsche and had enough money from the business sale to live in style for years if he so wanted. But apart from a somewhat expensive car, he wasn’t the kind of person to flash cash around. He could probably live on his savings for a decade or two, the way he lived. So while unemployed wasn’t wrong, it did do his status a bit of a disservice.

      “I had the time,” Stone said, finally.

      “What do you mean you were working?” I said to Nanna. “Last I heard, Jenks fired you. Did Sue hire you back?”

      “Why would I want to work for them? Nope, I got a new job.”

      “You did? You know, Nanna, most people like to enjoy their retirement. You don’t have to keep working.”

      “I’ll enjoy my retirement when I’m old.”

      Much as I hated to say it—so I didn’t—Nanna was old, by any standard societal definition. But that’s something she’d never admit. You’re only as old as your youngest grandchild, that’s what Nanna claimed instead. And there were days when she was still sprightlier than me, that was for sure.

      “So, who are you working for now?”

      “Jim and Jen,” Nanna said proudly, as if the names carried a certain level of cachet. I guess they did if you were into true-crime podcasts set in Las Vegas. They were the two chirpy hosts and best friends of the Las Vegas Dead True Crime Podcast, and we’d met them during our last big case, finding a missing friend of theirs.

      “Are you a podcaster now, Nanna?” Rosie asked.

      “Oh, no. I’m more behind the scenes. I’m their eyes and ears on the ground. And their legs. And arms and hands, and… You get the picture.”

      “You’re a reporter?” I surmised.

      Nanna tilted her head and then nodded. “Reporter and investigator! And they’re still helping Stone as well.”

      “And that woman, just now?”

      Nanna tapped the side of her nose. “It’s top secret, but let’s just say, she’s a person of interest.”

      My eyes flicked to Stone. His head gave another little quiver of a shake. Not a person of interest to me, though, nope, not at all, not a bit, he seemed to say. Clearly, I could read a lot into Stone’s looks.

      “Boss? We’ve got ten minutes?”

      “Ten minutes?” I repeated, momentarily confused. “Oh, shoot! Uh, nice to see you Nanna, Stone. We’ve got a potential client to meet, and they’re fifteen minutes away.”

      “Not with you driving, boss!”

      I hoped she was right.

      I hated making a bad first impression.

      We left Nanna, Stone, and the memory of the horrible blonde behind.

      We had a client to meet and nine and a half minutes to get there.
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      We stopped outside the window of NYLV Bagels to peer inside and get our first glimpse of our potential new client.

      “There, that’s Crabb,” I said, nodding toward an older man with thinning, combed-back silver hair and a gaunt face. He looked older than I remembered, but I probably did, too. It had been many cases in the past that I’d last encountered Duncan Crabb.

      “And he’s a retired detective?” Rosie asked. “Homicide?”

      “Yep. He was Elwood’s partner, back when Elwood was still young and eager and wet behind the ears.”

      “Elwood was young, once? Are you sure, boss? That doesn’t seem possible. And eager, too? I find that hard to imagine.”

      “Yeah, I hardly believe it, either. But Crabb and Elwood claim it’s true, so I guess it must be.”

      “And who are the two guys with him?”

      Sitting across from Crabb were two men who looked like they could be brothers. Both in their mid to late fifties, with messy, curly brown hair. They were dressed in matching dark gray slacks. One of the pair had a short-sleeved blue shirt, while the other had a shirt in a similar style, except it was yellow. I didn’t know either of them.

      “That’s what we’re going to find out. Come on.”

      Duncan Crabb was standing by the time we were approaching his table, and the man in the blue shirt was just on his way out. We stood back to let them finish their business before going over to join them. Yellow Shirt patted Blue Shirt on the shoulder in a half-hug, and then Blue Shirt shook Duncan Crabb’s hand before turning around to leave the table. He squeezed past us with an excuse me, while we went to join Crabb and what we presumed was our potential new client before they sat down again.

      “Black,” Crabb said with a respectful nod as I approached. “This is Detective Levi Aaronston, hopefully your next client.”

      We exchanged business cards and introductions and then sat with coffees and bagels. It may have been more of a breakfast joint, but the bagels were so good they tasted incredible even in the late evening.

      “Rosie, huh? What happened to the other guy, Ian?” Crabb asked before we got down to the meat of the matter.

      “He’s on a round-the-world adventure with his fiancée,” I told him. “Rosie’s my new assistant.”

      Crabb stared at Rosie for what felt like a long time, sizing her up. “Good choice,” he finally said.

      “You can tell just by looking at me?” Rosie sounded dubious.

      “I worked homicide forty years. Yeah, I can tell.”

      Tempting though it was, I didn’t point out to Crabb that when we’d been involved in a murder case together, it was me, not him, who figured out who the killer was. He probably was a good judge of character in general, but we all have our blind spots. Luckily, his judgment of Rosie wasn’t one of them.

      “I agree with Duncan. You both strike me as honest. And that’s hard to find in this city.”

      “Thanks, we’re not perfect, but we try. So, were you two on the force together?”

      “That’s right,” Levi said. “But we didn’t spend too much time in the same department.”

      “I could tell he was a good kid, though.”

      “Not that he’d show it. He was a mean old grump back then.” Levi grinned at Crabb. “Retirement’s mellowed you out.”

      “Are you saying I’ve gone soft?” Crabb was mock angry.

      “Nah, you’re still tougher than half the force. They don’t make ‘em like you anymore, Crabb.”

      “Lucky them.”

      “So, Levi, what is it that you want to hire us for?” I asked. Fun as it was listening to them reminisce, it wasn’t what we were there for.

      “I need help finding someone.”

      “Okay,” I said with a nod. “We can help with that. I guess my next question is, you’re a cop, so why do you want to hire a private investigator to do it? You’ve got more resources and skills available to you than the average member of the public, don’t you?”

      Levi nodded in agreement. “Yep, that’s true, but this case is a bit special.”

      “Go on.”

      “He’s been kicked off it,” Crabb said with an amused smile, before Levi could answer.

      “Yeah?”

      Levi’s eyes narrowed in irritation.

      “It’s a cold case. I work in organized crime now, but I used to be in homicide. About eight years ago, we were investigating a murder. Only problem was, it didn’t pan out the way I wanted it to. I got kicked off the case, and a guy was convicted, but there was way more to it than that. There was this woman who could have shone a lot more light on it, but I never got a chance to interview her.”

      “You think if you spent more time on the case, things would have worked out different?” Rosie asked. “Was there a wrongful conviction?”

      “Maybe. All I know is we didn’t get to the bottom of it. Even if that was the right guy, he wasn’t the only one. More should have been done. But the case was closed years ago, and I haven’t been allowed near it.”

      “What’s special about this case? You must have been a cop for a while, so there are plenty of unsolved cases, right? Why this one, and why now?”

      Levi tapped the side of his head with his finger. “I couldn’t tell you up here.” Levi lowered his hand to his heart. “It’s here. Maybe it’s stupid. Maybe I’m becoming an old fool. But I feel like this old case is hanging over me, like some higher power is telling me, Levi, you can’t let this one go. That’s what it felt like at the time, and now that feeling’s coming back more than ever. Back then, I fought to keep the case open. I really did. But we were shut down, and I ended up getting reassigned, and, well, I guess I let it go. But it’s been in the back of my mind ever since. There was more we could have done.”

      “Cops get like this,” Crabb said, “when they’re approaching retirement. We start thinking about those old cases that slipped away. Crimes that went unpunished. Things we could have done different. I was the same. In fact, I spent my last couple of years working cold cases. The captain was glad to keep me out of the way by then, so it worked out well for us both.”

      “You said you wanted help finding someone,” I reminded Levi. “Not solving a murder. Is it a suspect you’re looking for? The killer?”

      “No. There was someone I wanted to talk to back then. In fact, I’d arranged to meet her. Then she just disappeared. Her name was Natalie Barlimon, and I was sure she had information that would have led us to the real perp. But she never showed up for our meet.”

      “Could she have been killed?” Rosie asked.

      “Maybe. When she didn’t show, I went to her apartment. She wasn’t there, but it looked like she’d packed up and left in a hurry. Most of her stuff was still there. That could have been misdirection, but there was no sign of struggle. I had a gut feeling she was still alive but that she was forced away. Maybe threatened. Or maybe she just felt things closing in and so she ran off on her own accord. I don’t know. With her gone, the investigation hit a brick wall. Prosecutors got one guy, and no one was interested in digging any deeper. Everyone moved on. Everyone except me.”

      I listened to Levi carefully. From the way he kept frowning and shaking his head, I could tell the case had really gotten under his skin and had been gnawing at him for years. I figured he’d finally shared it with Duncan Crabb, and he’d urged him to do something about it.

      “Okay, perhaps you can tell us everything about the murder you were investigating? It might help us find this Natalie.”

      Crabb chuckled and shook his head. “Black, you’ve got to let him have this one. All he needs is Barlimon. You’ve got to let a cop solve his own case when it’s one like this. It would be like someone walking into an artist’s studio and finishing off a painting for them. Or someone writing the last chapter of your novel and sending it to the publisher. I know what you’re like. You’ll dive in and try to solve the whole thing. He’ll give you the details you need but forget about the rest of the case. Just find the woman. Okay?”

      Levi was nodding along as Duncan spoke and gave him a grateful smile when he was done.

      “Thanks, Crabb. I wasn’t quite sure how to say it. This case… I’ve got to finish it myself, before I retire. It’ll wreck me if someone else gets there first. I’ve heard you’re a good detective, Ms. Black, but will you let me have this?”

      I laughed to myself. I knew what they meant. Sometimes, when I was approaching the end of a case, I kept things to myself instead of sharing them with the cops, not wanting my thunder stolen after having figured out the important parts. I guess it was about time I received some payback for all the times I brought down crooks myself instead of letting the cops finish a case.

      “Okay, we’ll just focus on finding this woman. But we do need to know at least the basics of the case. I promise we won’t try to dig too deep into it. Can you tell us a little about her? And apart from signs that she packed up, is there anything else that leads you to believe she’s still alive?”

      “Okay. So, this Natalie Barlimon, her fiancé was the murder victim. And no, she wasn’t a serious suspect. But she told me she had information that was going to turn the whole case on its head. But then she disappeared, and the entire thing ended up being shut down. A guy was convicted, but there was much more to the case, I just know it. I need to get to the bottom of it. And to do that, I need to find Barlimon.”

      “Tell them why you think she’s alive,” Crabb urged.

      “Okay, so I sometimes poke around on the internet, looking the case up. There have been a couple of discussions online going all the way back to when it happened, but they’re not exactly active. Every now and then, I’ll go and take another look, maybe once a year, see if anything interesting’s popped up. A few weeks ago, I went and looked at one of those online discussions, and…” Levi frowned to himself. “I’m sure a couple of the posts were written by Natalie. The writer used the initials NB, and they said a couple of things that just sounded like her, you know? It wasn’t anything new, as such, but the posts repeated what Natalie had told me on the phone all those years ago—that the person who was convicted wasn’t the person behind the crime.”

      “But anyone could have written it?” Rosie asked.

      “Yeah, it’s just text on a screen,” Levi agreed. “But I’ve got a gut feeling it was Natalie who wrote it. I can’t prove it, but it reignited that spark in me, to get to the bottom of this case. To really solve it before I retire. I just know it was Natalie.”

      “Okay. So, she disappeared years and years ago. Any evidence in her apartment will be long gone. We need somewhere to start.”

      “Right,” Levi agreed. “But if she’s still alive, I think there is someone who might know where she is. The problem is, I can’t go near him.”

      “And now things get interesting,” Crabb said, rubbing his hands together. This was new to him as well, and I could see his old detective brain beginning to whirr again.

      “Who?”

      “His name is Jackson Mollier.”

      Crabb rolled his eyes. “Is he still around?”

      “Who’s Jackson Mollier?” Rosie and I asked together.

      “Bane of my life,” Crabb said with a chuckle. “One of them, anyway. He was a crime scene photographer for the newspapers. Half the time he got to a crime scene before we did. We used to joke that maybe he was causing half the crimes to sell more pictures.”

      “Yep,” Levi said. “I don’t know about that, but it wouldn’t surprise me. He was a ghoul. And he had contacts all over. He was never taken down for anything, but it’s widely known he had contacts in pretty much every organized crime group in the state. If they wanted to send a message, they’d let him know when something was going down so that he could be there to photograph it.”

      “Where is he now?” Rosie asked. “Retired?”

      “Probably,” Levi said. “He left Las Vegas a few years back. Maybe he upset one too many mobsters and had to leave, or maybe he just had enough of the life.”

      “And what’s his connection to Natalie?”

      “The last time I spoke to her, she told me she’d seen someone following her. She described him and his vehicle to me—he drove a black Dodge Viper back then. It stood out. But then, she was gone. I can’t prove it, but I think he either passed on a message telling her to leave, or maybe he even assisted her. Like I said, he had contacts all over the criminal world. It could be someone had a hit out on her and he helped her get away. He was a ghoul, but he wasn’t completely immoral.”

      “Did you interview him at the time?”

      “I tried. He ended up getting a restraining order against me,” Levi said with a shake of his head. “He denied ever speaking to her. I knew it wasn’t true, so I kept pushing—outside of the interview room, if you know what I mean.”

      We knew what he meant. He’d been trying to intimidate some information out of Jackson Mollier when he couldn’t get anything from him by following the proper procedure.

      “Anyway, the case got closed, and I made the mistake of trying to speak to him one final time. The rat recorded our little chat and used it as evidence to get a restraining order. I couldn’t go near him after that. I got reassigned from murder to fraud thanks to him, and a serious mark on my record.”

      The two detectives shuddered visibly at the mention of being assigned to the fraud department. It was a lot less interesting to men like them than homicide or organized crime.

      “It took me a couple of years to get back on the streets. Moved to organized crime, eventually. Tried to forget about the case and everything else. But now…” Levi shook his head.

      “It’s hard for him,” Crabb said, “because he’s a good cop. “Some of ‘em don’t have their heart in it. But Aaronston here, and I like to think myself, we really care. And it shows. It won’t mean much to you, but his conviction rate was one of the highest in every department he worked in. You don’t get that without putting your heart and soul into it.”

      Levi seemed to shrink a little in his seat, embarrassed by the praise coming from Crabb. I had a feeling it had been in short supply when Duncan Crabb was still on the force, but like Levi said, in retirement he was mellowing.

      “So, what do you think?” Levi said.

      “We’ll take the case. Give us what you can, and we’ll find Jackson Mollier and then Natalie Barliman.”

      Crabb caught my eye. “Make sure you keep Levi’s name out of it. He’s not far from retirement, and Mollier is a vindictive sort. And he doesn’t like cops. He wouldn’t hesitate trying to ruin Levi’s career. That’s why he’s hiring you instead of doing this himself.”

      “Understood. We’ll send him on a wild goose chase if he goes searching. It won’t get back to you, Levi.”

      “Glad to hear it. Crabb says I can trust you. If it wasn’t for Mollier, I’d do it all myself, but it’s not worth the risk to what’s left of my career. I’ve got grandkids on the way.”

      “Don’t worry,” Rosie told him, “Tiffany’s the best.”

      Levi Aaronston handed over a file with all the information he had been able to dig up on Jackson Mollier and Natalie Barliman, and we went over our rates. An hour after arriving, Rosie and I left with a new client and an exciting case.

      We had two missing people to track down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later, we flew into Billings, Montana, hot on our target’s tail and hopeful. It had taken the best part of six days to track down anyone that Jackson Mollier had stayed in contact with since retiring five years before. It seemed that although plenty of people knew him—hundreds, maybe thousands—very few actually knew him. He’d been a thorn in the side of both cops and newspaper editors, and apparently every woman he’d ever dated, too. Almost everyone we spoke to was glad to have seen the back of him when he finally left town.

      Finally, we had found a less than reputable lawyer who had dealt with some of his final affairs in the city, handling the sale of his former home and winding up some small local business interests. With a little persuasion and an implied threat to investigate his dealings if he didn’t become more helpful with extreme haste, the shady lawyer coughed up what he knew.

      Five years earlier, Mollier had packed it all up and headed off without a destination in mind. A year or so after that, he’d ended up buying a property in rural Montana, off-grid and out of touch, forty-five minutes from the nearest town, a tiny place called Bear's Creek, which had fewer residents than my apartment building.

      We told Levi what we’d found, and he gave us the go ahead to purchase plane tickets and head on up there and interview Jackson Mollier in person. Two days later, we were doing exactly that.

      We stepped out of the terminal building, following signs toward the rental car parking lot. We were barely out the door when Rosie grabbed my arm.

      “Wow.”

      I smiled and took in a deep breath.

      “The air, right?” It was a shock for me, too. It was cool and fresh, and there wasn’t a hint of sandy dust in it. It was the kind of air that made you just want to sit back and breathe, just so you could taste it and enjoy it.

      “And the sky!”

      We both stared up, probably looking like the country rubes you sometimes saw in Las Vegas staring at the bright lights of the Strip for the first time or the floor of a large casino. Except instead of country yokels, we were city rubes staring in awe at the sheer size and emptiness of the sky above us.

      “Excuse me, ladies,” said a man in a surprisingly pleasant tone as he squeezed past us. In Las Vegas, we would have earned a shove for blocking an entrance the way we were. Seemed folk were a bit nicer out this way. It was probably all that tasty air they were drinking in all day long.

      “Sorry!” I called, as Rosie and I scampered out of the way of the entrance.

      “No worries. Enjoy your stay!” The man tipped his cowboy hat and headed on his way at a relaxed amble.

      “Guess it’s obvious we’re not from around here,” Rosie said, wrapping her arms around herself. The air had an unfamiliar chill to it that I could already feel cutting through.

      “I think we might need to stop by an outdoors store and grab you a jacket,” I told her. I had a thick old jacket of my own, but Rosie had lost almost all of her possessions shortly after we met, and buying a winter jacket hadn’t exactly been a top priority for her While living in Las Vegas.

      “If we planned to stay for more than a day, I’d get a hat and gloves, too.”

      Our excitement over the sky and air was outweighed by the desire to get into our hired Jeep, so we hurried off to the parking lot and found our vehicle. Jackson Mollier lived off-grid, and after peering at satellite images of his address, I figured a regular car might not handle the bumpy-looking track that led to his property.

      The car was almost brand new, with heated seats that we switched on immediately. I peered out of the windshield, a little disconcerted by how high up I was sitting compared to when I drove my beautiful old Honda sedan back home.

      “First stop, we’ll get you a jacket. Then we’d better make some progress.”

      Rosie and I grabbed sandwiches to go and some other supplies after getting her a jacket, and then we seriously hit the road. We headed northeast of the city of Billings on the highway alongside the Yellowstone River for the first hour, then we broke off northwards.

      “Krista’s parents called again this morning,” I told Rosie. “Any more good ideas on how I can put them off for another week?”

      “Hmm. It’s tricky, isn’t it? The more we drag it out, the more it looks like we’re no good at our job. I wish Krista did have a boyfriend, so we could use his existence to put them off what she’s actually up to for a bit longer.”

      “Maybe we should try to set her up,” I said with a laugh. “But she’s got enough on her plate right now without adding romance into the mix. Wasn’t that cake something?”

      Rosie and I had ordered slices the very next morning in The Tremonte’s Atrium café, and they had been spectacular. Any remaining loyalty we might have had toward her parents evaporated the second we tasted Krista’s creation.

      “I could go for another slice right now,” Rosie said, a wistful longing beginning to fill the interior of the car as we thought back to those delicious portions of cake.

      “Have a sandwich instead.”

      “That’ll work!”

      The afternoon passed peacefully as we drove on an almost empty road through miles of flat, quiet farmland.

      “This is it, boss,” Rosie announced.

      Peering ahead, it was hard to even spot the trail. It was a narrow, dusty-looking track that looked more like a mistake than a deliberate human-made path. I turned the Jeep off the highway, and we headed down what turned out to be a long and bumpy track. I wouldn’t have liked to try it during the long snow season or after heavy rain, but luckily for us, conditions were pretty good. Other than giving the car’s suspension a workout and putting a thick layer of dust over the paintwork, the journey went as smoothly as it could.

      When we got to the end of the road, we found a large, asphalted parking lot and driveway in front of a house and a barn. An old truck and a smaller car were parked up in front, and several chickens wandered around looking more lost than we were.

      We hopped out of the car and once again I was surprised by the crisp cleanliness of the air. It was so fresh, I almost expected to taste the cellophane it must have been wrapped in.

      “Whoa,” Rosie said after we closed the car door, her voice low.

      “What?”

      Rosie held up her hand and slowly shook her head, a smile crossing her face.

      “It’s quiet. I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere without background noise.”

      She was right. It wasn’t just quiet, it was near silent in a way that Las Vegas never could be. Even in the suburbs on a peaceful evening, you would hear a distant highway, a plane overhead, or vehicles nearby. Here, there was nothing but the gentle cluck of chickens interspersed with a heavy nothingness between their squawks.

      Walking up to the door, we heard and were conscious of every one of our quiet footsteps and even the rustle of our jackets as our arms brushed against our bodies.

      “You’d think he would have come out,” Rosie said. “He must have heard the car.”

      “Maybe he’s got headphones on.”

      I didn’t really believe it. Rosie was right. It was odd. I half expected a shotgun to poke out of a door or window at any moment, but nothing happened.

      We got to the front door to find it open. I figured that must be a country thing. You wouldn’t do it in Las Vegas, but I’d heard there were parts of the country where people still didn’t lock their doors. I wondered what they did with the extra valuable seconds they gained from not constantly locking and unlocking their homes.

      “Jackson Mollier?” I called inside. The silence from within was even more powerful than that outside. It felt sticky and like it was reaching out from inside to envelop us in its quiet. “Hello?”

      Sticking my head inside, I saw a spacious, white-painted hallway, the walls of which were covered in framed photographs. Mollier had been a crime scene photographer, but from the brief glimpses I caught, I ascertained that his photography interests had extended to landscapes and nature photos. In fact, none of the pictures on the wall were dead bodies, thankfully.

      “He might be out in a field or for a walk,” Rosie suggested. “Let’s poke around outside.”

      Rosie and I walked around the perimeter of the house and found nothing but a few more chickens and a bored-looking black and white cat that leaped up and ran away when we approached.

      If Jackson was out for a walk, we weren’t about to head out and search for him. There were endless fields and uncharted land extending in every direction, making any potential of finding him almost certainly a futile effort.

      We did another circuit of the house, this time peering through the windows as we went.

      I was craning my neck to look through the living room window when my blood went cold. I took a deep breath and checked again.

      “Rosie,” I called, trying not to sound too panicky. “Come look at this.”

      Rosie pushed her face against the glass beside mine, cupping her head with her hands to block out the sun streaming from behind.

      “Legs.”

      “Yeah.”

      On the far side of the room was a sofa, and sticking out from behind it were two cowboy boots and the bottom of a pair of dark-blue denim jeans.

      “Come on!”

      Rosie and I ran back around to the front door and didn’t bother calling this time. We rushed inside, down the white-painted hallway with its rows of photographs, and into the modern but cozy living room. There was a glass-enclosed fireplace on the far side, big, loaded bookshelves lining the walls, and more photographs on the few blank spots.

      But we weren’t there to admire the decor. We walked over to the sofa and looked down.

      “Jackson?” Rosie said softly.

      It was futile.

      He was staring up at us, eyes open. And he had the handle of a kitchen knife sticking out of his chest.

      Jackson Mollier was dead.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Rosie and I had been planning to check into a motel in Bear's Creek, but it didn’t look like it was going to work out.

      Instead, I found myself in a miserable police interview room, hands cuffed together, and ankles cuffed to the steel table that was fixed to the floor of one of the sheriff’s office’s interview rooms.

      I was alone, for the moment, while our captor was busy elsewhere—interviewing Rosie, no doubt.

      We’d had to drive half an hour to get a phone signal, and it was near dark when the deputy sheriff finally arrived. After that, we’d been promptly bundled into the back of his truck by him and an even more junior deputy and whisked down to Bear's Creek Sheriff’s Department.

      Pointing out that if we’d killed Jackson ourselves we’d hardly have been likely to call up law enforcement had gotten me nowhere so far.

      The door swung open, and Deputy Sheriff Rooster stomped back in, one hand resting on his belt, the other fingering his shiny golden deputy sheriff’s star. I figured this was one of the few times he ever got to deal with a real crime, and he was making the absolute most of it.

      “Let’s try this again,” Rooster said. He approached the other side of the table, pulled out the straight-back chair, and spun it around. The deputy sat down on it, resting his arms on the back and his chin on top of them. He probably thought he looked cool, but it takes more than a fancy costume and unconventional chair sitting to impress this Las Vegas girl.

      “Whatever you like,” I said pleasantly. I’d been irritating Rooster by refusing to get flustered. It was all I could do, given the circumstances. “Is the real sheriff here yet?”

      Rooster did not like that. Not at all. He glowered at me.

      “I done tole’ ya, he’s off till the mornin’. Now I suggest we get to the bottom of this before he shows up.”

      “Okay. Did you call Las Vegas yet?”

      I’d given Rooster several people to call, including senior homicide investigator Detective Elwood, as well as our client and Duncan Crabb to vouch for us.

      “Let’s you and me have ourselves another little chat before we go on a-callin’ up folks in the middle of the night.”

      “It’s barely eight o’clock.”

      “That’s what I’m sayin’. Folks’ll be restin’.”

      “You know I’m from Las Vegas, right? There are people still finishing up a long lunch.”

      Rooster sneered at me. “We’re not here to talk bout that sinner’s paradise, exceptin’ if it relates to why you come up here to kill our fine residents.”

      “As I said, we came here to speak to Jackson Mollier, not to kill him. I’m a licensed private investigator, not an assassin. Check with my client and he’ll confirm it.”

      “Fakin’ an alibi is easy. No, up here Montana way, what we do is we look at the facts, missy.”

      “Good. Then here’s a fact for you: When Rosie and I arrived, rigor mortis had already set in. You can check our flight arrival time and the driving distance. You’ll be able to calculate that we wouldn’t have time to kill him and for rigor mortis to set in.”

      Rooster snorted again. “Don’t be tryin’ to tell me how to do my job. I done been trained in all kinds of investigatingery techniques. Here’s the facts as I see ‘em. Jackson was alive and well. Lived here five years. Then you show up, and he’s dead. Mighty coincidental, doncha’ think?”

      “Perhaps. It doesn’t change the facts.”

      “How about this for another fact: Your friend, ole’ Rosalina, she says you and her whacked him. She confessed. Now, how ‘bout them apples?”

      “Her name’s Rosie, not Rosalina, and of course she didn’t confess because there’s nothing to confess. We found the body and we reported it. That’s it.”

      “Tell ya what. Why don’t y’all spend a night in the cells?”

      “We’ve got a motel booked. I think we’d rather go there.”

      Rooster stood up. “Well, tough tack. I ain’t lettin’ two probable killers go free in my county. Y’all’re stayin’ here tonight, and tomorrow the sheriff’s gonna squeeze you so hard y’all be confessin’ to shooting’ JFK and Jackson Mollier.”

      “We won’t be confessing to anything except doing our jobs.”

      “Yeah, let’s see about that.”

      Irritated, but with nothing that could reasonably be done, I let Rooster escort me to my berth for the night.

      “This is fun, boss, isn’t it?” Rosie called from the furthest cell from me. We were the only two guests that evening, and Rooster had done his best to separate us. “I’ve never been in a sheriff’s jail cell before. Only big-city ones.”

      “No talkin’!”

      “Try to get some rest, Rosie. We’ll figure this all out tomorrow.”

      “I said no talkin’!”

      “G’night, boss.”

      “What in tarnation? I said no talkin!”

      “Night, Rosie.”

      “No! Talkin’!”

      Lying back on the flat, hard cot, I tried not to let the situation get to me.

      Everything would be better in the morning.

      It always was.

      “G’night, Officer Chicken,” Rosie called, her voice weary with drowsiness.

      “No! Talking! And it’s Rooster!”

      Snickering to myself, I let sleep take me.
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      The next morning we had breakfast sandwiches and hot coffees delivered by a nice lady who turned out to be the actual sheriff’s sister. She was quickly ushered out again by Deputy Rooster after handing over the vittles, who muttered something about not being so pleasant to murderers.

      “Last chance, ladies! The sheriff’ll be here real soon, and then ya’ll’ll be in real trouble. You, Black, back in the interview room!”

      “Sure,” I said. “We can chat until the sheriff gets here. If he’s anything like you, though, I’m going to need a lawyer.”

      Rooster snorted and then led me back to the interview room.

      “Last chance. If ya confess now, I’ll tell the judge to go easy on ya.”

      “Do you think a judge would listen to a backwater deputy?” I said with mock innocence.

      “This ain’t no backwater, this is the real America. This is what it’s all about!”

      Oh, now those were fighting words. I could take being accused of murder, but implying that my hometown wasn’t genuine America? That was a step too far.

      “No way. Las Vegas is the real America. Here, this is just… nature. It’s nice, but America is the people, not the bit of land they happen to live on. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “How dare you! Bear's Creek is the finest small town in the world!”

      “I’m sure it’s lovely, but its deputy sheriff sure isn’t.”

      “Quiet, killer! You don’t get to criticize. I’m doin’ the questionin’ and the interrogatin’! Now, tell me why you stabbed Jackson Mollier.”

      “We didn’t. I told you already.”

      “Yeah? Well, what if I found evidence that you did? Huh?”

      “You didn’t, because there isn’t any.”

      Rooster raised his eyebrows at me and gave me a nasty look. “Sure about that, little lady?”

      I was sure there wasn’t any genuine evidence. But faked or planted evidence? No one could guarantee against that. I’d had fun toying with deputy Rooster, but if he was going to start going down that route, I’d need a lawyer, and fast.

      Our eyes were locked together when the door swung open and the most handsome sheriff I’d ever met ambled in, a pleasant smile on his rugged face.

      “Howdy!”

      “Sheriff Rouland!” Rooster said, jumping to his feet. “How’d you get back so fast?”

      The sheriff turned to me, his eyes dancing with friendly curiosity. “Sorry, ma’am. I had an appointment in Billings last night and planned to stay over. My good sister called me up and let me know about the situation here, and so I hurried on back as fast as I could. Just popped home to freshen up. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      “That’s no problem at all. I’ve had a lovely time chatting with Deputy Rooster.”

      “No she ain’t! Don’t listen to her. She and her friend came up from Las Vegas and done assassinated ol’ Jackson Mollier. Almost confessed, too.”

      “No, we haven’t almost confessed, because it was nothing to do with us.” I turned my gaze from Deputy Rooster for what, I hoped, was the final time and addressed the rather magnetic visage of Sheriff Rouland instead. I could already tell he was a much more pleasant and reasonable man. I met his gaze and felt my cheeks flush a little when his eyes twinkled in response. “I’m Tiffany Black, and I’m a private investigator from Las Vegas, and I discovered Mollier’s body when we went to speak to him. He was dead for several hours already. You can check our flight and rental car information to confirm it couldn’t have been us.”

      The sheriff slowly nodded, his demeanor still relaxed and unworried. Despite having driven much of the night, he wasn’t snapping with tired irritation or trying to go in hard on me, and I appreciated it.

      “She’s been tryin’ to pull the wool over our eyes since we got her,” Rooster complained.

      “Rooster, why don’t you go get us a couple of coffees and let me have a little chat with Ms. Black here.”

      Rooster opened his mouth to argue, but the sheriff gave him a look and Rooster stomped off.

      “Name’s Wayne Rouland, but everyone just calls me Rouland, or Sheriff, if they’re being fancy or they want to tease me. Sorry for old Rooster there, he’s been itching for a real crime more exciting than a traffic violation or a bar brawl for years. He’s a bit excitable, as you can tell.”

      Sheriff Rouland’s voice was rich and warm, and his dark gray eyes danced and flicked with amusement while he spoke. He had the confidence not to take himself too seriously and a relaxed swagger that put me in mind of a cowboy. He must have been pushing fifty, but there was a magnetism to him that could draw the attention of someone decades younger. Not me, of course.

      Rouland turned the chair opposite me around so that it was facing the right way and sat down. He asked me to tell him what happened, and when I did, he listened attentively, nodding along, and sipping at the coffee Rooster brought in for us before being dismissed again.

      “Assuming your facts check out, which I’m sure they will, it couldn’t have been you,” Rouland agreed. “Sorry you were kept here overnight. Now, you’re a PI and you’re from Las Vegas. That’s a bigger city than any I ever worked in, so I’m feeling an urge to call on your expertise, if you don’t mind?” I quickly tossed my head to tell him that no, I didn’t mind a bit, and he could ask me questions all day long if he so desired. “I gotta ask you, Ms. Black, have you ever seen a murder before?”

      I stifled a laugh.

      “Something funny?”

      “Uh, no. Not funny, not at all. But I’ve been involved in a lot of murder cases, and I’ve worked with Las Vegas Metro police homicide officers on many occasions. Some of them are even my friends. So, yeah, I’ve seen a few murder cases in my time.”

      “Great, then would you and your assistant do me the honor of coming back out to the scene and talking me through it?”

      “We’d love to. I mean, not love, but we’d be happy to.”

      Rouland chuckled, and I couldn’t help but think spending a day chatting with him in the interview room wouldn’t be the worst way to while away some time. And going out for a drive would be even better. Of course, a murder scene at the end of the road would put a damper on things.

      “I’ll send your assistant in here, and Maud’ll bring some more coffee and some donuts. You two relax. I’ll just check out your references to make sure they’re in order—though my gut tells me they are already, my training tells me to do the work anyway—then we’ll head on back out there. How does that sound?”

      That sounded mighty fine to me. I wondered if we couldn’t kick out Sheriff Rooster halfway though and let the pipsqueak think about his behavior while he spent the rest of the day walking back to town. I kept that thought to myself.

      Rosie and I needed to figure out what was going on.
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        * * *

      

      Rouland, Rooster, Rosie, and I arrived back out at Jackson Mollier’s homestead, parking beside my hired Jeep which had spent the night on its lonesome out there.

      It turned out Rooster, with the help of a local doctor, had photographed the scene and then moved the body into town the night before.

      “Shoulda left it for forensics,” Rouland said without blame in his voice.

      “Sorry, Sheriff. Was worried about critters gettin’ in and gettin’ at it.”

      “Look around,” Rouland said to me. “See if you can spot anything.”

      I didn’t need asking twice. Grabbing Rosie by the arm, we left the living room to explore the rest of the house. It was rare for law enforcement to give me the run of a crime scene. Usually, there were strict procedures to be followed, but it looked like they did things differently out here.

      Rosie and I finally had time to take in the home properly. Although it had a rustic feel to it, with closer examination it became clear that it was a nice, modern property with a high-quality finish. The kitchen was clean and shiny with a fancy island in the middle and large windows with views out across an endless vista.

      “It faces east,” Rosie said. “I bet you can get a spectacular sunrise while you make coffee in the morning.”

      “I didn’t notice you pack a compass.”

      Rosie just laughed. As if she needed a compass to know which way north, south, east, or west was at any given moment.

      We slowly walked around the house. There were two bedrooms—one almost sterile in its simplicity and clearly only for guests—and both with beautiful en suite bathrooms. At the far end of the central hallway that ran through the place was a darkroom for developing camera film. All the walls of the property were filled with photographs, some of sunsets and sunrises, others of fields of crops, and some majestic pictures of bulls and cows in settings of splendid nature.

      “I want to check something outside.” Rosie quickly headed out the way we came and headed for the barn.

      We opened up an unlocked door and peered inside. Rosie flipped a switch and the place flooded with light. The floor was of smooth concrete, and at the far end a shiny green tractor was parked. Between the tractor and us was a large piece of machinery.

      “That’s a generator,” Rosie said. There’s no hookup out here.”

      “The lights seem to be working,” I said, indicating up, even though the generator was quite clearly switched off.

      “Right. Come on.” Rosie hurried back outside, and pushed her way into a field, before turning back around. “Look!”

      I followed Rosie and then turned to follow her gaze. The roof of the south side of the barn was covered in solar panels.

      “There were large batteries in the barn, too,” Rosie said. “I bet he powered everything from those panels and the generator was just for emergencies.”

      I frowned. “Sounds expensive. How much does a crime scene photographer make?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I don’t know. This whole place must have cost a couple of million to put together, at least. Maybe more, being so far out from civilization. He must have lived pretty frugally and saved up most of his life.”

      “And then had it snatched from him yesterday.”

      There was something I didn’t like about this. Something was incredibly fishy. And my partner was on the same page.

      “Some coincidence, huh?” The way Rosie said it, it didn’t sound like a coincidence at all.

      We headed back inside and met with Rouland again. He’d sent Rooster out to search the asphalt in front of the house for tire skid marks, though I was pretty sure it was an excuse to keep him away from us.

      We took seats in the kitchen area, sitting on brilliant white stools at the center island.

      “So. A bit of a funny situation, isn’t it?”

      “It’s weird,” Rosie said.

      I just nodded and waited for Rouland to continue.

      “Jackson’s been living here, nice and quiet, no trouble, five years now. We’d see him in town sporadically, and he wouldn’t say boo to a goose. Now, you get sent up here yesterday to speak to him, and—” Rouland made a finger-gun and pointed it in the direction of the living room. “Bang. Bang. Bang.”

      “You don’t think it’s a coincidence,” I said flatly.

      “Do you?”

      “It seems… unlikely,” I admitted.

      “Now, we know it wasn’t you because the timing doesn’t work. So.”

      Rouland stared at us, wanting us to say it, wanting us to reach the same conclusion. But it was a conclusion that of course both Rosie and I had already come to.

      “If it wasn’t us, then someone else was looking for him,” I said carefully.

      “Who did you say it was that hired you to find him?” Rouland asked.

      “His name’s Levi Aaronston. He’s a cop in Las Vegas.”

      “A cop, huh? He should be above reproach.”

      “No one’s above reproach,” Rosie said.

      “Yep. That’s why I said should. Tell me, did you pass on the information about Mollier’s address to your client?”

      “We did,” I confirmed. “Three days ago, in the evening. We passed on the information, got his go-ahead to bill him for the flights, and we headed out here yesterday. We weren’t even looking for Jackson, not really. We’re trying to find a lead on a woman called Natalie Barlimon, but Jackson was our best bet.”

      “Barlimon, huh?” Rouland frowned in thought. “Can’t say it rings a bell. She don’t live in town, anyway. But I’ll keep a lookout for that name. So, you handed over Jackson’s address a few days ago. Plenty of time for someone to beat you here.”

      “Yeah.”

      Mollier drummed his fingers on the countertop.

      “What do you think, investigators? As I say, I don’t deal with many murders out in these parts, and the one I have dealt with, the killer was still there when I arrived, holding a literal smoking gun. You’d know better than me. What does it look like to you?”

      Rouland looked at Rosie and me, his face curious and earnest. It was rare to find someone who truly wanted to hear an answer to a question.

      “It looks like someone paid us to track Mollier down and then killed him, or had him killed,” I said.

      “That’s what I figured you were going to say. Where does that leave us?”

      “We’re heading back down to Las Vegas late this afternoon if we can make our flight. Then, I want to look into our client.”

      “Having someone on the ground there I can trust would sure be helpful.”

      “You trust us?” Rosie asked, sounding surprised.

      “Sure. I spoke to a homicide detective down there when I was checking up on you. His name’s Elwood, and he told me I can trust you. I’m a simple man, and I got good vibes from him and good vibes from you. So yeah, I trust you.”

      “Thank you.” My voice came out even more earnest than I intended. Rouland’s eye caught mine, and he gave another smile, this one just for me.

      “Well, I’ve got forensics and some crime scene investigators coming in later. I greatly appreciate your help so far, ladies. The way I see it, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t speak to your client just yet, lest you let something slip. And I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t give him a heads-up. Would you kindly do that for me?”

      “Of course. We won’t be near a phone signal most of the time anyway. It’ll give us an excuse to avoid him until you’re ready to make an arrest. But if this gets out in the news…”

      “We don’t got too many reporters out in Bear's Creek. None, to be precise.” Rouland paused to chuckle to himself. “Word won’t get out yet. I reckon we got two days, at least. Hopefully, we can make an arrest at just about the same time.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Great. Now we had two clients we were avoiding speaking to at the same time. Still, it couldn’t be helped.

      “And y’all are going to help me, down Vegas way? I can wire you for fees or whatever. I don’t even know what we might be needing.”

      “No need,” I said. “It’ll be our civic duty to assist.”

      Rouland smiled, and I smiled back. After it had been going on a second or two too long, Rosie gave me a nudge. I straightened my face back up and cleared my throat.

      “Right, we should be getting back to the Big Smoke.”

      “The Big Smoke, huh? Is that what you call it?”

      “Uh… no, not really. We just call it home.” I giggled at myself, and Rouland joined in.

      “Well, you enjoy it, and if you ever find yourself up this way again, let me know, and I’ll be sure to treat you to dinner.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “If we’re up here again,” Rosie reiterated.

      “Uh, yeah. If we’re up here.”

      We headed out and back to the hire car. We had a long drive and a four-hour flight.

      Then we had to help bring down our client.

      “G’bye, Sheriff.”

      Rouland walked us to the door, tipped his hat, and sent us on our way.

      I was going to miss Montana.
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      Rosie and I spent our long car drive and most of the flight talking about Levi Aaronston. The way we left things with Sheriff Rouland was that we were going to be his eyes and ears on the ground in Las Vegas and use our contacts there to help smooth things over when it came time to make the inevitable arrest. Arresting a cop was a serious business, and Rouland would need to have all his ducks in a row before a move was made. He wanted to use our small amount of influence with the homicide department and knowledge of life on the ground in Las Vegas to make sure everything went without a hitch.

      “It does seem a little sloppy,” Rosie said as we headed toward the parking lot in which I’d left my car after our flight was over.

      “You mean killing him right after we found him? I agree. But perhaps time was of the essence. Aaronston might have figured Jackson would run if he had any warning. The second we found where he was, he had to act.”

      Rosie and I had rehashed it over and over, but we were both a little obsessive about cases once we got into them. We had to make them make sense. It was just in our nature. But this one was being stubborn.

      “But then why send us all the way up there if he was going to die?”

      “Because it would look suspicious if he suddenly called the whole thing off.”

      Rosie and I both stopped walking for a minute. She was right, of course. It wasn’t a sensible series of actions from our client and killer. But what Rosie forgot was that a lot of killers simply aren’t logical or have too much confidence in their own abilities to even imagine they might get caught. I figured that was what was going on here—our client thought his ruse of hiring private investigators himself would give him ample cover for the ensuing crime. And of course, he had his own stellar reputation as a detective with an impressive arrest record to help bolster his defense.

      We hadn’t even made it back to the car when Sheriff Rouland called me.

      “Everything’s changed,” he said. “It wasn’t your client.”

      That caused me to stop in my tracks again. We’d just spent the last dozen hours reconciling ourselves with the fact that our nice-seeming client had actually tricked us into tracking down someone so he could kill them.

      “Hey! Outta’ the way!” A New Yorker in a New York rush pushed past me. Rosie and I stepped out of the stream of passengers to sit on a row of chairs while Rouland turned everything on its head again.

      Now Rouland was saying the opposite. My first thought was: what if someone’s got to him? Applied some pressure?

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Forensics arrived just after y’all left. Then we did a thorough search of the entire property, and we uncovered some things that have put everything in a new light. Look, I can’t tell you everything because it’s an ongoing investigation, but there are a couple of things.”

      “Uh, okay? What did you find?”

      “Well, first off, we found that he had some other enemies. Death threats. Evidence that someone else was out to get him. And we’ve dug into his connection with Aaronston, and it doesn’t look like there’s any motivation there. Basically, we’ve got evidence that someone else wanted to kill him and none that your client did. Best guess is someone else got the same information you did and acted on it first. Is that possible?”

      “I guess? Perhaps someone is keeping tabs on Levi Aaronston’s communications. Or perhaps he even told someone who had motivations of their own.”

      “Or someone could be keeping tabs on your communications. You checked for bugs?”

      “No. But, you’re absolutely sure it wasn’t Levi? We’ve been on a rollercoaster with him. First, we liked him, then we thought he might have used us to kill someone, now you’re saying he’s definitely innocent?”

      “Hey, I can’t say he’s definitely innocent of everything. No one is. I just know that he wasn’t directly involved in what happened here. I did find something else for you, though.”

      “Something for us? What’s that?”

      “You were looking for a Natalie Barlimon? That’s who you hoped Jackson would lead you to?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Then you’ll be interested to learn that it looks like she was in contact with Jackson. We found a letter from her hidden inside an old book.”

      Natalie was the eventual target of our investigation for Levi. Things might be about to turn on their heads!

      “Yeah? Is there an address?”

      “There’s a post office box, down your way, right in Las Vegas. Says to write back to her there. Thing is, she signs the letter Natalie, but on the address she uses the initials P.J. I don’t know what that’s about, but perhaps she’s changed her name.”

      “Sounds possible. What was the letter about? Why was she communicating with him?”

      “She wanted copies of some photos Jackson took. From what I gather, her fiancé was killed back in the day. Jackson Mollier took some photos of the scene. Natalie wanted a copy of them.”

      “That’s incredible, thank you, Sheriff. Now I’m not sure what to think. Can you give me that post office box?”

      “Sure thing.” Rouland gave us the details from the letter in his rich-as-molasses voice and told us he would email over a scanned copy for us to examine. I found myself looking forward to it. I hung up, and Rosie and I took a moment to process the new information.

      “So, now we like our client again?” Rosie asked, a smile playing on her lips.

      I laughed. “I guess. I mean, he can’t really blame us for being suspicious. Speaking of which, I better call him up soon. Let him know what’s happened.”

      The night before we’d been in a cell, and so far, I’d been avoiding his calls that day—which hadn’t been hard since most of it was spent driving in areas with no cell reception or on the airplane.

      Rosie held up her phone and wiggled it. “New Jim and Jen just dropped. You’ll never guess what their new case is about.”

      “Ugh. Surprise me.”

      “Bruester Clemence.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “He’s the guy who was convicted of killing Natalie Barlimon’s fiancé. Apparently, he’s been all over podcasts and online articles the last few months. He’s always said he was wrongfully convicted, but now people are really listening.”

      “What? Are you kidding?”

      “Nope. The Las Vegas Dead True Crime Podcast is covering the Bruester Clemence-Paul Hanover murder case. Bruester’s been all over the airwaves lately.”

      “But…”

      Why would they be doing that now? What a bizarre coincidence. Unless Levi himself had been prompted to hire us by Bruester’s apparent recent coverage?

      “Some coincidence, huh, boss?”

      “If that’s a coincidence, I’m a Hollywood movie star.”

      Rosie grinned at me. “You could be, if you wanted.”

      “Uh, no, I couldn’t. Okay, can you play that in the car for us?”

      “Sure thing.”

      After paying for the parking, we got in the car and started to head back home to regroup and decide just what the heck we needed to do next.

      Rosie downloaded Jim and Jen, and as soon as we were out of the airport, we started to listen. So much for not investigating that old case Levi Aaronston wanted to keep for himself. It looked like half the city was going to be investigating it in their own way.

      There was background information about how Natalie and her fiancé Paul Hanover had met and their relationship had developed, but then they started to get into the meat of the case and why Bruester Clemence was prosecuted. According to Jim and Jen—who sounded way too chirpy and chipper to be talking about dead bodies, in my opinion—Clemence had simply been jogging near Paul Hanover’s apartment and was arrested due to looking suspicious at the time. Evidence had, of course, been produced, but Jim and Jen hinted heavily that the evidence might not have been so much discovered as planted and that Bruester Clemence may, in fact, have been innocent all along.

      Bruester Clemence and his supporters had been conducting an online campaign to prove his innocence over the last several years, but it had really picked up steam recently, with several different investigatory true-crime podcasts taking an interest. Jim and Jen’s was merely the latest, but being from Las Vegas, it was a major coup for Bruester Clemence’s campaign.

      I thought back to what our client had told us about the case and how Levi had planned a meeting with Natalie Barlimon before she disappeared. What was it that she knew? Could she have helped prove Bruester Clemence’s innocence? Or perhaps given more evidence toward him being guilty.

      “…and to tell us more about the most recent development, we’d like to welcome back one of our favorite guests, The Stone Zone!”

      Rosie nudged me. “It’s Stone! It’s Stone!”

      Rosie tried to put all kinds of implications into the words. I did my best to ignore them.

      “Yep.” I tried to sound casual. I didn’t care. Nope. It was just nice to hear the deep, rich voice of a handsome friend on a podcast.

      “Uh, hi,” Stone said awkwardly before several long seconds of silence.

      “It’s great to have you back on the show! How’ve you been, Stone Zone? Any incredible new pieces of life advice to share with us today?”

      “Good. No.”

      Rosie snickered beside me.

      More long, awkward silence.

      “A man of few words! So, you listened to an interesting speech recently, didn’t you? Can you tell us about it?”

      “Yes.” There was another pause that went on entirely too long before Stone finally continued. “I listened to an interview with a decorated police detective, Wallace Harvan. He recently retired, but he was the lead detective on the case that saw Bruester Clemence convicted. We can play some excerpts.”

      “Wow, you’re thrilling us today, Stone Zone. Let’s jump right into those clips.”

      There was a whooshing sound effect to introduce the clip in which the retired detective was interviewed.

      “…comes down to the gut. A gut feeling is worth more than anything else to a detective. But it’s not something you start with, it’s something that’s honed over years and years of experience and training. Then it all comes together. When I was a young detective, I had one of the worst conviction rates on the force. But a few years later? Things started to come together. Me and my partner started to see things we didn’t see before, piece things together, really figure out how criminal minds actually work—or don’t, as the case may be.”

      There was another whoosh as the sound clip ended, and then it was back to Jim and Jen.

      “So what really jumped out to you there, Stone?” Jen asked him.

      “The detective talks about relying on gut feelings. This is, uh, powerful…”

      “I bet it is,” Jim said. “Could you give us an example from your own experience?”

      “Yes.” A pause, and suspense began to build. Then Stone spoke, telling the world what Jim and Jen hoped would be a fascinating anecdote. “In Fallujah, I had a feeling that someone was behind a door. And they were. That’s why you have to trust your gut.”

      Another long pause. Was that it?!

      “Uh, great story, Stone,” Jen said. “It really puts it into perspective. There was something else from that clip we wanted to circle back on, wasn’t there, Jim?”

      “That’s right, Jen. On the face of it, what the detective said sounds smart, doesn’t it, relying on a detective’s finely honed gut instinct? But when you get down to it, it sounds to me like he might have been relying a little too much on feelings and not enough on evidence.”

      “Of course, they would have needed to get evidence to get a conviction,” Jen said.

      “And gut feelings don’t produce evidence. Stone, what do you think?”

      “If there’s evidence, there’s evidence. If there’s not, then there’s not.”

      Pause.

      “Uh, thanks again. Stone Zone spitting some real truth bombs there. Simple but not easy. Am I right, Stone Zone?”

      “Right.”

      “Awesome. So, we heard from the lead detective from the case, and he told us about how he trusted his gut to increase his conviction rate over the years. That detective later went on to train hundreds of new police officers at the regional training facility, and he worked a number of high-profile cases over the course of his career. But the question we’re asking is: Did he make a mistake? Could a decorated detective like himself have gotten the wrong man put behind bars? Is Bruester Clemence an innocent man? That’s what we’re going to answer on this series of the Las Vegas Dead True Crime podcast.”

      “That’s right, Jim, and you know what, our very next episode is going to drop tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow, Jen? That’s insane! We’re a weekly podcast, aren’t we?”

      “Yes, Jim, usually we are. But something crazy is happening right this minute.”

      “Crazy like you, Jen?”

      “Even crazier than me, if you can believe it. It’s big, it’s massive, in fact, and without wanting to sound too conceited—”

      “—As if we could!”

      “—it’s all down to us and our investigatory team.”

      “Oh, wow. This sure is exciting. I, for one, can’t wait! Okay, everyone, you heard Jen. You better be back here tomorrow for an extra-special episode of the Las Vegas Dead True Crime podcast. You better be there!”

      “We will!” Rosie shouted at her phone with significantly more enthusiasm than I was feeling.

      “I delegate you to listen,” I told her. “I don’t think I can listen to Stone any longer.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Did you just hear him? I was cringing just listening to him. Weren’t you? I don’t know what happened, but he really wasn’t on form today, was he?”

      “His answers were a little short,” Rosie said with a shrug. “But that’s what he’s like, isn’t it?”

      “It doesn’t make good radio.”

      “Podcast, boss.”

      “Same principle.”

      “I think you’re just sensitive about the way he sounds,” Rosie said. “Because you’re defensive of him.”

      “Am not.”

      “Yes you are, boss. So. When are you going to tell him?”

      “Hmm?”

      Rosie nudged me in a highly annoying way. Mom and Nanna were a terrible influence on her, I decided. I should never have introduced her to anyone in my family. I should have kept my work box with Rosie in it firmly separate from my personal box, with Mom and Nanna and the rest of the people who thought they knew how to manage my love life better than me.

      “You know. That you love him and—”

      “WHAT?”

      “Umm, did I say something wrong, boss?”

      “Do not use the ‘l’ word. Please.”

      “Oh. Right. I didn’t mean love love, I just meant love, like—”

      “Rosie!”

      “Sorry, boss. I’ll stop.” Rosie finally sounded cowed.

      I glanced over and saw she actually looked genuinely upset, her cheery face fallen into a slight frown. Darn it. I reached over and patted her knee.

      “I’m sorry. I just like to do things at my own speed.”

      Rosie perked up and gave me a sly grin. “Like a glacier.”

      “Maybe a little faster.”

      “Maybe a little slower,” Rosie countered.

      Perhaps she was right. Still. I didn’t like to rush into things. And more importantly, I didn’t like to leave myself open to mockery, embarrassment, or rejection.

      I couldn’t just tell Stone I liked him, could I?

      That was the kind of thing a maniac would do.

      And Tiffany Black was not a maniac.

      Not yet, anyway.
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      Meow, said Snowflake from in front of me. The little white cat was sitting on Rosie’s glass dining table, staring at Rosie and me like she was a detective, and we were suspects deserving of a hard time.

      “Sorry, Snowy, but we didn’t think you’d enjoy traveling to Montana with us. You would have hated it.”

      Snowy just continued to glare.

      “It’s true,” Rosie said, backing me up. “You would have been much unhappier traveling with us instead of just being left alone for a night.”

      “And didn’t Glen and Karma come and see you? And feed you?”

      Snowy slowly closed her eyes and lowered herself into a sphinx pose. She saw the logic, but it didn’t mean she had to like it.

      “Now, Snowy,” Rosie said to the cat. “We thought our client tricked us and hired us to find someone only so they could then kill them. But now we’ve changed our minds again. What do you think about that?”

      Nothing was the answer to that.

      “Rosie,” I said, “we are certain it wasn’t Levi, right?”

      “That’s what Sheriff Rouland told you, right?”

      “Right.” I sighed. “It’s just so… up and down, don’t you think? One minute there’s all these connections, and the next, they’re just coincidences?”

      “Sometimes a coincidence is merely a coincidence,” Rosie said. “Like the other day, when there was a glass broken on the floor and Snowy was sitting guiltily above it. She told me the glass jumped on the floor of its own accord, and it was merely a coincidence that she was there.”

      I gave Rosie a funny look. “Snowy hasn’t started answering you, has she?”

      I mean, I talked to Snowy and any other animal I came across, but they didn’t generally respond in full sentences. Usually, they just ignored me.

      “I can read her face,” Rosie said. “She doesn’t need to use words, do you, Snow-snow?”

      Snow-snow seemingly didn’t need to do anything. She just continued to sit, silent as a statue. Specifically, an ancient Egyptian one—they’re extra quiet.

      “I’m still not sure if I buy this being a coincidence. We give Jackson’s address to Levi and he’s dead in, what, forty-eight hours? There are coincidences and then there’s simple cause and effect. I’m sure it must be the latter.”

      “Didn’t the sheriff say Jackson had other enemies? Maybe it’s, like, the time of year or something?”

      “The time of year when enemies seek revenge? I don’t think that’s seasonal, Rosie.”

      “Perhaps there was something in the news that got people fired up?”

      That was a thought.

      “Jim and Jen teased the new topic of the podcast last week. They have tens of thousands of listeners. I suppose if one of them had some connection to the case, they may have gone searching for Jackson because of his connection to it? Decided to try to clean up loose ends?”

      “Exactly,” Rosie said. “It could be coincidence, it could be because Jim and Jen reminded people, or who knows what else is going on. Levi was a nice guy when we met him, wasn’t he, boss?”

      “I guess.”

      “And you trust Crabb, right? And you trust his judgment?”

      “I guess.”

      I sighed. “You’re probably right. Let’s just keep poking around while we follow up on Natalie Barlimon. If something comes up, it comes up.”

      “Good thinking. Are you going to call Levi tonight?”

      “I think I might give it until morning. There’s nothing in the news yet, is there?”

      Rosie shook her head. “There was a story in the local paper up there about police going to an incident, but the details about the murder aren’t out yet. Rouland said he wanted to keep a lid on it for a day or two if he could. Guess it’s worked so far.”

      “There aren’t many reporters out that way, but it’ll hit the airwaves soon. I think I’d like to break the news to Levi in person.”

      “To see his reaction?”

      “Yep. Just to get a read on his face. I’ll send him a quick message saying we’ve got some relevant news and we’ll meet him tomorrow.”

      “Okay. Are we going to call it a day? Start fresh tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, I guess we better.”

      I got up from the chair and rubbed Snowflake’s head. “See you tomorrow, Detective Snowflake!”

      Snowy opened her eyes long enough to give me a disdainful, bored look, before yawning theatrically to dismiss me from her presence.

      “See you in the morning, boss!”
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        * * *

      

      Back in my apartment, I wasn’t quite yet ready to call it a day.

      I checked my email and found that Sheriff Rouland had, as promised, sent me a copy of Natalie Barlimon’s letter. It was a high-quality scan, almost as good as having the real thing. I stared at the writing and Natalie’s request for the crime scene photos. The letter was undated, but from the well-worn crease in the middle I guessed it had to be at least a year old, maybe much more.

      Had she ever got the photos she asked for? Had Jackson sent them to her? Did he even still have them? I wished we knew how he had responded to her—if he even had.

      In the meantime, perhaps there was something I could do—find the crime scene photos myself. I wanted to see what it was Natalie was looking for or have something to offer her if and when we found her.

      The thing was, I didn’t know how to get them. My best bet would be diffing through newspaper archives, but I needed someone with contacts at the newspapers Jackson Mollier had worked at.

      I chose the number from my phone and hit the dial button before I could give myself a chance for second thoughts. I held my breath.

      The phone rang once, twice, three times.

      “Tiffany,” Stone said before the fourth ring. His voice was warm and rich, and he sounded… pleased? Or was I imagining things?

      “Stone. I heard you on Jim and Jen’s podcast earlier. Rosie and I listened.”

      There was an embarrassed silence for a moment. “Not my finest performance.”

      “No, it wasn’t, was it?” I said, laughing. Stone didn’t laugh, and the moment I stopped, my cheeks reddened even though there was no one there to see me. I’d turned playful banter into awkward silence. Good job, Tiff!

      “I shouldn’t do podcasts.”

      “What? No! I didn’t mean that. You were great before, on the other ones. But maybe a true-crime podcast isn’t exactly your wheelhouse, that’s all. The self-improvement and fitness area is more your scene.”

      “I’ll make sure I don’t go on again.”

      “No! Don’t do that! You were great, really, just not quite as great as when you were giving life advice and training tips. That’s more your forte. I bet everyone still loved listening to you. I mean, I could listen to your voice for hours!”

      My cheeks went even redder. Why’d I have to lay it on so thick?

      “Hours?” Stone repeated after another uncomfortably long pause.

      “Uh, yeah.” Quick, Tiffany, move on, move on! “Anyway, the reason I called was to ask if you had any contacts at the Las Vegas Planet?”

      “The newspaper? Why? Do I need to pay them a visit?”

      Pay them a visit to do what, I wondered, but didn’t ask. I didn’t want to know.

      “No, actually it’s a bit weird. Our case and the one you just did the podcast on are connected. We’re looking for crime scene photographs taken by a photographer called Jackson Mollier for the newspaper.”

      “You’re working on the same case? Bruester Clemence was convicted years ago. Did he hire you from prison?”

      “No. Actually, we’re not supposed to be looking into the murder itself. We’re just trying to find someone—the victim’s former fiancée.”

      “Are you working for a hitman trying to tie up loose ends?”

      “What?”

      “Sorry. It was a joke.”

      “Oh, ha, ha—” I smacked myself in the leg for the lame fake laugh. “No. I sure hope not! We’re working for a cop who was on the case but wasn’t happy with how it turned out, and now he’s looking into it again before he retires. But off the record. So don’t tell anyone. Especially the entire podcast audience.”

      “I bet Jim and Jen would be fascinated to hear about that,” Stone mused. “So I’ll be sure not to tell them.”

      “Phew, thank you. So. Do you know anyone at the paper who might be able to dig through their archives for us?”

      “No, but I think I know someone who might.”

      “Awesome! Can you introduce us?”

      “No.” What?! “I could, but you already know each other.” Oh. “I was thinking of Sue Giant. She used to have an advice column in that newspaper, and she still runs ads in it regularly. I’m sure she’s friendly with the editor.”

      “Oh, right.” Sue Giant? I was hoping I was shot of her, but nope, she had her claws in everything these days. “That makes sense. Thanks for the idea.”

      “Do you want me to call her for you?”

      “No, I’ll do that myself. Thanks for offering. And thanks for the information. You’ve been very helpful.”

      “Any time.”

      “In fact, I should thank you in person. How about, uh—”

      “Oh, Shoot! Just a moment!” There was a loud clatter, a thump, then the sound of running water. It was a good half a minute before Stone returned to the phone call. “Sorry. I had to take the skillet off the stove.”

      “Sounds like you might have been too late?”

      “It’s, uh, a learning experience. The next burgers will be better.”

      “Sorry for distracting you from your dinner, I’ll let you get back to it. Thanks again.”

      We hung up and I replayed the conversation in my head a thousand times. For some reason, I’d nearly asked Stone out for a meal. Then, to stop me from being embarrassed, Stone had pretended to burn his dinner.

      Or had Stone, in fact, actually burned his dinner because he was so distracted talking to me? No, it couldn’t be that. That wouldn’t make any sense at all. Why would I be distracting? That’s like, the opposite of what I’m like, isn’t it? Now, if it had been my old assistant Ian on the phone instead, it would have made a lot more sense. He was a very, very, distracting person. Some would even say irritating. But not me. No way.

      When I’d finally lived down the conversation in my head, I called up Sue Giant.

      She answered quickly, and in the background I could hear voices and cutlery.

      “Ah, Tiffany, how delightful to hear from you. I’m just at a charity ball. We’re hoping to raise a hundred dollars for a new tree for the hospital. Would you like to contribute?”

      “Uh, sure, put me down for five bucks. No, make it ten. Sue, I have a favor to ask.”

      “A favor?” Sue’s voice brightened considerably. “A favor given is a favor earned.”

      “Right. Yes. I’ll owe you.”

      “You’ll owe me nothing.”

      “Except a favor.”

      “Nothing, except a favor! So, what can I do for you? I can re-open the position of investigations manager at Giant Investigations if that’s what you are after.”

      “Afraid not. Actually, I want to see the photo archives at the Las Vegas Planet Newspaper. Old crime scene photos from a photographer who’s since retired.”

      “Oh, that does sound interesting! Tell me everything about it!”

      What the heck? I wanted a favor, not to give a presentation.

      “It’s for a case we’re working on. Trying to track someone down. We’re looking for the photos of a murder. The victim’s ex was looking for them, and our client who was a cop on the case will want them, too, I expect.”

      “Oh that’s fascinating! I can’t wait to hear all the details! I’ll go outside.”

      To my irritation, Sue walked out of her charity ball into a quiet hallway and politely asked to hear everything about my case. I don’t know what was up with me, but I decided to indulge her on the promise she wouldn’t spread it. I used her like a sounding board, explaining to her how we thought our client might have been a bad guy, but were now reluctantly back to trusting him. I didn’t reveal everyone’s names, but Sue got a good feel for the case.

      “That’s absolutely fascinating! But shouldn’t you be focusing on finding the woman?”

      “Uh, I am. We are.”

      “How will old crime scene photos help you find her?”

      “Umm. They won’t. But they might make her more willing to talk to us when we do get in contact with her.”

      “You don’t still suspect your policeman client, do you?”

      “No-oh.”

      “Good. You mustn’t. There’s no one finer than a police officer, that’s what I always say. Sue Giant course graduates and police officers are what this city is built on!”

      Sue clearly lived in a different Las Vegas to me—one that existed somewhere inside her bloated ego, I guessed.

      “Right. Sure thing. I’ll keep that in mind. So, you’ll help me get access to the photo archives?”

      “I shall! And you’ll owe me nothing but a favor in return. I’ll be in contact soon; I don’t think it would be appropriate to start making phone calls at this time of the evening.”

      Was that a hint?

      “Sorry for calling so late.”

      “Think nothing more of it! Bon soir, Tiffany!”

      “Good night,” I said to the already disconnected phone.

      I sat down on the sofa with some thinking chips to munch on. They’re just like regular potato chips, except they’re used as an investigative tool to help a sleuth’s mind function at absolute full power. They become thinking chips the very moment thoughts of a case pop into my mind and thus become completely guilt-free.

      After a couple of fistfuls of the super powered chips, I was becoming more and more irritated. Not at myself or anyone in particular, but at the facts. The stupid, annoying facts.

      Fact—we were hired to find a guy, and the second we did, he was murdered.

      Second—the person who hired us was a respected police officer, and apparently the evidence pointed to him having nothing to do with the death.

      These two facts just didn’t sit right with me. Jackson Mollier’s death surely had to be connected to us finding him, didn’t it? If it didn’t, it should.

      I got my phone out again for a fresh perspective. There was someone I could rely on to always look at things from a new angle. Usually a stupid angle, but a new angle, nonetheless.

      I dialed up my old assistant, Ian. He was who-knows-where on a long around-the-world trip with his fiancée.

      “Tiffany!” Ian answered on the first ring. “What incredible timing!”

      “Yeah? Ian, I wanted to talk to you about a case. There’s something not right.”

      “Wow. That is incredible, Tiffany. But I’ve got good news for you.”

      “Huh? What?”

      “I’m about to perform at Lifeboats or Laughs, which is a comedy talent show for passengers aboard this cruise ship. Little do they know, I’m already a skilled standup! Here, I’ll leave us connected, so you can listen in. It’ll be just like you’re enjoying the show in person!”

      “I don’t—”

      “…welcome onto the stage, Ian the Iron Entertainer! According to his biography, he’s an investor, a detective, an inventor, an actor, a talent, a photographer, an animal lover, and the fiancé of one of the top twenty-six most beautiful women in Las Vegas!”

      “Thank you, thank you! I’m just rolling with waves of emotion to be up here, fishing for boatloads of applause from you sailors!”

      Amazingly, laughter and applause rung out. He sure had a generous crowd. Except for the Las Vegas end of it, anyway. I disconnected the call and went back to my thinking chips.

      Ten minutes later, my hand was holding my phone once again.

      Should I, I wondered?

      What would he think?

      And wasn’t it too late?

      Act first, think later. That’s what Ian used to say. Usually before he made a terrible mistake.

      I punched the green telephone button, and it began to ring.

      Unlike Ian, when I acted impulsively it was perfectly reasonable.

      Wasn’t it?
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      I wanted to hear what Sheriff Rouland thought now that a few more hours had passed. Was he really certain Levi Aaronston had nothing to do with Jackson Mollier’s death?

      The call connected quickly, despite it being near midnight. Whatever Rooster had said about people going to bed early out in Montana didn’t seem to apply this evening, at least not to Sheriff Rouland.

      “Good evening. If it isn’t my favorite Las Vegan.” Rouland sounded pleased to hear from me, despite the lateness of the hour.

      “And it’s great to hear the voice of my favorite Montanan sheriff.” He really did have a lovely voice.

      Rouland chuckled politely. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      I put my feet up on my sofa and stretched out.

      “It’s about what you said earlier. About Levi Aaronston not being a likely suspect.”

      “Ah. Like I told you, it’s an active investigation and I shouldn’t be revealing too much about it. The media haven’t even picked up on it yet.”

      “I know, I know. But I’m just…” I wasn’t quite sure how to put it. “I just can’t figure out a coincidence like that. We find the guy, and then he’s dead straight after. I’m sure the evidence you’ve found is compelling, but I can’t help it—my PI instincts are screaming at me to investigate Levi.”

      “Even though he’s your client? And even though I’ve told you he’s not a person of interest any longer?”

      “Yes.” I was embarrassed, but too tired to care. “You saw how it looked, Sheriff. You had the same thought I did.”

      Rouland was silent for a long moment. It was a warm, gentle, comfortable silence that I could have just sat back and enjoyed.

      “I met you, and I like you”—my heart swelled for a moment—“and my gut says I can trust you. Would you give me your word you won’t share this information with anyone else?”

      “Absolutely!”

      Rouland was taken aback by my near yell.

      “Uh, glad to hear it. Let me tell you what all we found, and then you can make up your own mind whether it’s compelling enough.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff, I really appreciate it.”

      I closed my eyes while I listened to what he had to say.

      “We’ve made an arrest already. Our suspect was caught about forty miles out west of Bear's Creek.”

      “Has he confessed?”

      “No, not yet. But he will. The DA has already taken a look, and her preliminary feeling is that this case has got legs. She thinks the evidence we have already will be enough to convict.”

      “What evidence do you have?”

      Rouland laughed. Rich and warm like hot chocolate on a cold afternoon, it made me smile, and I was glad he couldn’t see me on the phone.

      “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that. You understand how it is.”

      I did. It didn’t mean I had to like it though. But I could respect him for doing his job.

      “Okay, I get it, but can you tell me who the guy is? And what his motivation was?”

      “Well, his name’s Monty Greenwald, and we have reason to believe Jackson Mollier was blackmailing him. And we don’t think Greenwald was the only person Mollier ever blackmailed. Some of my guys found evidence he was blackmailing other people in town, too.”

      I remembered Rosie pointing out how expensive his little off-grid homestead must have been. A secondary income through blackmailing would help explain how he paid for it all.

      “What did he blackmail him about?”

      “It seems Jackson kept up with photography as a hobby after he moved up here, and a profitable one at that. He had photos of Monty cheating on his wife. We found the photos in an envelope in Monty’s car.”

      “Oh, wow.” I took a moment to process the information. Jackson had been blackmailing people? That sure was a way to make some enemies. “That makes sense, but how did you catch him? What evidence led you to this Monty guy? And was Jackson blackmailing anyone else?”

      Rouland was silent again, and this time the silence wasn’t as warm or comfortable. I was pushing him too far. He’d shared plenty with me already, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted to know everything.

      “Look, Ms. Black, this situation is under control, and it’s out of your hands now. Our evidence is compelling, otherwise the DA wouldn’t even think about prosecuting. But she’s done made up her mind it’s going to go ahead already. I’ll tell you something else, I found out a bit more about your Natalie Barlimon.”

      “Yeah?”

      “We found what we think are photos of her. At least, it had her name written on the back. They were slipped inside another book, right on top of the bookshelf, one we missed first time through. I’ll email you copies of them; they might be useful to you. You’re still looking for her, right?”

      “Right. Yes. Thank you, Sheriff. I’m sorry for bothering you so late. We’re going to meet our client tomorrow, and I just… I wanted to be certain before we met him. We’re going to have to tell him Jackson is dead, but he’s an active-duty cop who isn’t supposed to be investigating him, so I’m sure he’ll keep it under his hat for now.”

      “Glad to hear it. The story’ll get out tomorrow anyway when we formally charge Monty. There’ll be a press release. I’m guessin’ you want to see his reaction when he first hears the news, so I recommend you talk to him sooner rather than later.”

      “Okay, thank you, Sheriff. We’ll do that. Thanks for speaking to me again. I know you didn’t have to.”

      “I was breakin’ the rules just chatting with you. But talking to you is a pleasure Ms. Black, and I know I can trust you, so for you, I don’t mind.”

      I really was special, wasn’t I?

      “And I really, really appreciate it. Hopefully, I’ll see you again.”

      “And I’d love to hear more about your big-city life. But I have to get some rest now. I’ve got meetings on meetings tomorrow and there’s not much I dislike more, so I’ll take my leave to get some shut-eye, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Sure thing. Sorry to call you so late.”

      When Rouland had hung up, I grabbed another handful of thinking chips.

      Rouland may have found a killer, but who’s to say he wasn’t connected to my client?

      And it looked like we would figure out where Natalie Barlimon was soon. When we did, what was I going to do? Hand over the details straight to Levi again? What if I did and then she was killed?

      It was too much of a risk.

      Something wasn’t right with Detective Levi Aaronston, and I needed to figure out what it was. This case suddenly exploding all over the place—with Levi hiring us, a killing up in Montana, and on Jim and Jen’s podcast—was too much of a coincidence.

      And then, what about the fact Levi asked us not to solve the murder? What Crabb said about a cop wanting to solve his own cases was understandable on the surface. But it’s also exactly what you would want to happen if you had no interest in solving a case at all. It made perfect sense if you were trying to clean up some old witnesses that could bring you down just before retirement.

      Were Jackson and Natalie two such witnesses? Had Rosie and I got Jackson killed?

      That’s what we were going to find out. One way or another.
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      We met Levi Aaronston in NYLV Bagels again, this time without Duncan Crabb present.

      Levi sat patiently with his hands clasped in front of him, a curious look on his face as we approached. Rosie and I sat opposite him, both ready to move quickly if we had to.

      “How was your trip to Montana?” He raised his eyebrows at us. The rest of it was unspoken.

      “Eventful,” I said.

      “I must say, I’m surprised you didn’t call me while you were there. Did you find Jackson? Do you know where Natalie Barlimon is?”

      “We found Jackson,” I said. I leaned forward, watching Levi’s face intently. “Dead. On the floor of his living room.”

      Levi tilted his head slightly, letting the words sink in slowly. His response was slow, careful, and measured, like he’d been practicing it in a mirror.

      “When you say dead, do you mean of natural causes? Like a heart attack?”

      “Nope. Dead with a knife in his chest.”

      Levi folded his arms in front of him and leaned back in his chair.

      “Murdered?”

      “Murdered.”

      “Huh. I didn’t hear about it in the news.”

      “Do you follow the local news in Montana?” I asked, my tone lighthearted.

      “Usually not, but I have been since you told me you found where Jackson had moved to. I guess the news isn’t out yet?”

      “Check later. The sheriff says it’ll be out today.”

      “Ah.” Levi unfolded his arms and picked up his coffee for a thoughtful sip. “I just got back myself.”

      “From Montana?”

      Levi laughed. “No. From LA. I had to give a statement to a judge about someone they had on trial.”

      “LA? When did you go there?”

      “The morning after we last spoke, when I okayed your trip to Montana.”

      There were plenty of flights from LA to Montana. I figured it was probably about a four-hour flight to Billings. He could have been there and back in one very long day.

      “Looks like we’ve both been traveling,” I said. “Say, do you listen to the Dead True Crime podcast?”

      Levi slowly shook his head. “No. I don’t know about podcasts. Is that relevant?”

      I shrugged. “They’re looking into Bruester Clemence’s conviction. Apparently, a whole bunch of podcasts are. I know you said you didn’t want us to look into the murder, but I thought you might like to know that plenty of people probably are already.”

      “What? Why would they do that?” Levi looked quite disconcerted by the news.

      “People find it interesting,” Rosie told him. “It really fascinates people to hear about awful crimes and the people who commit them. And when someone is wrongfully sent to prison, people just love to see justice finally prevail.”

      “Huh. I’ll have to check it out.” Levi looked more irritated than interested. “Look, are you sure it was Jackson Mollier you found? It couldn’t be another dead body?”

      “It was him,” I said.

      “Are there any leads?”

      “Yep!” Rosie said quickly. “They’ve arrested someone. Caught him red-handed, apparently.”

      “That’s something.” Levi sighed in frustration. “He was my best hope for finding Natalie. You didn’t even get to speak to him, right?”

      “He was dead when we arrived.”

      “So, you didn’t find out anything about Natalie.”

      “No,” I said rapidly before Rosie could tell Levi what Sheriff Rouland had shared with us. “She’s still missing.”

      Levi shook his head and forced a sad frown onto his face. I wasn’t buying it for an instant.

      “Say,” I said, “how long was the flight from LA to Montana?”

      Levi fixed me with a gaze. “I don’t know.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Rosie grabbed my leg and hissed at me, “Boss! What are you saying?”

      “I’ve never flown to Montana, from LA or anywhere else. Are you trying to imply something?”

      “Seems to me,” I told him, “that we told you Jackson Mollier’s address, and twenty-four hours later he was dead. Do you really expect us to believe it was a coincidence?”

      “I have no idea whether it was a coincidence or not, but his death had nothing to do with me.”

      I stared at him.

      Levi stared back at me.

      “Send me your bill. I won’t need to see you again.”

      “You’re firing us?”

      “Yeah, I’m firing you. You’re accusing me of murder. You don’t exactly leave me much choice. What do you want me to do, pay you to investigate me?”

      “I bet we can find out more about Natalie Barlimon!” Rosie said loudly, trying to interrupt the disagreement and save the client-investigator relationship. “Could you give us another week, Detective Aaronston?”

      He answered by getting up from his seat and heading stiffly toward the door.

      “You see the way he was walking? That’s a guilty walk if ever I saw one.”

      Rosie stood up and switched to the other side of the table, so we were across from each other.

      “Uh, boss? What was that about? Someone’s been arrested for Mollier’s death, right? Why are you going after Levi?”

      “Because this is all too much of a coincidence. And did you see the way he didn’t look shocked when I told him Jackson was dead?”

      “He’s probably had a lot of practice at controlling his expressions, having been a detective for years and years. He’s heard about dozens of deaths.”

      “Still. Even so.”

      Was Rosie right? Was I wrong to push on Levi? But what was the alternative?

      If I hadn’t, then we’d still be working with him. We’d be handing over information about Natalie Barlimon’s post office box and goodness knows what else. If I was right not to trust Levi but we handed over Natalie’s details anyway, would we be passing on a death sentence?

      It was too big a risk.
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        * * *

      

      After finalizing Levi Aaronston’s bill and emailing it to him, I was hanging out in my apartment alone, waiting for night to come when I would go to my shift at The Treasury.

      Some time in the mid-afternoon, Rosie arrived, knocking excitedly on my door and then trying it to see if it was open anyway.

      When I pulled it open, she was holding her phone. “New Jim and Jen!”

      “Uh, didn’t I delegate listening to the podcast to you?”

      “Yes, but I just read the show notes! You are going to want to listen to this. I guarantee it.”

      I wasn’t convinced, but I didn’t have anything better to do, so I waved Rosie inside and poured us coffees while she started the podcast.

      Five minutes later, I was listening, rapt. It turned out someone else had confessed to the killing of Natalie Barlimon’s fiancé, Paul Hanover, and Bruester Clemence’s long-running campaign of innocence was finally paying off.

      And even more surprising, it seemed that Nanna and Stone had been directly involved. That partly explained what they were doing the week before when we’d seen them with that blonde, a story we’d never actually got to the bottom of.

      Jim and Jen had Nanna and Stone on the show.

      “…while I’m only a young investigator,” Nanna was saying, “my granddaughter, the famous PI, Tiffany Black, taught me a lot. That’s why we were able to do what we did, isn’t it, Stone?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Wow. That’s truly an incredible story, isn’t it, Jen?”

      “It sure is, Jim. It sure is. And do you want to hear something else incredible?”

      “I sure do, Jen. What is it?”

      “While we’ve been recording, I received a message from Bruester Clemence’s legal team.”

      “Whoa! What does it say?”

      “It says they’re expecting him to be fully exonerated and pardoned by the governor. They’re expecting him to be released tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow? Are you kidding, Jen?”

      “Nope. And isn’t this good news? Thanks to our other podcast friends and our recent shows, justice is finally being served for Bruester Clemence. After years behind bars, he’ll finally be released. Do you have a message for him, Stone Zone? I’m sure listening to us will be the first thing he does, and a bit of your stoic advice might be just what he needs.”

      Stone chuckled. “Uh, Bruester, if you’re listening, welcome back to the world. You’ve missed out on a lot, and you probably feel angry. But you mustn’t let that anger eat you up. Use it to fuel you. Don’t let it drag you down.”

      Short, but somewhat sweet. Stone was more on his game this time. But Nanna had some of her own advice to impart as well.

      “And make sure you have a nice, home-cooked meal as soon as you can,” Nanna added. “That’ll make you feel better.”

      “Thanks! And we’d love to have you two back so that we can really drill down into the details of how you helped get Bruester freed. But for now, this is the end of this very special edition of Jim and Jen’s Las Vegas Dead True Crime podcast. Congratulations again, Bruester!”

      “Wow. That was fast,” Rosie said. “He’s being released tomorrow!”

      “Didn’t you say he’d been campaigning for years?”

      “Yeah. But still. Slow then fast?”

      “That’s the way things go, isn’t it? I wonder what Detective Aaronston thinks about it. I wonder if it’s messing up his plans.”

      “His plans to find the real killer? I think it has. They said someone’s confessed.”

      “Unless, of course, that was never what he was interested in.”

      “Mm,” Rosie said, in tight-lipped almost agreement. She still thought I was wrong about Levi. Even though she wouldn’t say anything, I could tell she was a bit annoyed that I’d lost us the case.

      “If it was Jackson and Natalie he was really after, I wonder how this will affect his plans,” I mused.

      “Who knows, Boss. I guess we’ll never find out.”

      “We might,” I said.

      “How’s that?”

      “I still want to find Natalie Barlimon. She’s the key to everything. If we find her, perhaps we’ll figure out what really has been going on.”

      “You want to find her and not tell Levi?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Uh, okay, boss. Could you tell me again why we’re so suspicious of Levi? I mean, he’s a decorated, highly regarded police officer, and Duncan Crabb vouched for him.”

      “Because we told him where Jackson was and then Jackson died. And I don’t want to hear any more about coincidences. I don’t believe in them.”

      “Yes, you do,” Rosie said quietly, mostly to herself.

      “What was that?”

      “Uh, nothing boss. I’ve got to go and practice my lines for my play. Speak to you later?”

      “Tomorrow, Rosie. I’ve got a shift at The Treasury tonight.”

      “Right. And I’ve got rehearsal. Let me know if anything comes up?”

      “Will do.”

      I sent Rosie on her way and got back to some serious frowning on my sofa.

      Levi Aaronston was connected to Jackson Mollier’s death.

      He had to be.

      And I was going to prove it.
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      That evening it was so quiet in The Treasury, I couldn’t help but wonder if someone had accidentally locked the doors or put up a sign saying the place was closed. But sometimes it went like that. It wasn’t high season, and late night on a random day of the week could sometimes be quiet. Still, it gave me time to stew on things instead of being distracted by customers.

      I’d just said goodbye to a pair of DJs who were about to head off to do a set in The Treasury’s nightclub when trouble appeared.

      With a bright neon-yellow wig and a walk that was almost a strut on this particular evening, Nanna headed straight over to my table. Apart from the wig, she was wearing large, lightly tinted heart-shaped sunglasses she must have picked up in a tourist souvenir shop, and an I Love Las Vegas t-shirt.

      “Nanna,” I said, “I’m not supposed to deal to family.”

      She lowered her glasses slightly, so I could see the irritation in her eyes. “You saw through my disguise!”

      She said it like I’d done something wrong.

      “Sorry, Nanna. But I’ve seen that wig before. I recognized you before I even, uh, recognized you. If you see what I mean.”

      “I should get it dyed.”

      “You should throw it away.”

      “You mean I need a new one?”

      “I mean you don’t need that one.”

      “Are you going to deal or what?”

      “Just one hand, then you better go.”

      Nanna sat down and carefully arranged a stack of chips like she didn’t intend to go anywhere for hours. My eyes flicked involuntarily toward the all-seeing eyes above. If I were busted, I’d just say I didn’t recognize her.

      “What are you doing here anyway?”

      Nanna slid a ten-dollar chip over for her first hand of blackjack.

      “Celebrating!”

      “Alone?”

      “I was celebrating at home with Wes, but he fell asleep in front of the television. So, I came here instead! Did you listen?”

      “To Jim and Jen? Yep. Congratulations. And I wanted to speak to you about that, actually.”

      “Then it’s lucky I’m here, isn’t it!”

      My eyes flicked up to the cameras again.

      “For now,” I agreed.

      I dealt out the cards, she hit on twelve and got a king to send her up to twenty-two. In a few seconds, Nanna was ten dollars down. She slid twenty bucks of chips over for the next hand.

      “How was Montana?”

      “Terrible. We spent the night in the cells because the deputy sheriff was way too gung-ho. The guy we went to see was dead, and when we reported it, the deputy decided to take us in. Luckily, the actual sheriff showed up yesterday morning to release us.”

      “That saved on a motel fee!”

      “It was being billed to the client anyway. I think I would have preferred an actual bed. Still, we got an early night at least. Anyway, you know the guy we went to see? Jackson Mollier? Turns out he was connected to your case as well. He was a crime scene photographer and was in contact with the fiancée of the guy who was murdered, Natalie Barlimon. She went missing not long after the killing. It was her we were trying to track down via this guy, Jackson Mollier.”

      “And you say he was dead?”

      “Yep. Freshly stabbed.”

      “Oh, my.” Nanna peered down at her cards. Another twelve. “Hit me!”

      I flipped over the next card, and it was a queen. Nanna busted out again. “Sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. It’s just luck.”

      Nanna slid over forty dollars’ worth of chips.

      “Are you sure?”

      Nanna nodded happily. “It’s only money!”

      “If you say so…”

      “Who was your client?”

      “He was a cop. Actually, he was on the Paul Hanover murder case initially, but he got moved off it when he became a bit too tough on this Jackson Mollier guy. Got a restraining order put out against him.”

      “And then you found Jackson Mollier, and now he’s dead?”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s some coincidence!”

      I dealt Nanna’s fresh cards. She busted on twenty-three this time and immediately slipped eighty dollars more worth of chips across the table. I hated that she was staking them and vowed to make this her last. I took my time dealing the next cards.

      “Yeah. They’ve arrested some other guy. They found the murder weapon in his car.”

      “Then it really is a coincidence. Are you going to give me my next card, dear?”

      Slowly, I dealt the next card, and sent Nanna bust again. She pushed over the last of her chips—a stack of sixteen more ten-dollar chips.

      “Nanna, don’t you think we’ve played enough?”

      “One for the road, dear.”

      Ugh. She didn’t have any more chips after those, at least. One, final hand, then she was definitely going.

      “But I don’t think it was a coincidence. How could it be? This guy’s been living out there, off-grid in rural Montana, for years without any trouble. Then the second we find him, he gets murdered.”

      “That’s just the way things go, dear. Coincidences happen all the time, but we only notice them when they’ve sparked our interest in some way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, look around.” Nanna swung her gaze over the cavernous floor of the casino. “I bet there are at least three other women with the exact same birthday as me in here. If we ran into each other, we’d think it’s some mighty coincidence, wouldn’t we? But the fact is, in any large group, there will be people with matching birthdays. It’s just statistics.”

      Seeing how quiet the casino was that evening, I somewhat doubted Nanna’s specific example.

      “Yeah, but come on. What are the chances?”

      “Think of it this way, dear. Every day, hundreds of people are ‘found’. And every day, hundreds of people die. Wouldn’t it be odd if none of those found people ever died? That would be a real mystery—why people who’ve just been found never, ever die. But sometimes they do die. That must be what happened in your case. They’ve arrested someone, right? With evidence?”

      “Circumstantial evidence…”

      “Most evidence is circumstantial, isn’t it?”

      “Well, yeah, but still. We just found him!”

      “It’s like winning the lottery, dear. Except instead of picking winning numbers, you found your man, and instead of money, you won a dead body.”

      “I think that analogy might be falling apart, Nanna.”

      She waved my criticism away dismissively. “I was distracted.”

      “By what?”

      “By you not dealing my cards!”

      Ugh. I hated to take her money, even if she could afford it. Nanna was on fifteen, and she asked for another card. It wasn’t a wise play, but she did it anyway.

      I turned over a six. Nanna beamed down at her twenty-one. I turned over the house cards and went bust on twenty-two.

      Nanna had broken even and made a clean ten dollars off the top. I slid all her chips back over to her.

      “I don’t want to kick you out, but isn’t there something else you’d rather play?”

      Nanna rocked her head side-to-side in contemplation. “Okay, I get the hint. You’ve had enough of your Nanna’s brilliant wisdom.”

      “No, I just don’t want to get in trouble. You could end up banned if I’m seen dealing to you.”

      That made Nanna sit up straight. “Banned? Me?”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh, my.” Nanna swept all her chips into a little basket. “Meet me for second dinner after your shift?”

      “It’ll be after midnight…”

      “Which is the perfect time! Restaurants have the best atmosphere late at night.”

      “Ugh. Okay.”

      Nanna wandered off with a happy skip in her step while I waited for my next customer.
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        * * *

      

      Nanna and I went to her current favorite diner-style restaurant. And she was right about the atmosphere—if you liked your restaurants noisy and full of happy, loud mouthed, inebriated people. Nanna sure did.

      “The best thing about eating after midnight is you can have breakfast food for dinner.”

      She had a point.

      We ordered breakfast plates with eggs, hash browns, fried onions and peppers, bacon, and sausage, and I got myself some decaf coffee for once.

      We clinked two glasses of orange juice together in celebratory cheers.

      “To getting Bruester Clemence released,” I offered.

      “Stone and I were brilliant, weren’t we?”

      I laughed.

      “What did you do?”

      “We met people and spread the word! We investigated and shared information!”

      “More specifically?”

      “I’m not sure how much I’m supposed to say. Jim and Jen made us sign a non-disclosure agreement.”

      I laughed. “I’m sure they didn’t mean to include me in the people you’re not supposed to disclose to.”

      “Perhaps.” Nanna didn’t seem to want to be drawn too much. “You know when you saw us last week? Outside the cooking school?”

      “With that blonde?” I said, my memory immediately snapping back to the way she had her hand on Stone’s chest.

      “You noticed?” Nanna asked, a little too innocently. Her eyes watched my face like a hawk, searching for any hint of jealousy to do with Stone. She’d been trying to set us up for years.

      “I noticed you, and you went to her.” I shrugged.

      Nanna nodded slowly. “You don’t like the way she was flirting with Stone.”

      “She was flirting with Stone?” I tried to sound innocent, I really did.

      “You know she was! I’m your Nanna, Tiffany Black, and you can’t slip anything past me!”

      “If you say so, Nanna. So, who was she?”

      “That was Penelope Jessop. Pretty, wasn’t she?”

      “It was dark. I didn’t notice. She looked kind of tall, I suppose, which some people think is attractive.”

      Nanna snorted.

      “She’s very pretty. And friendly. And clever, too.”

      “Maybe you should go out with her.”

      Nanna’s eyes twinkled.

      “My Wes is enough for me, thank you very much. Anyway, Penelope is a wonderful woman, and she’s been working to get poor old Bruester freed for years. She was the driving force behind the campaign. Not many people are willing to do something like that these days—dedicating their life to a cause.

      “A lot of people have to work, Nanna.”

      “Unfortunately,” Nanna lamented. “We could get so much more done if no one worked.”

      “Most of your friends don’t work, they’re retired.”

      “Not my young friends. Like Stone.”

      “He’s retired.”

      “He’s not retired—”

      “—Unemployed.”

      “Tiffany Black! Stone is neither retired nor unemployed, he’s resting between jobs. And anyway, as you full well know, he’s been helping me with my sleuthing for Jim and Jen. It may have been unpaid, but it was work.”

      “You should ask them to pay you. I’m pretty sure they’re raking it in now.”

      “I’ll negotiate a fee for the next case. This one was more like an audition. Say, do you know where retired detectives hang out?”

      “I don’t know, on the golf course, maybe? I think that’s where Duncan Crabb spends a lot of his time. Why?”

      “I want to see the detective who put Bruester Clemence behind bars eat crow!”

      “I don’t think confronting him would be a good idea, Nanna.”

      “I don’t want to confront him, I just want to hear him say he was wrong. And I would like to know why he thought it was Bruester. It seems mighty unfair, what he did, and I hope he feels bad about it.”

      “I’m sure when I was young, you warned me against seeking revenge. Didn’t you have a wise Nanna-saying about it?”

      “Revenge is a dessert best served cold?”

      “No, not that. You were warning me off it.”

      “Oh! I remember. Living well is the best revenge.”

      “Exactly. So maybe you should leave that detective alone.”

      Nanna shook her head. “But getting a real apology out of him would be living well, dear.”

      I couldn’t argue with that—at that time of night, after the last few days I’d had, Nanna’s late-night brain power was far superior to mine.

      Our food arrived and we began to dig in.

      “There should be more restaurants that specialize in breakfast for dinner,” I said, after my first exquisite mouthful.

      “I don’t think there are any, apart from diner type places like this. They should get one of those Michelin starred chefs to open one. It’d be a hit. Maybe I’ll tell Jack to open one in The Tremonte.”

      Jack Weber, owner of the Tremonte Hotel, Casino, and Resort, was the husband of my dear friend, Emily Weber, another homicide detective. She was on maternity leave with her new baby, Jack Junior, but had been a vital companion in many of my prior cases.

      “I’m sure the Tremonte has enough restaurants.”

      “Restaurants are one of the few things there are never enough of.” Nanna’s tone was pure sagacity, as if imparting great wisdom. I guess she was.

      “I don’t think it would work, anyway. I’m not sure breakfast food is improved when you make it fancy.” I nodded down at my plate. “Could you imagine making all this look good?”

      Nanna nodded thoughtfully. “You know, you might be right, Tiffany. Sometimes I forget what a smart cookie you are.”

      Mmm, cookies.

      “But you don’t think I’m right about the murder of Jackson Mollier? About how it couldn’t be a coincidence?”

      Nanna laughed.

      “Perhaps if they hadn’t found someone red-handed already. But they did, so you’re just going to have to chalk it up to coincidence.”

      “That’s what Rosie said.”

      “She’s a smart cookie, too. In fact, she might even be s—”

      “—Might even be wrong about this one case.”

      “That’s not what I was going to say.”

      I grinned at her.

      “I know. But I didn’t want to hear my own Nanna telling me my assistant was smarter than me.”

      Nanna patted me on my fork-wielding hand. “Of course I wasn’t going to say that!” Nanna floundered for a moment while she tried to think of something else she might have been going to say. “I was going to say, err, that she might even be, err, somewhere as close to as smart as you.”

      I didn’t believe her for an instant.

      But I pretended I did.

      Anyway, Nanna may have been very smart herself, but she wasn’t infallible.

      For instance, she was wrong about Jackson Mollier’s death being a coincidence. I was certain of it. But how was I going to prove it…?
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      I grabbed Rosie mid-morning the next day and we headed out.

      “Where are we going?” Rosie asked as she clicked her seatbelt into place.

      “We’ve got a meeting.”

      “A new client?”

      “Nope.”

      “Oh.” Rosie paused to consider her next words. “It’s about Levi, still?”

      “Afraid so. We’re going to go and talk to Duncan Crabb.”

      “You’re sure about this?”

      I turned my head to look at my assistant. A frown of concern was on her face.

      “It’s fine. I just want to talk to Crabb.”

      “Okay, boss. You’re the boss, and if the case doesn’t feel right, I trust your judgement. You’ve been doing this way longer than me.”

      “Really? You believe there’s something to this now?”

      “I believe you think there is, and that makes me believe there is. You’re always right.”

      “Not always,” I said, though enjoying the compliment nonetheless. “I have made one or two tiny errors of judgement in my time.”

      “Oh.” Rosie considered this for a moment. “You mean like not telling Stone how you feel?”

      My cheeks flushed irritatingly. “No. Not like that at all. I was talking about work.”

      “But your work and personal life are very intertwined, boss.”

      “No they’re not. I separate them perfectly.”

      Rosie snorted, and when I thought about it, I could see why. Rosie was right, my family and friends were all mixed up in my business, and my business.

      “You think I should separate them more?”

      “No way. What you’re doing works well for you. And besides, if you did, that would mean I had to stop hanging out with Nanna and your mom and Dad and Stone and your other friends.”

      “You’re saying it’s too late to separate everything out now?”

      “Yep! But that’s a positive more than anything.”

      I sighed. “I hope you’re right. Okay. Let’s go speak to Crabb.”

      We met him at the same table at which we’d held our first meeting, in NYLV Bagels, where he was waiting for us with three coffees and three poppy seed bagels with cream cheese.

      “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “You don’t waste any time.”

      “I’ve got a tee time at twelve. And at my age, I don’t know how many more I’m going to get.”

      “Three thousand, at least,” Rosie said.

      “What?” Crabb’s narrow gaze locked Rosie in place.

      “Uh, I figure your life expectancy is about twelve more years, and if you play five times a week, that should give you about three thousand more games.”

      Crabb stared at Rosie hard. “You think I’ll be dead in twelve years?”

      “No, I just mean that statistically speaking, you will. On an individual level, who knows? You might get hit by a bus tomorrow!”

      Crabb chuckled. “You’re weird, like her last assistant. Different weird, but still weird.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m not sure if that was a compliment, Rosie.”

      Crabb chuckled gruffly at us.

      “Actually, it was a compliment, of a sort. I like weird. But speaking of weird, why’d you want to see me? Your company is fine, but I’m guessing there’s a purpose to this meeting.”

      “Are you and Levi Aaronston close?”

      “So, it’s about him.” Crabb picked up his bagel and took a big mouthful, chewing it slowly and methodically, then swallowing, before he answered. “In answer to your question, no. And here’s one of my own: Why?”

      I explained to Crabb what had gone on since we’d seen him last, how we’d tracked Jackson Mollier down, and how we’d found him dead shortly after.

      Crabb chewed several more mouthfuls of his bagel while he listened, finishing it up just as I finished telling him what had happened and why I was so interested in Aaronston. Crabb wiped some crumbs from the corner of his mouth with a paper napkin before he responded.

      “You’re right. That’s some coincidence. Too much of one.”

      I was pleased to see Rosie’s look of surprise. See, I wanted to say, I’m not crazy for obsessing about this! Not that I was obsessing.

      “Right, first of all, be careful who you talk to. Keep a low profile is what I’m saying.”

      “He’s dangerous?” Rosie asked, wide-eyed.

      “He’s a cop. I’m not saying he’s dangerous, but cops look after their own. If you go after him, a lot of cops will rally around him, protect him. They’ll make your life difficult, and that’ll make any investigating you want to do difficult as well. You need to keep this to yourself.”

      “Okay, thanks for the warning. But can you tell us what you know about him? Do you trust him?”

      “Barely know him,” Crabb said. “We overlapped a few years, but we didn’t work together much, and we didn’t hang out. In fact, the first time I had a proper chat with him was just before I introduced you. He was after a PI, and someone told him I knew some, so he reached out. I recommended you.”

      “So you barely know him at all.”

      “Right. But when he asked to meet me, I did some light digging, just to see who I was meeting. Old habits. He’s got a good record—plenty of convictions, not many complaints against him. The biggest black mark on his career was the restraining order Jackson Mollier had against him, but that was years ago now. He’s kept a low but productive profile since then. Of course, that might be because he knows how not to get caught breaking the rules. Records never tell the whole story.”

      “What about your feeling when you met him?” Rosie asked.

      “My feeling?”

      “Yeah. You know, your gut instinct. Is he a good guy?”

      Crabb paused to think. “Hard to say. I didn’t get bad vibes from him, but I wasn’t exactly calling him up for a round of golf either.”

      “If you were in my situation, what do you think you’d do?”

      “What would I do, or what do I think you should do?”

      “Both?” I said hopefully.

      “I think you should leave it alone. Messing with cops is a dangerous and thankless business. The law will probably catch up with him eventually if he really is one of the bad ones.”

      “Probably isn’t good enough. Now tell me what you would do in my position.”

      “Same as you. I’d be suspicious as all heck about a coincidence like Jackson dying right after you found him, and I’d be digging up everything I could. But I’d be careful about it, that’s all I’m saying.”

      “Thanks for the advice.”

      “No problem. Look, I’ll poke around a little, maybe chat with some old friends. Just to see if I hear anything.”

      “Yeah? We’d really appreciate that.”

      “Truth is, you’ve got me curious now. I’m retired, but I still miss it. Perhaps I’ll get into the private investigation game.” My face must have looked horrified because Crabb’s eyebrows went up and he laughed. “Think I can’t do it?”

      “No, it’s not that. It’s just everyone and their Nanna seems to want to become a PI these days.”

      “Ah, don’t worry about it. It’s just words. I’m getting excitable in my old age. I won’t be muscling in on your territory, but I’m going to keep my ears open for news about Aaronston.”

      “Thanks, Crabb. Appreciate it.”

      We left the retired detective behind and headed back to the car.

      “See, I’m not crazy,” I said to Rosie. “Crabb agrees with me.”

      “I never said you were crazy, boss!”

      “Yeah, but you were thinking it.”

      “No way!” Rosie sounded genuinely offended at the implication. “I was just a little confused why you wouldn’t accept that the guy who was caught red-handed was guilty. But Crabb thinks the same way, and he was a good detective too, right?”

      My phone rang before we could get into it any further. It was Mom.

      “Would you be a dear and go and collect your Nanna?”

      “Sure. Where’s she at? Is her car broken down?”

      “No. She’s at Fremont Street. And she might need some persuading to leave.”

      I scrunched up my face in confusion. Rosie mouthed a what is it? To me, but I couldn’t answer yet.

      “What’s going on?”

      “There’s a protest, for a guy called Brewer or something…?”

      “Bruester Clemence?”

      “Yes, that’s the one. They’re protesting because they want an inquiry into his conviction for something or other. It’s got your Nanna very excited. The problem is, your Nanna is there, and she just told me on the phone that she was planning to lead a bra burning.”

      “A bra burning?”

      Rosie’s eyebrows went up as she heard my end of the conversation.

      “Yes. Nanna says it’s what they used to do in the sixties. But I’m worried she might get arrested. Could you go over and extract her before she gets in trouble?”

      “I guess I’d better try. Thanks for the heads-up.”

      When I’d hung up, Rosie grabbed my arm. “Are we going to a bra burning?”

      “Not if we get there fast enough. Come on!”
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      The Bruester Clemence rally was far bigger than I expected. A stage had been set up on Fremont Street, and in front of it, thousands of people were chanting. “Justice for Bruester! Justice for Bruester! Clemency for Clemence! Clemency for Clemence!”

      “He already got clemency,” I said with minor irritation at the redundancy of the chant’s demand.

      “They’ve probably been using the same slogan for a while,” Rosie suggested with a shrug.

      A gaggle of uniformed cops were watching from a distance, vague looks of irritation on their faces, but not yet any determination to do anything about the protest. It had come as something of a surprise, and a formal response plan had yet to be determined. For now, the police officers watched on, simply making sure there was no violence or that the disturbance didn’t become excessive or begin to spread.

      “He was released already,” I said to Rosie. “What exactly is it they want?”

      Rosie had been searching out information on her phone on the short drive over and was happy to fill me in.

      “They want an inquiry into the original investigation. They want the detective who led the case to be thoroughly checked out, and basically, they want to know why Bruester Clemence was locked up all these years when he was innocent.”

      “Didn’t they only just catch the real killer? They’re not exactly giving the cops a chance.”

      “Exactly,” Rosie said. “That’s their point. They don’t want to let up the pressure or give them a chance to put together a cover-up.”

      “I wish they’d give the detectives and the rest of the police a chance to tell their sides of the story. I’m sure it made sense at the time.”

      “Not according to the podcasts I’ve been listening to…”

      Rosie and I were having to raise our voices to be heard of the continuing chanted slogans.

      “Justice for Bruester! Justice for Bruester!”

      “Huh. Right. Anyway, let’s look for Nanna before she does something we’ll all regret.”

      “How are we going to find her in this crowd?”

      “I’m not sure. But keep your eyes peeled for trouble. That’s right where she’ll be.”

      Rosie put her hands on her hips and surveyed the scene. Then she nodded to herself in satisfaction.

      “Let’s split up to cover more ground. I’ll go up near the stage. There’s a big group of older-looking ladies over there.” Rosie then nodded toward the right-hand edge of the crowd. “You head to that rallying point, boss, where they’re waving that banner. They look like a younger crowd, but they might be more Nanna’s sort of protestors.”

      “Good thinking.”

      Rosie began to worm her way through the massed crowds toward the front, while I skirted around the edge of the group to get where I was going. As I drew closer, the noise became more intense, the atmosphere more feverish, and the protestors more determined to scream about the injustice that Bruester Clemence had suffered.

      Someone shoved against me, and the crowd began to move in a wave. I thought I was on the edge of it all, but suddenly I was surrounded by bodies pressing against me, and I was enveloped, gobbled up by the blob that was the pressing crowd.

      ”Justice for Bruester! Justice for Bruester!”

      I tried to slip my way back out, but I was pressed in, surrounded on all sides, and being moved where the crowd wanted me to go.

      An elbow jabbed me in the side and knocked the breath out of me. I tried to turn to see who it was, but a shoulder clipped my head, and I couldn’t see anything.

      Then I truly was enveloped. A strong arm swung around me, squeezing me tight. I was about to shout out when reassuring words rumbled in my ear.

      “Are you okay?”

      Stone!

      “No,” I said, attempting to sound light-hearted to cover up the minor panic I was beginning to develop. I don’t think I got away with it.

      One of Stone’s arms stayed wrapped around me, while the other drove a wedge through the crowd as he led me back out. It was only a short few yards until we were back out on the edge of the heaving mass. I sucked in a breath of air and breathed out slowly to calm myself.

      Stone put his arms on my shoulders. I swung my arms around him and gave him a big hug of thanks.

      “Thank you, Stone, thanks. It got a bit crazy there for a minute.”

      “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

      Stone’s arms were around me, too. And he did have me. Tight and safe and warm and strong.

      I looked up, tilting my head back, to look into his face. His eyes were warm but tinged still with concern. My lips quivered into a smile. The corners of his mouth twitched in response.

      And then…

      And then…

      It happened.

      Slow, and then all at once.

      Stone leaned down. I tilted up.

      And he kissed me.
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        * * *

      

      Rosie found us sitting on a bench, knees touching, shoulders rubbing, talking like we’d never talked before. Both of our cheeks began to glow, and we tried to look innocent.

      “There you are!” Rosie said as she arrived, dragging Nanna behind her by the hand. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere, boss.” Rosie’s eyes fell on Stone. “Oh, hi. Didn’t know you were here.”

      Stone nodded. “The crowd got a little pushy there.”

      “I nearly got crushed,” I complained. “But Stone saved me.”

      “Thanks,” Rosie said on my behalf. “I’d never forgive myself if I let Tiffany get crushed.”

      “Nor would I,” Stone said.

      “Nor me,” Nanna declared.

      “Uh, hello? I am here, you know, and I’m capable of looking after myself.” They all looked at me. “Mostly.” I turned back to Stone shyly and smiled. “Thanks again.”

      “It was my pleasure.”

      “Rosie says we’re not supposed to do the bra burning,” Nanna announced with some irritation in her voice.

      “That’s right, Mom would kill me if I let you go ahead with it.”

      “I don’t see what it’s got to do with her.”

      “It looks like the protest is proceeding quite well without it,” Stone pointed out. “Media are arriving. It’s going to be over the news. You don’t need to make any… personal exhibitions for attention.”

      “I don’t even want attention,” Nanna lied. “It’s for Bruester Clemence!”

      “Anyway,” Rosie said, “we’ve got to go. Come on, Nanna.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “To your mom and dad’s. For lunch.”

      I blinked. No, we weren’t. Rosie lifted her eyebrows at me, and finally, I got it. I sure was slow, almost like I was all messed up, emotional and confused about something. I couldn’t imagine why.

      “Ohh, right. Yeah.” Rosie had used the line about lunch to get Nanna out of there. Clever girl. “Come on, Nanna, we don’t want to be late. Do you need a ride?”

      Nanna nodded. “I’ll come with you. Wes dropped me off today. I thought I might be spending the night in the cells, and I didn’t want to pay for overnight parking.”

      “Umm, Nanna, please don’t try and get yourself arrested again. Spending a night in the cells is a lot less fun than you might think.”

      “You told me you got a nice breakfast sandwich.”

      “That was in Montana. Things are a bit different down here in Las Vegas.”

      Nanna nodded. “Yes. I expect it’ll be a breakfast burrito instead of a breakfast sandwich. I wonder if they have hot sauce?”

      “Let’s hope you never find out,” Rosie told her. “Now come on, we don’t want to be late.”

      “I’ve just got to make a quick call,” I told Rosie. “See you at the car.”

      I called Mom up and told her we were coming over for lunch. Instead of being irritated at the last-minute notice, she was delighted. Moms are like that. If someone called me up and announced I had a group coming for lunch in half an hour, I’d be irritated beyond belief. But then I was neither a Mom nor a Nanna. Not yet.

      Not yet!? Where had that thought come from? Not ever, that was more like it. Definitely.

      Stone was still waiting for me when I hung up. We smiled at each other shyly.

      “I’ll walk you to the car,” he said.

      “And then you’ll join us for lunch?”

      He grinned. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “Stone, I…”

      Concern crept across his normally stoic face.

      “What is it?”

      “If you don’t mind, can we… not tell Nanna? And Mom, and Dad, and Rosie and… everyone else? Not yet, I mean.”

      Relief washed across his face.

      “Thank goodness that’s what you said. I was worried it might be… something else. But yes. Let’s have this for ourselves, for now.”

      I gave him another quick hug.

      “Thanks for understanding. Just for a little while. We’ll tell them soon. I mean, if you want to.”

      Stone took me by the shoulders and looked down into my eyes, his expression alarmingly serious.

      “I want to tell the whole world.”

      I gulped. Then I nodded and grinned, and we kissed again. Short and soft and sweet, but… somehow the Earth seemed to move beneath me.

      I wanted to tell the world, too. But not yet. We needed just a little time to ourselves, for us, first.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Just before I got in the car, Sue Giant called me. Anticipating news about accessing the newspaper archive photos, I quickly answered, with the intention of getting the details out of her as quickly as I could.

      “Hi, Sue, just on my way to lunch at my parents’ house so can’t talk long. Do you have news?”

      “Lunch? How wonderful! That’ll be easier than talking on the phone. I’ll see you there.”

      “Huh?” I said to no one, as Sue had already hung up.

      “Did you just invite Sue for lunch?” Rosie asked me.

      “The more, the merrier,” Nanna said as she climbed into the back seat.

      “I think I might have. Darn it.”

      When we arrived, Stone’s black Porsche was already parked in the driveway, as was Sue’s Rolls-Royce. I parked on the street outside, either so I could make a quick getaway, or so I wouldn’t have to move my vehicle when Sue left first. One or the other was bound to happen, I was sure.

      Inside, Sue Giant was drinking champagne in the kitchen with my mom and one of her protégé employees, an irritating puffed-up man called Jenks.

      “Tiffany, you must have a glass,” Sue said. “We’re celebrating. It’s genuine champagne, from my car cellar.”

      “Your what?”

      “Car cellar,” Jenks said with nasal pride. “It was my idea.”

      “He’s quite brilliant,” Sue said.

      Mom just raised a glass at me and took a gulp, shrugging her shoulders.

      “You see, not everywhere has genuine champagne. Your parents’ house, homey as it is, doesn’t even have a cellar.”

      “It’s true,” Mom confirmed. “No wine cellar. No humidor. We’re peasants.”

      “No, you are not! This is an absolutely lovely home.” I flashed Jenks my most laser-like glare. “People with cellars are the weird ones.”

      “Be that as it may,” Jenks said, “I suggested to Sue that she convert one of the seats of her car into a wine refrigerator. The front passenger seat is no more!”

      Sue nodded. “Brilliant, huh? As I have a chauffeur, the front passenger seat was entirely superfluous anyway.”

      “Oh, yeah, I bet that took a truly Giant mind to come up with.”

      Jenks beamed, his chest puffing up even more, as my mockery went over his head. It’s lucky it missed because if it had landed, he might well have popped, and no one wanted that.

      Stone entered the kitchen with Dad. Both of them had glasses of cola. I grabbed one for myself and another for Rosie. What kind of maniac drinks champagne at lunchtime midweek anyway?

      “You were saying you spent the night in a jail cell in Montana?” Stone said, mild amusement in his eyes.

      “Oh, yeah. That was nothing. Just some jumped-up deputy sheriff overreaching and overreacting. The real sheriff turned up in the morning and everything was sorted out. Not to worry.”

      “It was fun,” Rosie said. “Kind of like camping.”

      “Fun, except the guy we went to see was murdered,” I said with a sigh.

      “Coincidentally murdered,” Nanna said.

      I was already shaking my head before I could stop myself. I didn’t want to get into the case in Mom’s kitchen with Sue and Jenks present, but once everyone saw me shaking my head, it was too late.

      “This sounds interesting,” Sue said. “Tell us everything.”

      “I… don’t want to.”

      Sue and Jenks both tutted sternly.

      “You must,” Sue said. “If I’m to help you gain access to the newspaper archives, then I want to know all about it.”

      “It’ll be another useful case study for me as well,” Jenks said. “I shall visualize everything and then give you my expert opinion. Make sure you don’t skimp on the details.”

      “You can tell us over lunch,” Mom said. “It’s nearly ready. I hope pasta is all right because I didn’t leave myself much time to prepare.”

      Jenks caught Mom’s eye. “Sue has an excellent course on time management. If you can’t manage to cook lunch properly, then I think it’ll be very helpful to you.”

      “Mom has cooked a wonderful lunch,” I snapped at Jenks. “She was merely being modest, something you could do with learning yourself.”

      Jenks glanced at Sue with a questioning look in his eyes.

      Sue shook her head. “Modesty is overrated.” She looked at Jenks and raised her eyebrows. Jenks nodded back. Together, in unison, they chanted, “Being modest is being dishonest!”

      Sue giggled to herself and sipped more champagne. Jenks glowed with pride and puffed out his cheeks to match his puffed-out chest.

      “Sue has a course on getting over modesty as well,” Jenks said to Mom as if he thought she really were interested. “If you combine that with the time management course, you’ll be unstoppable!”

      “Mom doesn’t need any courses,” I answered for her. “Rosie, why don’t you lead them to the table. Stone and I will help carry everything in.”

      As soon as they were out the way, I apologized to Mom.

      “Sorry for springing lunch and Sue and Jenks on you. It just kind of all slipped out.”

      Mom shrugged. “She brought champagne; that makes up for a lot. Anyway, it’s nice to have a full house, even if I wasn’t expecting it.”

      “You’re the best, Mom.”

      “You are,” Stone agreed.

      “I know, dear.”

      Giggling, we carried salad and garlic bread and pasta and sauce through to the dining table. It was going to be a good meal, even if some of the company were questionable.

      Stone and I exchanged a secret glance and a sly smile as we took our places across from each other. I resisted an urge to lean over and take his hand. He looked like he wanted to do the same.

      Mom arrived with the final couple of bowls and set them down.

      Despite the fact Sue and Jenks were there, I felt strangely happy as we sat down to eat.

      My eyes kept glancing across to the other side of the table. My mind kept flitting back to the rally earlier, and how Stone had rescued me from the crowd.

      It was good that he was there.

      But it would be even better if he were always there.

      I smiled to myself. What was coming over me? Was it… sentimentality?

      “Why are you smiling?” Nanna asked curiously.

      “Hmm? Just glad of the company,” I said brightly.

      Nanna slowly nodded but didn’t look convinced. She thought something was up. But I wasn’t going to let her find out what it was just yet.

      For now, Stone and I were only for us and no one else.

      “There! You’re smiling again!”

      “Just happy you’re here and you didn’t get arrested, Nanna.” I addressed the table. “Let’s eat!”

      And so we did.
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      As we began to dive into the hastily prepared feast, Sue and Jenks began to quiz me on my case again. I tried to put them off, but they were seemingly fascinated by it. Irritated, I explained briefly what had happened.

      “And you think that your client had something to do with Jackson’s death?” Jenks asked, seemingly incredulous.

      “I just think it’s too much of a coincidence that a couple of days after tracking him down, he got murdered,” I said.

      Jenks was already shaking his head. “He could have been killed for any number of reasons. You haven’t visualized this properly.”

      I glared at him. “I don’t need to visualize it, I saw it.”

      “Tell her, Sue.”

      Sue beamed at me. “Visualization is an excellent technique for any situation. It’s what makes Jenks so successful.”

      Jenks wasn’t successful—except at transferring his own wealth to Sue through purchasing her courses and taking her classes.

      “What would Levi’s motive be?” Stone asked, giving me a deliciously intense look as he asked.

      Somehow, I didn’t mind answering Stone’s question. He was so much less irritating than any of the others.

      “Blackmail, maybe,” I said. “Jackson was blackmailing other people up in Montana. Perhaps he had something on Levi Aaronston as well.”

      Stone nodded slowly. “After all these years, though?”

      I shrugged. “I know, it seems like a long time to wait. But perhaps Jackson only recently really got into blackmailing and realized he had a few things he could hold over people he knew in Las Vegas. People like Levi. Perhaps Jackson had some photos of him that looked incriminating, or perhaps he witnessed something long ago that he decided he wanted to use on him now.”

      Jenks was shaking his head. “You said Levi is a detective. A police officer!”

      “That’s right.”

      “I hardly think suspecting a police officer is suitable behavior for a PI. It’s quite inappropriate, in fact. I’d never do such a thing.” I didn’t give two cents what Jenks would or wouldn’t do. “I think you’re becoming obsessive.”

      Jenks looked to Sue for approval and got it in the form of her lifting her champagne glass at him.

      “Yes, you might be obsessed,” Sue mused. “There’s good obsession and bad obsession. This sounds like the bad kind to me.”

      “I’m not obsessed,” I snapped. “I just think it’s weird the guy was murdered right after I handed over his details. That’s all. It’s perfectly reasonable!”

      Rosie leaped to my defense. “It is reasonable. Sure, there are coincidences, but we think that’s far too unlikely.”

      “I run courses on overcoming obsessive behavior,” Sue said. “They’re very good, aren’t they, Jenks?”

      “The best in the world!”

      “I don’t need to take a course. There’s nothing wrong with me.”

      “The situation sounds very suspect,” Stone said in my support.

      “But we talked about this,” Nanna said. “About how coincidences happen all the time, but we only notice them when they’re relevant to us?”

      “Gah! I wish this topic had never been brought up!”

      Jenks reached across the table to pat my hand, but I yanked it away and shoved some more spaghetti in my mouth to stop me from saying something nasty. Jenks turned to Sue and shook his head, apparently conveying more information about me.

      “I’m not sure I should get you access to that newspaper archive,” Sue said. “Feeding an obsession can make it worse.”

      I chewed my food hard and swallowed. I turned my voice to pure sweetness.

      “Sue, I’d hate for you to go back on your word. It wouldn’t set a good example, would it? And I can assure you, I’m not obsessed. I’m just curious. A curious mind is a Giant mind, isn’t that what you say?”

      Sue frowned quizzically and looked to Jenks to check, who quickly shook his head. Sue turned back to me.

      “That isn’t one of my sayings, no.”

      “It should be,” Rosie said. “It was very wise.”

      “Curiosity killed the cat,” Jenks declared.

      “Curiosity is the mother of invention,” Nanna countered.

      “That’s necessity,” Mom corrected. “Necessity is the mother of invention.”

      “And curiosity is its aunt,” I added.

      “Is that so?” Sue nodded to herself. “I like that. Yes, I like that a lot. Take a note of that, Jenks.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Jenks proceeded to screw his eyes tightly shut, and then we saw him silently mouthing, “Curiosity is the aunt of invention.”

      “You’re still getting me that invite to the newspaper archive, right?”

      Sue conceded that she would, though she extracted a promise from me that I wouldn’t be obsessive over it. I just about managed to not lose my cool. Every time I got close, I found myself glancing across the table and absorbing a little bit of Stone’s stoic calm instead. But every time I did that, Nanna seemed to latch onto me with a hawk-like gaze.

      Just as I’d finished wiping up the sauce on my plate with a piece of garlic bread, my phone rang.

      “Better take this.” Too many eyes swiveled my way. “It’s a different case.”

      I went right out into the driveway to answer the phone call from Krista’s parents. They were both on the line, talking on speaker.

      “We need an update,” said her father, Chuck.

      “We called her last night and when she answered, there was clanging in the background,” Krista’s mother Wendy said. “It was most odd.”

      “What is going on out there? Have you actually seen her?”

      “Mm, yes, we have seen her. She looks to be very well. She’s not involved in anything bad, I can assure you. She looks very healthy, and she’s very busy with her studies.”

      “That’s not good enough. We need to know exactly what she’s up to.”

      “Did you know, she’s actually quite interested in cooking.” If I laid the right groundwork, perhaps it would make things easier for her going forward.

      “Cooking? Oh, no. Oh no, no, no, that’s not on.”

      “That’s no good.”

      “She doesn’t need to cook.”

      “We should increase her allowance so she doesn’t ever need to.”

      “She needs to focus on her studies, not on cooking like a… like a…” Wendy searched for the word. “…like a cook,” she finished triumphantly as the elusive piece of vocabulary was finally caught.

      “I worked with a multiple Michelin-starred chef recently,” I said, “he was very rich and very successful. He has restaurants in London and Paris and New York and Las Vegas.”

      “I’m sorry, but what?”

      “Yes, what is this jibber jabber? We’re not interested in cooks or cooking. We’re interested in a full report on what our daughter is up to. She needs to focus on her studies, and we need to make sure that’s what she is doing. I hope you’re not wasting our time, dilly-dallying around to bulk up your bill. We’re happy to pay any reasonable amount, but we want swift action.”

      “Right, yes. It’s all coming together. Expect more details shortly. I have to go, my assistant is—” I hung up the phone to save myself from having to tell a lie to my clients—my only ones currently, since Levi had let us go.

      Back inside, I found everyone still sitting around the dinner table.

      “If I’d known I was coming, I would have brought dessert,” Nanna was saying as I entered.

      “Me too,” Sue said, “but Tiffany invited me at the very last minute.”

      “And me,” Jenks added.

      I was tempted to add that neither of them had been invited but kept that observation to myself.

      “Rosie?” I said. “That was our client. We have to get going.”

      She was on her feet in an instant.

      “Yes, boss!”

      “I do wish you’d just call her Tiffany,” Nanna said to Rosie scoldingly.

      Rosie shook her head. “I like calling her boss. I tried Miss T a couple of times, but it sounded like a weather report.”

      “And hopefully, she won’t be a miss for much longer,” Mom said.

      Now we really had to get out of there.

      “Nice seeing you all! Bye!”

      Stone and I locked eyes for a second before I got out the door. His eyebrows barely twitched—I hate to see you go, but I’ll call you, and we’ll do something very soon, I miss you already, they seemed to say. Or perhaps I was reading too much into it. Nah, that’s definitely what he meant.

      With a wave over my shoulder, Rosie and I got out of there.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled away from the house with my assistant by my side.

      “So what’s up?” Rosie asked. “Are we going to follow Krista around?”

      “Huh? No. I just couldn’t put up with Jenks and Sue any longer. Hopefully, Stone and Nanna will kick them out soon so that Mom and Dad don’t have to put up with them all afternoon.”

      “Oh, I don’t know, I think your mom was enjoying that champagne,” Rosie said with a giggle. “She said if Sue brings champagne, she’s welcome any time. So, what are we going to do?”

      “Let’s head home and start digging into Levi a bit more.”

      “But not in an obsessive way,” Rosie said.

      “Right. Exactly. In a completely non-obsessive way. I want to find out more about this little trip to Los Angeles he supposedly took.”

      “That, and everything else we can uncover about him?”

      “Exactly,” I said with a grin. “All I want to know is anything and everything. That’ll do me fine.”

      We drove along in companionable silence for a few minutes while I kept thinking about Levi Aaronston. Finally, Rosie interrupted my reverie, with a hesitant question.

      “So, uh, boss, did you speak to Stone?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Stone. Did you speak to him?”

      “Sure. We just had lunch together.” I looked at Rosie as if examining her for lost marbles. “You were there.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Rosie said, a little sullenness in her voice.

      “Just… just let’s focus on Levi, okay?”

      “Whatever you say, boss. I’ll try and be less curious.”

      “Don’t be less curious, just be—”

      “Less curious about your exciting love life?”

      “Exactly! And it’s not exciting.”

      “That’s not what I’ve heard,” Rosie said quietly.

      “What does that mean? What have you heard?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Just that you’ve been with a lot of men.”

      “What? Who said that?”

      “Nanna,” Rosie said with a grin. “She said there was some cop named Ryan, she said you and Emily’s husband—before they got together—had a thing, she said there was this guy who sold pots and pans, she said you went on a speed dating thing with, like, ten guys, and she said Ian set you up with some guys from his secret society, and there was the blind date I set you up on. And that’s only going back a couple of years.”

      “It’s not that many. I just didn’t find the right person.”

      “Except you did. You just won’t admit it.”

      Little did Rosie know, I already had admitted it. And now Stone and I were… Well, whatever we were, we were something.

      We arrived back at our apartment building and I went to find a parking spot.

      “Let’s just focus on the case,” I suggested. “Levi Aaronston is hiding something, I’m sure of it.”

      “Whatever you say, boss!”

      If it wasn’t quite a ringing endorsement of support, it was near enough.

      Every now and then, I kept getting this little swelling feeling in my chest. It happened every time I thought back to the rally we were at earlier.

      And what Stone had said.

      And what Stone had done.

      It was weird how something so small, like a brief touching of lips, could mean so much.

      And yet, it did.
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      Rosie and I got to work investigating Levi Aaronston’s supposed trip to Los Angeles. I wanted to find out whether he could have slipped away during the trip for a quick fifteen hour or so trip to Montana. Okay, quick may not have been the operative word, but the idea was all there.

      I spent most of my time on hold to an airline. There weren’t many flights to Billings that didn’t have layovers way too long to have made Levi Aaronston’s trip untenable. While I waited to be put through, I set my phone on speaker and had it play the supposedly soothing—actually highly irritating—music in the background while I waited for the customer service representative. Apparently, according to the recorded message, they were experiencing exceptional caller numbers. Yeah, right. More like they didn’t want to hire enough people to answer their customers' calls in a timely manner—important customers like me… who had never used their airline. Still, I was a potential customer, wasn’t I?

      Soon Rosie was ushering me to come and sit around her side of the big glass table at which me, her, and Snowflake were working. Snowflake had taken on a supervisory position, sitting up at the end of the table and observing us like a judgmental taskmaster, occasionally doing a patrol around the circumference, collecting little strokes on her furry head as she did a closeup inspection of our work.

      “Look at this,” Rosie said. “He posted a lot of photos during his trip. It averages out to about one every three or four hours.”

      My shoulders slumped.

      “So there was no time for him to get away to Montana?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. He might have posted all these photos to invent an alibi. Look at them. He’s not even in most of them.”

      Rosie began to scroll through them. There was a photo of Levi standing outside a courthouse, and of him standing in the lobby of a hotel, but most of the photos were of landmarks or other objects. There were photos of various stars in the ground on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, there was a photo of bodybuilders posing for photos at Muscle Beach, and photos of countless cups of coffee and plates of food.

      “Let me check something,” Rosie suggested.

      She copied out the photos from Muscle Beach and did a quick search for those specific photos.

      “Aha!” Rosie’s eyes lit up with delight. She’d found something. “He didn’t take those pictures! He stole them from the web!”

      I tried to control my excitement. “Maybe he took photos, but they weren’t very good, so he used someone else’s,” I suggested.

      “I guess that’s possible.”

      “But good work, Rosie! It pokes a hole in his alibi but doesn’t quite destroy it yet. Perhaps you can go through his older feed and see if he makes a habit of using fake photos.”

      “Will do, boss.”

      From my phone beside me, the recorded music emanating as I waited to be connected to a customer service representative came to a halt, interrupted mid-melody by a telephone ringing, and finally, being answered.

      “Hi, this is Charlene, how may I be of assistance today?”

      “Hi Charlene! I hope you’re doing well today. I was just calling because I needed to check the flight details of an expense for one of our detectives here at Las Vegas Metro police.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am?”

      “I just need to confirm the flights taken by Detective Levi Aaronston. He’s a neat freak, and he deleted all the confirmation emails for his flights, and now they’ve been completely lost. He’s hopeless! We need them for accounting purposes, for his expenses. I need you to confirm and send me the details and cost of a flight he took last week to Montana.”

      “Ma’am, I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      “Just search for the name Levi Aaronston,” I urged, trying to keep my voice sweet and pleasant.

      “Ma’am, data control regulations don’t allow me to do that. You’ll need to get your detective to obtain the information himself. Perhaps he can look in his computer’s virtual trash can. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “Anything else,” I muttered under my breath. She hadn’t helped me at all, so there couldn’t be anything else. It should just be anything. “If you can just confirm that he flew to an airport in Montana?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Fine.”

      The call was disconnected.

      “How many flights are there from LA to Billings or other nearby airports?” Rosie asked.

      “Direct ones? Virtually none. They go via Denver or Salt Lake City. There are some longer routes, but then he’d have spent days traveling.”

      “Hmm.” Rosie tapped her fingers on the table. “We can prove he might have left LA, but we can’t prove he went to Montana. Maybe we should work it from another angle?”

      “Motive.”

      Rosie nodded.

      “Exactly. Motive. What do we have so far?”

      “We know Jackson Mollier was blackmailing people up in Montana. If he tried the same thing with Levi, that would be a good motive.”

      “How would he do that, all the way up there?”

      “It would have to be something from the past to make sense, I think. I’m sure he didn’t sneak back down to Las Vegas to try and snap compromising pictures after all these years. No, it would have to be something he discovered a long time ago and sat on until recently.”

      “Why would he wait until now to start trying to blackmail him?”

      “I don’t know. Has Levi come into some money recently that makes him a more tempting target? Or perhaps Mollier had more fear of targeting a cop in his younger years, despite having something worthwhile, but more recently he’d grown in confidence? Or perhaps he’d become desperate for cash for some reason and went after Levi despite the increased risk. There are plenty of possible reasons why he might have left him alone in the past but gone after him now.”

      “But it’s probably something photographic. The sheriff didn’t mention anything they found in the house that connected Jackson to Levi?”

      “Nope. But they were most likely still cataloging items retrieved from the home, so perhaps something will come up. In the meantime, I really want to dig into Mollier’s photos in the archives. Sue better come through soon, or I’ll have to find another route to get in there.”

      “What about Jack?” Rosie was suggesting my friend Emily’s husband, Jack Weber, the owner of the Tremonte resort and influential businessman in the city. He could probably pull some strings, too.

      “I should have gone to him first. But now Sue’s made inquiries, I’ll look too pushy if I set another businessperson on the task. I think I better leave it with Sue for now, but if she doesn’t come through in a day or two, I’ll see what Jack can do. I’ll send Sue another reminder message now.”

      “Okay, good plan. I wish there was something more we could do first.”

      “Me too.” Rosie and I looked at each other across the table.

      Snowy tilted her head. Meow?

      We grinned.

      There was something we could do.

      And we were going to do it.
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      Levi Aaronston was at work when we arrived at his home, and that’s just where we hoped he would stay. It was a small house on a pretty big lot in an older suburb. He was divorced and had bought himself the place after his wife had left him. It was a little pokey and a little old, but he wasn’t a rich man, so it was all he could afford.

      We parked on the street a block away and walked back to the house, glancing around for nosy neighbors before quickly slipping up the driveway. Rosie already had the picks out of her pocket before we reached the door and started working on the lock while I rang the bell. If we heard sounds of life within, Rosie would whip the picks back out before anyone was the wiser.

      Rosie’s hands held still while we listened intently. Nothing. Rosie looked up at me and I gave her a nod. With little twists of both her wrists, and a skilled wriggling of her fingers, there was a click as the door unlocked.

      “You’re getting fast at that.”

      “Practice makes perfect!”

      And I knew she did practice—in the evenings she would often sit in front of the television, a series of different padlocks on her lap as she practiced opening each one at greater and greater speed. She was probably faster than me now. I’d taken great pride in learning the skill a few years earlier, but I’d never become obsessed with increasing my speed to the level Rosie was now at.

      We slipped inside and quickly closed the door behind us, giving a final glance to make sure we weren’t being observed. It was all clear. It was the kind of neighborhood where pretty much everyone worked or was in school and was deathly quiet until the end of the day.

      The home was on one floor, and thankfully there wasn’t too much to it. A quick glance revealed a master bedroom and two others, one of which had been turned into a home office.

      In the hallway, we took note of some framed photos on the wall.

      “That’s the guy he was with the first time we met him.” Rosie indicated a photo of Levi holding up a large fish he had just caught, while beside him stood his friend giving a thumbs-up and a giant grin. “And so’s that one.” The next photo showed them standing by a tent in the wilderness.

      “And this must be his kids,” I said. Levi was standing with two young teenagers who were smiling awkwardly at the camera. Levi looked to be roughly the same age he was now, so that one was probably recent.

      After a few moments examining the photos, we split up. Rosie went to check out the living room and kitchen followed by the master bedroom, while I was going to thoroughly search his office. It seemed the most likely spot for anything incriminatory.

      The first thing I did was turn on his computer, and then while it slowly booted up, I began to examine the rest of the room. There was a threadbare old carpet on the floor, and both the computer desk and office chair were old and battered, wobbly, and marred with scratches. They looked more like they’d come out of the trash than being a proud purchase after getting his own place.

      I opened the built-in closet and found it stacked full of boxes. It would take forever to go through them all. I lifted a couple of lids and found one full of old magazines, another with old sports and hobby equipment, and a third full of old dining plates. A cursory glance suggested that the rest of the stuff was also stored junk rather than signs of recent criminal activity, but there wouldn’t be time to check them all. I moved on.

      There was an old sofa against one wall, and above it was a row of picture frames. When I got close, my eyebrows went up and I whistled. In each picture frame was a clipping of a newspaper story.

      “Must be his successes,” I muttered to myself.

      Each clipping had some kind of celebratory headline. Husband Killer Caught!, Hit-and-Run Driver Found! Life For Gang Killer, and so on.

      Rosie came in behind me and started peering at the clippings.

      “Aha!” Rosie said, jabbing her finger at one right up against the wall. “Suspect Named in Paul Hanover Murder Case,” she read. Above the headline was a photo of a younger-looking Bruester Clemence.

      “He wasn’t on the case,” I said, tapping my chin thoughtfully. “He was kicked off. It was Detective Wallace Harvan who caught Bruester Clemence. That’s the guy the protestors wanted investigated.”

      “I guess he still felt a connection to it,” Rosie said. “Maybe he had another picture frame he wanted to fill up.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Grab some pictures, would you?”

      Rosie began to photograph the various clippings on the wall, while I went and sat back down at the computer. I was immediately presented with a password screen. I took a couple of guesses—0000, Levi, and 1234—but didn’t get anywhere.

      “Can you do anything with this?” I called to Rosie.

      She shook her head. “Not here and now. Jan could probably do something with it, but we’d need to take it away with us.”

      “We can’t do that. Not unless we fake a burglary. I don’t want to go down that route, at least not yet.”

      Rosie crouched down next to the computer desk and picked up a mesh trashcan.

      “Good idea.”

      Rosie upended it, and we crouched down together to go through the trash. There were a few pieces of junk mail, a couple of old pens that didn’t work, and then some candy wrappers. Rosie held one up to the light.

      “Mrs. Norris’s Traditional Cocoa Molasses Toffee,” Rosie read. “You ever heard of it?”

      “Nope. Sounds artisanal.”

      “It sounds like the kind of thing you might get in a small town in Montana,” Rosie mused.

      “It sure does. Take that wrapper, Rosie.”

      She stuffed it into her pocket.

      “Shall I look through the boxes in the closet? I didn’t find anything in the rest of the house.”

      I was about to answer when something made me stop.

      A noise.

      From the front door.

      A key was sliding into the lock. I glanced over at Rosie, and she was already moving. The room had one window, an old-fashioned one which lifted up. Rosie stood in front of it, undid the clasp at the top, and lifted it at the same time we heard the front door close.

      Rosie leaned out the window and then tumbled head first. I dived out after her, landing on top of my unfortunate assistant. After hurrying to my feet, I reached up and pulled the window down as gently as I could, getting it back in place with barely a whisper of a sound.

      “Ow, ow, ow,” Rosie complained under her breath as she got back to her feet.

      I looked down. Rosie had landed on top of a nasty-looking, low-lying, sprawling cactus, and the front of her clothes was covered in little spikes. I guessed a lot more had gone in underneath.

      I winced at her in sympathy and then grabbed her hand. Ducking low, we circumnavigated the house and finally sprinted out down the driveway, hoping no one would see. Rosie was slower than usual, no doubt due to the perforations she’d suffered from the cactus. I had one or two little spikes digging into my own legs, but Rosie had taken the brunt of it.

      Back on the street, we straightened up and tried to look less like fleeing burglars as we headed back to the car.

      “He must have finished work early.”

      Rosie nodded unhappily, her face stretched in a pain-filled wince.

      “Are you okay? How many spikes got you?”

      Rosie looked down at herself. “I think… all of them.”

      “Let’s get you home. We’ll call it a day, okay? Or do you want a doctor?”

      “No. I think I just need tweezers and a couple of hours.”

      I patted her on the shoulder and she yelped.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      “That’s okay,” Rosie said, but it didn’t sound like she meant it. My poor assistant was in pain.

      Rosie climbed into the car gingerly and was mostly quiet on the way back to our apartment building.

      Back at home, Rosie said a quiet goodbye as she hurried into her apartment to begin taking out her cactus spikes. I, meanwhile, had two other things on my mind.

      The first thing I did was send another message to Sue Giant about getting access to that newspaper archive. She still hadn’t gotten back to me, and I was beginning to wonder whether it was ever going to happen.

      After that, I microwaved some dinner and then settled down to my main task for the evening: researching Mrs. Norris’s Traditional Cocoa Molasses Toffee.

      My first internet search proved fruitless. It didn’t look like Mrs. Norris went in for websites or online marketing campaigns. In fact, as far as I could tell, the candy didn’t even exist.

      Stumped for a moment, I had an idea. It was time for some proper old-fashioned sleuthing. I pulled up an online map of Montana and made myself a list of rest stops on all the major roads that passed within a hundred miles or so of Bear's Creek, and their phone numbers. Then I got to work.

      One after the other, I called up the service areas, asking them if they sold Mrs. Norris’s candy. And one after the other, they said, Huh? or, Mrs. Who?, or Sorry hon, we don’t got none of that there candy here or words to that effect.

      After an hour of frustration, I searched for candy stores instead, and to my horror I saw there were dozens and dozens of them. And most of them were closed for the night already. In preparation for calling the following day, I began to make myself a new list so I could start calling again during business hours. I figured I could get Rosie to help as well. If we could prove that it was a local candy from Montana, we’d know Levi had been in the state despite his denials.

      At just before midnight, I checked my phone. Sue still hadn’t replied to me. I sent her another message, ending it with a dozen question marks for good luck. If she didn’t get me into that newspaper archive soon, I was going to take matters out of her hands and hand them over to Jack Weber.

      Yawning, I lay back on the sofa to think about the case.

      And then, without planning to, I fell asleep and had the best night’s sleep I’d had in a long time.
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      I was woken only when something crashed into my chest.

      “Huh, huh, what?” I muttered and moaned like a zombie on a bad day.

      Meow.

      Something soft nuzzled up against me.

      “Snowy. What are you doing here?”

      I rubbed my eyes and blinked.

      “Hi, boss! I brought you breakfast. We tried to call, but you didn’t answer.”

      “I think I left my phone in the bedroom. I was on the computer last night and fell asleep on the sofa. You brought Snowy over for a visit, huh?”

      “Yep. She told me she wanted to go out, so here we are.”

      “She told you?”

      Meow. Snowy settled down on top of me and began to gently knead at my top with her claws.

      “I intuited it. We have an understanding, me and Snowy.”

      “Right.” I blinked some more. “You brought breakfast? What is it?”

      “Something incredible. At least I hope so.”

      “You don’t know so?”

      “I have a feeling it’s going to be great. Don’t move, you don’t want to upset Snowy. I’ll bring you some over.” Rosie stuck a cup of takeout coffee down on the table next to me first and then went into my little kitchen to unpack and plate whatever this mystery breakfast was.

      “Close your eyes!”

      Wary of a trap, I hesitated, but then Snowy stuck a claw in extra hard, and I took that as a sign to do as I was told. I scrunched up my eyes and waited for Rosie to reappear.

      “Tada!”

      I opened my eyes to see a plate in front of me. When I saw what was on it, I was momentarily confused. It looked like a cupcake… but wrong.

      Pushing myself up ever so slightly—to Snowy’s consternation—I gave it a second look. And a third.

      “What is it? It looks glorious.”

      The plate Rosie held contained this cupcake-looking-thing that seemed to be made of the wrong material. Instead of a light spongey base, it looked to be made up of lots of little layers in a yellowish-brown color.

      “Cupcake pancakes! Or a pancake-cupcake. Krista said we can call it whatever we want. Instead of normal pancakes, she’s used crêpes. It gives it more layers.”

      “Krista? You saw her?”

      “Yep! She tried to call you, but you didn’t answer, so she called me instead. She wanted to thank us for not ratting her out to her parents yet. Krista says she just needs a little bit more time. Anyway, she made us these lovely pancake-cupcakes in the meantime. Enjoy!”

      Rosie set the pancake-cupcake down beside me.

      “Sorry, Snowy.”

      To a yowl of complaint, I sat up and moved Snowflake onto a spot beside me. She flashed me an angry look and then began to groom herself, projecting a supercilious air that would have been irritating if it had come from a human but was just cute coming from her. I picked up my fork and plate and carved off a little bit of my breakfast.

      Then another.

      And another.

      “This is divine!” I yelled out.

      Rosie returned from the kitchen with a plate of her own and sat down at my dining table with it, turning her chair at an angle to face me. She took a taste, and I watched her in anticipation.

      Rosie’s eyebrows went up.

      “This is incredible!” It looked like she wanted to expand on the idea, but not as much as she wanted to expand her waistline by diving into the rest of it. She took another big forkful. I stopped focusing on her, satisfied that she was enjoying it at an appropriate level, and dived back into my own plate.

      Two minutes later, we were both done.

      “That’s the best wakeup breakfast I’ve ever had,” I said. “Krista is amazing.”

      “She has to become a chef of some kind,” Rosie said. “She just has to. Imagine her wasting her life away as a doctor when she could be feeding us this every day!”

      “You’re not wrong. Goodness, I hope she gets that internship and her parents can be persuaded.”

      “She’ll have to rebel against them if they can’t. Her food’s too good to be abandoned.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” I remembered the conversation I’d had with her parents the day before, though, and my heart sunk a little for Krista. They really didn’t seem keen on her cooking. It was going to be a tough sell, but with food like this… it would have to be done.

      “How are the cactus thorns?”

      Rosie winced at the memory. “It wasn’t quite as bad as it felt. I got them all out, eventually. Sorry, I didn’t get a chance to look into that candy company. I was going to do it last night, but I ended up spending a few more hours than I expected with the tweezers.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I started looking into it. I called a dozen truck stops in range of Bear's Creek.”

      “Yeah? Any of them sell it?”

      “No.”

      “We should try candy stores next, I bet there are a ton of them around Montana.”

      “Yep. I made up a list. We can start calling them later.”

      I carried my plate into the kitchen and stuck it by the sink, then I went into the bedroom to grab my phone. I checked the messages. There was nothing from Sue.

      >Hello??? I typed out.

      >I need to get in the newspaper archives!! If you can’t do it, just say so! I’ll ask someone else!

      Back in the living room, Rosie had more news for me.

      “Uh, we should drop by your parents’ again later this morning.”

      “Yeah?” I furrowed my brow. “Don’t tell me they called you as well this morning?”

      “No…”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Sue did. She’s arranged some kind of party or something. I’m not quite sure.”

      “Sue Giant has arranged a party, in the morning, at my parents’ house, at the last minute?”

      “Umm.” Rosie shrugged. “Yes? To be honest, she woke me up, and then Krista started calling trying to get through, so I didn’t ask any questions. I just said okay and hung up, so I could see what Krista wanted. Sorry, boss.”

      “Don’t be sorry! That’s fine. You did great. Thanks for taking the message. I’m just surprised at the very idea of it. What is she playing at?”

      “I don’t know. Shall we look into this candy wrapper some more?”

      “Sure, why not. I’ll start calling candy stores. Shall I send you half the list?”

      Rosie shook her head. “Let me do a little digging of my own. I know a forum for candy enthusiasts online, I can probably dig something up there.”

      “I did a search with Google…”

      Rosie laughed. “Oh, this stuff doesn’t show up on Google. It’s a secret community of sweet tooths. Only people in the know can use it.”

      “And that includes you?” I asked, surprised.

      There was a lot I didn’t know about Rosie’s past—and apparently being part of a secret candy fraternity was part of it.

      “Yeah. I used to be pretty into it, but then I realized all that sugar was bad for me. I went cold turkey a few years back. No more candy collecting for me.”

      “Huh. You keep surprising me, Rosie. In your old sweet tooth days, you never heard of Mrs. Norris?”

      “No, but that’s not surprising. There are thousands of artisanal candy makers across the country. And don’t even get me started on the international candy scene. Some of the stuff they do with boiled sugar, cream, and flavorings in England is just next level. I mean…” Rosie shook her head in disbelief at the memories. “But I better not get into that. Let me see what I can find.”

      Rosie sat down with her phone and began to search around. Snowflake walked over, forgave me, and promptly sat on my lap to apparently prevent me from moving. I pulled up my list of candy stores, but with Rosie now on the hunt for the candy, I knew it would be pointless. She had expertise I just didn’t have in the world of candy.

      “Ooh,” Rosie said a couple of minutes later, “listen to this. ‘Mrs. Norris molasses toffee is simply sublime. Combining the perfect mix of richness and chewiness with a sweetness that doesn’t overpower, she’s knocked it out of the park. Next time you’re in Idaho, don’t miss out. In fact, it may even be worth planning your next family vacation around a trip to her store.’” Rosie looked at me expectantly. “Neat, huh?”

      “Idaho?” I repeated.

      Rosie nodded.

      “Is that the only place it’s available? No wonder I didn’t have any luck with the truck stops.”

      “Looks like it. But someone could have bought it and sold it in an online marketplace. Sweet tooths order stuff from all round the world. He could have had it sent right here to Las Vegas.”

      “Idaho…” I mused.

      “Do we have any links to Idaho?”

      “No. But if you were to drive from Las Vegas to Montana, you’d pass right through it. A corner of it, anyway. Whereabouts in the state is Mrs. Norris based?”

      “Chubbock,” Rosie said with a frown. “Never heard of it.”

      “Me neither.” But I was already pulling it up on my phone. The wonder that was the internet showed me its location in the southeast corner of the state. “Aha! It’s right on the route!”

      “Las Vegas to Billings?”

      “Yep. You’d pass right on through it.”

      “And, uh, when would Levi have driven there…?” Rosie asked tentatively. “It’s got to be a fifteen or twenty-hour drive.”

      She wasn’t wrong. But there was a connection, there had to be. Levi having a candy wrapper from a place smack bang on the route you’d take driving up to Montana. It would be some coincidence if there wasn’t. And two big coincidences, both involving Levi Aaronston, were beyond credibility. At least beyond my credibility.

      “I’m going to poke around the forums and see whether Levi is a member,” Rosie said. “Maybe we can figure out whether he ordered the candy online.”

      I was sure he hadn’t, but it would be some good sleuth work, nonetheless.

      “Okay, you do that. When do we have to go to Mom’s?”

      “Uh, we better head off pretty soon. I’ll start searching on the way.”

      “I don’t suppose there are any more pancake-cupcakes going, are there?”

      “Afraid not, boss. There were just the two of them.”

      “I guess they were pretty big,” I lamented. “Okay, I better get ready. Goodness knows what Sue has planned for us. Speaking of which, I’m going to send her another message. She’s been ghosting me.”

      I pulled myself up off the sofa and got to it. Message Sue, shower, clothes, message Sue again with extra punctuation for emphasis, and then we were out the door.
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      When we got to Mom’s the front door was opened by… Ian?!

      I took a step back and let out a bit of a screech. It wasn’t actually Ian; it was somehow something even worse. It was a person with a color printout of Ian’s face turned into a mask and stuck over their own.

      “Hello! I’m Ian!” said the woman behind the mask, putting on a voice that was far deeper than the real Ian’s in an attempt at reproducing the masculinity of a man—if that wasn’t too grand a word for Ian—that she’d never met.

      Rosie covered her mouth as she giggled. “Letty!”

      “Letty?” I repeated, the name ringing a bell. “John Longstreet theater!”

      ‘Ian’ nodded her head with a happy bounce.

      I turned to Rosie for an explanation. She was a member of the John Longstreet theater amateur actors’ group, and Letty’s appearance here, wearing Ian’s mask, was surely her doing.

      “Sorry, boss. I didn’t know about that. Sue asked if I knew anyone who could play a role. I didn’t quite realize what it was.”

      “What is going on?” I demanded. “Why would Sue want my old assistant’s face stuck on top of an actress’s? What kind of weird party is she throwing this morning?”

      “You’d better come in and find out,” Fake Ian said. The unwavering smile plastered onto the mask was unnerving, as were the staring eyes that never moved.

      I nudged Rosie for another explanation, but she couldn’t give me one. She just muttered something about not knowing what it was about. Whatever it was, something very odd indeed was going on.

      We followed Fake Ian into the den where the ‘party’ was taking place.

      Some party.

      The party consisted of an array of people sitting in a large semicircle of arranged sofas, armchairs, and dining chairs that had been pulled over to provide extra seating.

      Mom and Dad gave me tight, nervous smiles as they waved a little greeting at me from the sofa. Beside them were Nanna and Wes. In the armchair that was usually Dad’s, Sue Giant was sitting, looking rather queen-like. It was the tiara floating on top of her coiffed golden hair, just above her unlined forehead, which gave her the day’s regal look. That and the expensive jewelry she was draped in.

      Beside Sue, on one of the dining chairs, sat Jenks, looking more puffed-up than ever. He sat with a ramrod straight back, and his penguin-like chest seemed stuffed with extra arrogance that morning, thrust out like it might pop.

      Fake Ian sat down next to someone else, who also made me nearly scream when they looked up at me. They, too, had a face stuck on top of their own, and this one was of Sally, Ian’s fiancée. The way the paper was bent around her face, it gave the fake Sally a manic leer that made me want to put a stake through her. With a closer look, I realized it was another one of Rosie’s acting companions.

      On another dining chair sat a puzzled-looking Stone. He clearly didn’t know what was going on. Beside him sat Jim and Jen, both of them with their usual happy, perky grins on their faces, though with a slight air of worry in their eyes. They knew what was going on here, I could tell.

      Beside the two podcasters sat a muscular man in a sleeveless dark blue muscle shirt. His name was Theodore, and he was a fitness instructor and also a podcaster. Like most of them, I couldn’t quite figure out why he was there or what the heck kind of party this even was.

      Just beyond Theodore were Karma and Glen, neighbors from our apartment building. Karma was a retired hippie, while Glen was a retired baker and a fellow connoisseur of cupcakes, as well as Wes’ brother. I wished I’d taken a photo of my breakfast to show him. I knew he’d be impressed. He’d probably be annoyed I hadn’t saved him any, though, so perhaps it was for the best.

      And that wasn’t all. Sitting in another armchair was my great uncle Joe, and sitting cross-legged on the floor beside him—there wasn’t room for more seats—was my cousin Midori, a grad student at the university.

      It was like a family reunion combined with a whole bunch of people from old cases, all crammed together in my parents’ home.

      “Uh, hi?” I said to everyone. All eyes were on me. “What’s going on?”

      Before anyone could answer, Sue clapped her hands together half a dozen times to get everyone’s attention, my question being instantly forgotten as all attention swiveled to the magnate. I guessed we’d all find out momentarily. Sue gave a quick nod to Jenks, who hopped to his feet and walked over to the corner of the room where a camera was sitting on a tripod. He touched a button and a red light turned on, indicating this was being recorded.

      It was all so weird; I didn’t know what to think.

      “Ian, Sally, Levi,” Sue said, snapping her fingers at the mention of each name. “Formal faces, please.”

      Fake Ian and Fake Sally pulled off their horrible face masks, to my temporary relief. They then reached down and each pulled out the strangest piece of headgear I’d ever seen. They were baseball caps, except on the front of them was attached a tablet that covered the wearer’s face. But on the screen of the tablet was…

      “Hi, Tiff!” Ian said loudly, his image being sent via video call from the cruise ship he was currently sailing on. Then slightly quieter, “wave, puppet.”

      Letty raised a hand and waved at Ian’s command.

      “Hi, Tiffany!” Sally said from next to Ian. On that screen, a sun-kissed Sally was beaming at me. She sure looked good. I guessed taking a vacation for months on end would do that to you.

      “Uh, hi? What in goodness’s name is going on here?”

      “Take a seat,” Sue commanded.

      At Sue’s words, Jenks hopped to his feet and dragged over a chair into the center of the semicircle. I turned to Rosie to see what she made of it, but she’d slipped away and was now perched on the end of the sofa beside Nanna.

      “Me?”

      “Of course, you!” Ian said from Letty’s face. “This is your party, Tiff.”

      Hesitantly, I sat down. As soon as I had, Jenks hurried back to his place beside Sue, looking very satisfied with himself.

      “You know it’s not my birthday, right?”

      They chuckled politely at my joke. It was not a party atmosphere, no matter what Rosie had told me.

      “We’ve gathered here today to help you, Tiffany,” Sue said, her voice dripping with grandiosity.

      “Help me? With what?”

      Despite searching my mind, I couldn’t think of anything. It wasn’t like I’d ordered a whole truckload of flatpack furniture and needed the assistance of a giant group led by a Giant irritation.

      Then a thought crossed my mind. Was it to do with Stone? Had they found out? Were they all there to put a stop to us? It didn’t make a lick of sense, but then again, all of them being there for my benefit didn’t make a whole lot of sense either. I looked over at him, and he twitched his lips, as if to say, I don’t know quite what’s going on here. I’m as much in the dark as you are, but I’ve got your back if you need it, and by the way, let’s get together soon, just the two of us. Man, I wish I knew what this was about. It’s such a weird situation. At least, that’s what I think his look meant. It’s hard to tell with him.

      Theodore reached down next and picked up another hat, though this one didn’t have a tablet attached to it, thank goodness. Instead, it had a big white piece of paper stuck to it, and written on it was the name Levi Aaronston. As I stared at him incredulously, he reached down and picked up another item, a big golden star-shaped pin, which he proceeded to attach to his sleeveless shirt.

      “We’ve gathered here today, Tiffany, to help you with your obsession,” Sue said grandly. “This is an intervention, to save you from yourself.”

      I put my hands on my hips in anger, which looks slightly sillier when you’re sitting down than it does when you’re standing up.

      “A what?”

      “An intervention,” Ian said loudly from his Letty-screen. “Sue says you’ve lost it over some guy called Levi. We’re here to help, Tiff. I always knew you were a bit crazy, but I didn’t like to say anything before. I don’t have all the details, but it sounds to me like you need to use a dating agency.”

      “What the—” I stopped what I was about to say because it wasn’t going to be suitable for either polite company or whatever this assembled group was. “Sue,”—I worked hard to keep my tone as mild as I could—“you brought all of these people here to tell me to stop investigating a case?”

      Jenks was already shaking his head. “But it’s not a case. You were fired from it. I’ve visualized all the possible outcomes of your current course of actions, and I can assure you that they all end up disastrously. That is why Sue had to intervene!”

      “Sue didn’t have to do anything!” I snapped.

      Sue ignored me and decided to carry on with the ridiculous event. “Now, Levi, I need you to speak up for yourself.”

      Everyone’s eyes turned to Theodore, who had a big piece of paper stuck to his hat saying that he was Levi Aaronston.

      Theodore cleared his throat, and then in his best podcasting voice, began to speak.

      “Your constant suspicion of me is making me feel sad. I am a police officer; I am one of the good guys. But you are obsessed with me. You need to stop. You need to leave me alone.”

      “You’re in love with him, and you’re suspicious of him?” Ian-Letty said, looking puzzled.

      “I’m not in love with him!” I snapped. “I’m investigating him because he killed someone that Rosie and I found for him!”

      Jenks tutted loudly.

      “There you go again, casting aspersions on poor Levi.”

      Theodore put two balled-up fists to his face and rubbed them under his eyes. He began to mock sob.

      “And you all went along with this?” I demanded of the room.

      Nanna gave me an awkward smile. “Remember what I told you about coincidences, dear?”

      “Nanna said we should go along with it,” Mom added. “Sorry if it’s made you uncomfortable.”

      “I just do what I’m told,” Dad said with a shrug.

      “We’re here to help,” Glen said. “Sue said you’d welcome us.”

      “I’m here for the food!” Midori piped up from her spot on the floor. She looked around the foodless room accusingly. “Haven’t found it yet, though.”

      Stone caught my eye. “Didn’t know what it was about,” he said, sounding embarrassed.

      “I knew everything, and I think this is a wonderful idea!” Ian said from Letty’s face. “Well, not everything, but enough. You get too obsessed with your cases, Tiff. It’s about time someone did this for you.”

      I wished Ian were there in person.

      So I could kill him.

      Sally just smiled at me from her screen.

      “Hey, Tiff,” Jim said.

      “We know what it’s like,” Jen followed up.

      “You get into a story—or a case, in your, uh, case—and you can’t let it drop.”

      “It happens to us all the time.”

      “All the time!”

      “We have to tell each other to stop.”

      “We do.”

      “And that’s why we agreed to come along and help you out today.”

      This was horrific.

      A disaster.

      An embarrassment and a mistake and a Giant hecking mess. Why had anyone agreed to go along with Sue’s stupid idea?

      “I’m still sad,” Theodore-Levi said.

      I stood up.

      “I’m not obsessed! I’m just doing my job, for goodness’ sake. A man is dead, and if it was our fault, we need to find out why it happened. That’s the end of it. This whole thing is crazy.”

      And then things got crazier.

      From somewhere, a guitar started to strum. Sue beamed. Eyes went toward the door of the den from where the music was emanating. The troubadour entered the room, guitar hanging from his neck by a strap.

      I glared at him with what I hoped was enough power to make him spontaneously combust, and if that failed, to shut him up. It achieved neither. The performer in question was Brad, a guy I’d known for a long time after first catching him pickpocketing during a case years earlier. He now had a legitimate career in a restaurant, but that didn’t stop him from being irritating as all heck.

      “Tiffany’s heart races with desire,

      For Levi, she burns like a fire.

      She’ll stop at nothing to catch his eye,

      Her obsession for him will never die.”

      I clutched my head in my hands while I waited for the embarrassment to end.

      “Uh, that’s all I’ve got,” Brad said. “Shall I do it again? Or I could do Wonderwall?”

      “That was lovely, thank you, Bradley,” Sue said. “I think Tiffany is getting our point now, aren’t you?”

      I lifted my head from my hands and stood up. I swung my gaze over the assembled idiots—I mean, friends and family—and marched over to Jenks camera and switched it off.

      “Hey!” Ian yelled. “Someone sedate her!”

      “Sally,” I said, “would you mind throwing Ian overboard for me? I’d be most grateful.”

      Ian’s eyes went wide in horror at the thought, while Sally just giggled. She thought I was kidding. I wasn’t.

      “I’ve had just about enough of this,” I announced to the rest of them. “This intervention is the dumbest thing you’ve ever come up with, and you should all be ashamed.”

      Jenks’s chest puffed up so much he rose to his feet.

      “Don’t you dare talk about Sue’s brilliant strategy in such a way! You are clearly blind to her brilliance, deaf to her decency, and tasteless to her talents! You should be paying her at least five thousand dollars for this experience, but instead she has done this for free!”

      Unfortunately, I’d left my pepper spray in my bag in the car. It wasn’t something I usually needed in Mom and Dad’s house, but it sure would have been useful that morning. Jenks definitely could do with a good dosing, as could Sue.

      The Giant herself rose to her feet. “Tiffany, you’re getting emotional.”

      “You’re darn right I am.”

      “You need to look at this from a bird’s-eye view. Do you know just how many text messages you’ve sent me about digging up those old photos?”

      “Huh? Yes. Six. Because you haven’t been answering them!”

      “Seven actually. And that is proof that you’re obsessed with poor officer Aaronston. You can see how it’s making him feel.” Sue nodded over to Theo, who was most definitely not Levi. He was still pretending to sob. “It’s time for you to put it behind you. Now, would you consider a retreat?”

      “A what?”

      “A retreat. I have a Giant facility that’s completely cut off from the world. No phones, no internet, and no electricity outside of the Study Center, which is packed with VHS tapes of some of my finest courses. It’s a real back-to-basics center for people like you.”

      “People like me?”

      “Obsessives.”

      “Gah! Enough!”

      I turned and stomped out of the room, having to awkwardly squeeze between chairs to do so.

      Brad was still by the door, and he held up a hand for a high five as I went past him. I brushed him off with an angry shoulder instead. I tried to make it cold, too, but it’s kind of hard to control that kind of thing.

      I stomped out of the house into the driveway and took a deep breath. A moment later, a silent presence appeared behind me.

      “I’m sorry,” Stone said. “I had no idea that was going to happen.”

      I turned to him and looked up to his worried face. “It’s not your fault. It’s that crazy woman.”

      Stone gave a barely perceptible nod of agreement. Then his arms wrapped around me, and some of my anger melted away.

      The situation was ridiculous.

      I looked up at him. Stone’s lips turned up into a smile, a proper one, not just a shadow of one.

      Then he gave me another kiss. A quick one, but it was enough to make more of my irritation melt away.

      “Let’s go out,” Stone said. “Dinner. A movie. Whatever you want to do.”

      I smiled.

      “I’d like that. But…”

      “But what?”

      “But let me finish this case first. I’ve got to figure it out. I’ve got to. When that’s done… let’s do it. We’ll go out, we’ll eat, we’ll have fun, we’ll do all the things we should have been doing months ago.”

      “Years.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed quietly.

      “Boss?” Rosie called from the hallway. “Are you outside?”

      Stone and I broke apart just as Rosie exited the house.

      “There you are. I tried to follow right after you, but Ian started asking me questions about Snowflake and the apartment, and I couldn’t get away. Man, I’m sorry for bringing you here. I knew Sue was planning something, but I didn’t know it was that. An intervention. Man. That was weird, wasn’t it?”

      “It sure was. You don’t think she’s right though, do you?”

      “Huh?”

      “Am I obsessed?”

      Rosie shrugged like it didn’t matter one way or the other.

      “Maybe, but that’s not a bad thing. It’s what makes you good at your job.” Rosie grinned. “And anyway, if it’s a bad thing, then I’m in for a whole heap of trouble because I’m at least twice as obsessive as you.”

      “Determination.”

      We both peered at Stone, who seemed surprised that we wanted him to elaborate on his one-word pronouncement.

      “You both possess determination. It’s a good thing. Other people might call it obsession, but never let someone else judge you. Only we can know our true selves.”

      I pondered that for a moment. “Thanks,” I said eventually. “Determination, huh? That sounds like the kind of thing Sue would approve of.”

      Stone gave a brief nod.

      “Yes. I suspect there’s more going on here than we’re privy to.”

      “Like what?”

      Rosie’s brow was furrowed, and she began nodding to herself.

      “She’s starting a new business. Interventions. That’s why she was filming it. It has to be.”

      “And what, I was the guinea pig?”

      “I’d say so.”

      The front door opened again, and my younger cousin Midori slipped out.

      “Hey, cuz. That was pretty wild, huh?”

      “It was pretty stupid.”

      Midori grinned. “That too. Your Nanna’s bringing out some cake from the kitchen. And that Sue woman is telling everyone what a success that was. Wanna come back in?”

      “No, I don’t think I do.”

      Midori pressed a perfectly manicured hand—with bright-green polish on her long nails—against my forehead.

      “Are you sure you’re feeling okay? I said, Nanna is bringing out cake.”

      I giggled as I pushed the hand away.

      “Yeah, I heard, and I’m not in the mood. Rosie and I have got stuff to do. You have fun. There’s enough of you there, you might as well have a party.”

      Midori shrugged. “Are you sure? We can switch Ian off if you like.”

      “No, really, we’re going to get going. Let Mom and Dad and Nanna know I’m not mad at them, okay? I know they were just going along with what Sue said. She’s the one I’m mad at.”

      “Okay. I’ll say something sassy and mean to her for you.”

      “Thanks,” I told her, laughing. “I appreciate it.”

      “Cool. Later, cuz.”

      Midori went back inside.

      “Good luck,” Stone said. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do. Anything at all.”

      “We will,” I said. “Come on, Rosie. Let’s get back to work. We’ve got a case to obsess over.”

      “To be determined about,” Rosie rephrased.

      However we phrased it, the point remained. There were things to be done, and we were the only people willing to do them.
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      Rosie and I drove in silence for a little while. We were heading back home to put some new plans into action.

      Eventually, Rosie spoke up.

      “Sorry about that, boss. If I’d known that’s what Sue was planning…”

      “I know, Rosie. You said that already. It’s okay.” I was doing my best to keep my seething to myself. It really wasn’t Rosie’s fault. “I can’t believe she had the nerve to try that. I know she lives in her own little world, but when she projects that little world outward…”

      “I’d be upset, too. It’s understandable. So what are we going to do now?”

      “We’re going to prove them wrong.”

      “Sue, you mean?”

      “Sue and everyone else who thinks I’m obsessed. I wasn’t obsessed. But I am now. We’re going to figure out just what the heck was going on and prove that Jackson’s death wasn’t a coincidence. If you want out…?”

      I felt I had to offer. Without a client, we weren’t getting paid for this.

      “No!” Rosie blurted. “Of course, I don’t. I support you. You’ve done so much for me. I wouldn’t abandon you!”

      “Good. Okay then. I think it’s time we tried a new angle. I want you working the phones.”

      “Who do you want me to call? Shall I try the airlines again?”

      “No, they’re probably not going to play ball. Sheriff Rouland told me that the guy they arrested for killing Jackson was Monty Greenwald. I want you to make some calls and find the lawyer that’s representing him.”

      “Shall I call Rouland first?”

      “No. I’d prefer him not to know. I got the impression he didn’t want us interfering last time we spoke.”

      “Okay. I’ll look up nearby attorneys and start poking.”

      “Excellent. And I’m going to arrange a meeting for us. I want to attack this from another angle.”

      It was time to put our so-called obsession to work.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, Rosie felt she was getting close to making contact with the suspect’s lawyer up in Montana but wasn’t quite there. Meanwhile, I had successfully arranged the meeting I was after.

      We met retired Detective Wallace Harvan at an Irish pub called the Lucky Leprechaun at his suggestion.

      Wally Harvan had been the lead detective on the case that had put Bruester Clemence away and was the subject of the protest we had attended. The protestors wanted an investigation into his handling of the Clemence case and his subsequent wrongful conviction.

      Wally Harvan was there when we arrived, sitting in a corner booth in the dimly lit pub. It was the kind of joint where you couldn’t tell whether it was midday or midnight, and with it being open twenty-four hours a day, every day of the week, plenty of people arrived at one and left at the other.

      Wally had a pint of dark beer in front of him and was reading a newspaper when we joined him. He was a plump, cheery-looking man with rosy cheeks and an affable demeanor. He folded up the newspaper and stood to introduce himself when we arrived to join him before we slipped into the seats on the other side of the booth.

      “This place isn’t fancy, but it’s homey,” Wallace said, as if he were an ambassador for the pub. “But that’s not why we’re here.”

      “No,” I said. “As I explained on the phone, we’re investigators. We’ve been working with a detective called Levi Aaronston.” I didn’t feel it relevant to point out that he’d fired us.

      “Yeah?” Wally nodded thoughtfully. “He’s a good cop.”

      “Oh, you know him?” I said genially, as if mildly surprised.

      “Sure. He worked under me for a while. A good few years. We worked well together.”

      “Oh, that’s great. Say, I guess he was working with you back during the Bruester Clemence case?”

      Wally’s face fell into a bit of a scowl.

      “That’s right.”

      “He was released,” Rosie said. “Pardoned. And someone else confessed.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I heard.” Wally paused then gave a sad chuckle. “Sad story.”

      “How does something like that happen?” Rosie asked.

      Wally sipped his beer quietly while he thought.

      “We got it wrong,” he said finally. “I don’t know how, but we did. I wished I could go back and tell the younger me what we know now. I do. But at the time, we were all just doing what we thought was best. We followed the evidence. We made our case.” Wally took another sip of beer. “And we were wrong.”

      “Bruester Clemence spent years behind bars,” Rosie said.

      “I wrote to him.”

      “You wrote to him?” I repeated.

      Wally nodded. “When I heard the news. I wrote to him and apologized. Hoping for forgiveness, but I won’t blame him if he doesn’t give it. What else can I do?”

      “He hasn’t replied, then?”

      “No. Not yet.” Wally ran a hand through his hair. “I can’t believe this happened. I’ve been wracking my brain, thinking back, trying to see where we went wrong.”

      “You were the lead detective?” Rosie asked.

      “That’s right. That’s why it’s all on me. There were others involved, of course. The DA wouldn’t have prosecuted if he didn’t think there was a case. But it was our investigation, my investigation, that put him away.”

      “There was strong evidence?” Rosie asked.

      “Of course. You don’t get put away for murder without it.” Wally ran his hand through his hair again. “But it was wrong. We were wrong.”

      “Were you surprised when you heard the news? Do you think that perhaps there’s been a mistake? That the person who confessed is lying for some reason?”

      “I don’t have all the details, but it looks genuine. We messed up. Bruester Clemence shouldn’t have been behind bars, but he was, and it was because we put him there. I was the lead detective. It’s my fault it happened.” Wally took another slow pull on his beer. “You know, I was enjoying my retirement. I read the newspaper, I play tennis, I go down the range, I even started going to the library—my wife could hardly believe it. Now I’ve got this hanging over me. If we messed up once, how many more times did we put someone away who didn’t deserve it?” Wally lifted his beer. “Even this doesn’t taste so good.”

      “You were just one cog in the machine,” Rosie said. “Even if you made a mistake, you weren’t the only one. The other detectives, the DA, the judge, the jury. It wasn’t all on you.”

      “That’s what my wife’s been telling me. It doesn’t shake that feeling though, that feeling that I should have seen something, that I must be pretty dumb to have made such a mistake, that someone got the better of me all those years ago. I used to be proud of putting Clemence away. Now not only do I feel guilty about putting him away, I feel guilty about that smug sense of satisfied pride I had on top of it all. I wrecked that guy’s life. For what?”

      “You were doing your job.”

      “Yeah.” Wally snorted. “And a fine mess I made of it, too.”

      “You worked with Levi Aaronston on that case?”

      Wally nodded. “Yeah. For a while. But he got a bit carried away, and… he got moved off it.”

      “He told us. He was a bit pushy with someone he wanted to interview, right?”

      “Right. You have to be a bit pushy, sometimes, in our work. But there’s a line. He was young then, and he crossed it. Got a black mark on his record. But I stood up for him. He was trying to do what was right. It was a photographer, this guy Jackson Mollier. Levi thought he knew something about the case, but Jackson wasn’t playing ball. Levi tried to lean on him and got himself caught out.”

      “Levi told us Jackson got a restraining order against him.”

      “Yeah, I think he did. Jackson knew how to play the game all right.” Wally’s cheeks puffed out, and he blew out a long sigh as he thought back.

      “You didn’t like Jackson Mollier much.” Rosie wasn’t asking a question but making an observation.

      “Right. None of us did. He was a crime scene photographer, sometimes freelance, sometimes on staff for one or other of the papers, back when they had their own photo guys. But he was always there. He’d beat our own guys half the time. He’d have his pictures before we’d even looked at the scene. We hated it. He could have been messing with the scenes, and we wouldn’t even know it.”

      “Do you think he did mess with crime scenes?”

      “I don’t know. Probably not. But it was more the point of it. Maybe it was a bit of a pride thing from us cops. We hated that every time we got a call, it seemed like he was there to greet us.” Wally chuckled. “Looking back, I almost miss it now. It’s funny remembering how mad we used to get. Now it seems like it was all part of a game. Fun times. I mean, we were investigating awful stuff, but you have to laugh, don’t you?”

      “You can’t let things get to you,” Rosie agreed.

      “We heard Levi Aaronston’s a good cop. That’s what Duncan Crabb says. Do you know Crabb?”

      Wally chuckled. “Oh yeah, I know old Crabby Crabb. I should call him, in fact. Get together and reminisce.” Wally considered this idea for a moment, and a small frown crept across his lips. “Or maybe not.” His past memories were tainted now with the knowledge that he’d put an innocent man behind bars.

      “And you agree with him about Levi?”

      “Sure.” Wally looked puzzled for a moment. “You said you’re working for him, right? What’s he got you doing?”

      “Oh, looking for someone out of state,” I said, trying to brush it off. “Apart from his run-in with Jackson Mollier, did he have any other problems?”

      “No, he’s a good cop. As I said, he was a bit too enthusiastic when he was younger and that got him in trouble, but that doesn’t stop the fact he’s good at what he does, and he’s dedicated. His record’s excellent, outside of that one little black mark. At least, it was. I’ve been retired a couple of years now. I doubt anything’s changed.”

      “Jackson Mollier is dead,” I said.

      Wally’s eyebrows lifted for a moment. “Yeah?”

      “Yep. Murdered. Up in Montana. That’s where he moved to.”

      “Shame. Probably his past catching up with him. There were rumors he was into shady things and that’s why he could beat us to the scene. He may have known something he shouldn’t have. Some mobster wanting to tie up loose ends, perhaps.”

      “He was blackmailing people in Montana; that’s what the local sheriff said. They arrested a local guy up there.”

      “Huh. Then I guess that’s what got him. I’m not saying he deserved it, but if you live life like that, then these kinds of things will happen.” Wally sighed and stared down into his beer glass.

      “You’re sad about it?” Rosie asked.

      “A guy was murdered. Even if he wasn’t the most noble person out there, it’s still a shame. But that’s not why I’m sad. It’s because it’s a reminder that time is marching on. That’s someone else from the old days, gone. How long have I got left? What about old Duncan Crabb? Will anyone remember us in ten, twenty years? I guess it’s what every old man gets to thinking.”

      “You’re not old yet,” Rosie said.

      “Hon, I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m afraid I am. I’m not young anymore.”

      “If I told you I thought Levi Aaronston had a hand in Jackson Mollier’s death, what would you say to that?”

      Wally leaned back in his booth as if to put some distance between us so that he could take me in properly.

      “You mean like killing him?”

      I gave him a curt nod, watching him as carefully as he was watching me.

      “Why would you think that? And didn’t you just tell me he was blackmailing people up in Montana? Why would you suspect Levi, of all people? He’s a good cop.”

      “He hired us to find Jackson, or someone connected to him, and shortly after we tracked him down and handed over Jackson’s location, he turned up dead.”

      “And Levi was in Montana?”

      “We don’t think so.”

      “So it’s the coincidental timing that’s got you going down this path?”

      “Some coincidence, isn’t it?”

      Wally gave me a sympathetic smile, which irritated me. I didn’t want sympathy, darn it. I wanted people to agree with me, not feel sorry for me.

      “Hon, coincidences happen all the time. Levi’s a good cop. He didn’t magic himself up to Montana to murder Jackson Mollier. It sounds like Jackson was mixed up in all kinds of trouble—and that’s apart from the trouble he used to be mixed up in down here—and it caught up with him. These things happen.”

      “Thanks for your time,” I said rather more coldly than I intended as I rose to my feet.

      “Yes, thanks very much for talking to us.” Rosie gave him a nice, pleasant smile. It was probably a good idea, even if I hadn’t managed it myself.

      Back in the car, it was a couple of minutes before Rosie spoke, and when she did, I could feel the nervous hesitation in her tone.

      “I don’t think Wally believes Levi would be capable of murder.” Rosie glanced at me anxiously, as if I might bite her head off.

      With my jaw clenched tight, I just nodded. She was right. Wally didn’t think Levi was a killer.

      But if he wasn’t, then Jackson Mollier’s murder was merely a coincidence.

      And I still couldn’t believe it.

      But what if…

      I didn’t want to go down that route. It would mean Sue Giant was right. It would mean I’d been wasting mine and Rosie’s time. It would mean my instincts were wrong.

      And if I didn’t have my instincts, what did I have?
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      Rosie and I sat down with coffees and cupcakes to hash it out.

      “Right, Rosie, we’re going to talk this through. I want you to tell me when you think I’m going down the wrong path. Okay?”

      Rosie nodded uncertainly. “But you’re the expert, boss. I’m still learning.”

      “Don’t worry about that. You’re smart and you’ve got good judgment. Maybe I’ve been completely wrong about everything. Or perhaps I haven’t. Just help me talk this through.”

      “Okay, I’ll try my best.”

      “Right then. We know that Levi Aaronston was part of the investigation that led to Bruester’s conviction. At least he was to start with.”

      “Until he was pulled off for harassing Jackson Mollier.”

      “Right. And we know he had a pretty strong feeling about this case, a connection to it, even though he wasn’t there to see it all the way through.”

      “Because he framed the newspaper article about it and put it on the wall of his study?”

      “Exactly. You don’t do that for some random case you don’t care about. Even though he was no longer on that case, he cared about it. Deeply enough to frame an article about it.”

      “Okay, makes sense so far,” Rosie said. “No holes found yet!”

      “Good. Now, we also know he got a bit obsessed with Jackson Mollier at the time. He told us it was because he was trying to meet this Natalie Barlimon woman, and he thought Jackson might know where she was, but that might have just been a cover story.”

      “He used Natalie as a cover when his real target was Jackson.”

      “It makes sense, doesn’t it? Tell me it makes sense?”

      Rosie answered with a nod because her mouth was now full of a delicious chocolate-frosted cupcake.

      “Okay. Now, the fact Jackson got a restraining order against Levi means that there was something serious going on there. It wasn’t just a couple of phone calls; he was pretty obsessed with Jackson at the time.”

      “Mmhmm,” Rosie said around more cupcake.

      “So, here’s what I think might have happened. Maybe Levi messed something up on the case, deliberately or accidentally, but Jackson photographed it. Levi knew his career was at risk, and so became obsessed with Jackson. He could have been trying to get the photos off of Jackson, who just refused, preferring to keep them to himself to have hanging over Levi.”

      Rosie swallowed the cake she was eating.

      “All the cops we’ve spoken to told us Jackson got to crime scenes early and had a lot of contacts. Perhaps some of those contacts weren’t just in the criminal world, but some of them could have been in the police, people like Levi. Jackson could have had something hanging over Levi, and it made Levi a bit desperate to try and put the matter to rest. But Jackson refused to go along with it, and instead got a restraining order against him.”

      “Exactly! And Jackson kept this evidence, or whatever it was, all these years. Now he’s in the blackmail business, he decided to use what he had against Levi for a payday. But instead of paying him, Levi killed him instead. Or had him killed.”

      “There is still the problem that someone else has already been arrested for killing Jackson,” Rosie pointed out.

      “Yeah. But I’m not sure I’m going to believe that until I hear him say it himself. Speaking of which, any news on tracking down his lawyer?”

      Rosie shook her head. “Still waiting for some calls back. I’ll have the information by the end of the day, I promise.”

      I patted Rosie’s hand. “It’s okay! I know you’re doing as much as you can. You don’t need to keep trying to reassure me.”

      “But I want you to be able to have confidence in me.”

      “I do have confidence in you. That’s why you’re still working for me, Rosie. You’re the best assistant any PI could hope to have.” I took a bite of cupcake.

      “I’m no Ian.”

      I had to cover my mouth to stop from spraying cupcake crumbs. I swallowed quickly.

      “And thank goodness for that. Now, there’s another angle we can attack this thing from.”

      Rosie tilted her head in thought. I sprung it on her before she could figure where I was going. It was nice to be ahead of her when I could. Rosie was so smart, I didn’t get that many opportunities to be a step in front, so I took every chance I could get.

      “Remember when we saw Nanna and Stone, talking to that woman?”

      “The tall blonde?” Rosie said. “Outside the catering college?”

      “Yeah. Her. Nanna told me she was influential in getting Bruester released. She had been working on the campaign for years. I wonder what she knows. I want to speak to her, see if she knew Jackson Mollier or Levi Aaronston.”

      “And to tell her to keep away from Stone,” Rosie said with a sly grin.

      “Huh?” I said, trying to act innocent and doing a bad job of it. I should probably take a few acting classes at the John Longstreet theater.

      “Nothing, boss,” Rosie said innocently. “By the way, you and Stone seemed to be having a nice chat outside your mom’s house earlier.”

      “Were we? I think he was just there to stop me from keying Sue’s car.”

      Rosie giggled. “You wouldn’t.”

      “No, you’re right, I wouldn’t. The poor car wouldn’t deserve that.” I paused thoughtfully. “Do you think we could train Snowflake to be an attack cat? Sue could do with a good claw swipe.”

      “Snowy is a pacifist,” Rosie said. “At least that’s what Ian told me.”

      “Shame. Okay. Let’s eat these cupcakes and then get back to it. I want to find that woman Nanna and Stone were talking to, and you keep trying on Jackson’s killer’s lawyer front.”

      “Yes, boss!”

      I giggled as Rosie gave me a mock salute, and then dove back into her cupcake.

      I was just finished with my own and working on the last of my coffee when my phone rang. I peered down at the screen and my eyebrows lifted, and a little smile crept across my face, which I quickly got under control.

      “Sheriff Rouland,” I said blandly. “I wonder what he wants.” I tapped the button to answer and held the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      Rouland’s deep voice, as rich as the cupcake I’d just finished, flowed into my ear.

      But what did he want?
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      I was nervous that Rouland would have words to say about our ongoing investigation. Last time we spoke, he had his suspect in the cells and a confession. But I hadn’t dropped my investigation yet.

      “Howdy,” Rouland said, his tone light and pleasant. “How’s life in the big smoke?”

      “Sweet.” I was staring at the few crumbs that remained of my cupcake at the time. “Is there something I can help you with? Is there something going on with the Mollier case?”

      Rouland chuckled slowly, the sound pleasant and musical.

      “The case is swell. Our man is going to confess at any moment. But I heard something, and I figured I might be able to help you out.”

      Uh-oh.

      “How so?”

      “You know how it is in small towns. People talk to each other. Everyone’s always up in everyone else’s business. That means I hear things without even trying.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yep. And I heard your assistant’s been looking to talk to a lawyer. Been calling up every lawyer’s office in the state, seems like. I thought I might save you some bother. Would you like the number of Monty Greenwald’s lawyer?”

      So much for trying to find the lawyer without tipping off the sheriff. He was tipping me off!

      “That would be great, thank you.” I tried not to let the shock I was feeling show in my voice.

      Rouland read out the name, phone number, and address of their suspect’s lawyer, and I took careful note. Rosie saw what was happening and visibly slumped in front of me. She’d been working on that task, but now we had the information, making her fruitless efforts pointless.

      “And you’re sure he’s going to confess?” I asked after I safely had all the details.

      Rouland chuckled to himself with a rich, mellifluous laugh before he replied.

      “Like I told you, we caught him almost red-handed. His lawyer will tell him to fess up for a more lenient sentencing. It’s just a matter of time.”

      “But are you really sure it was him? Is it possible you overlooked something? Couldn’t there be another explanation for what you found?”

      Rouland no longer sounded so jovial next time he responded. In fact, he sounded downright irritated. It was understandable I supposed. I was basically accusing him of doing his job poorly. But I needed to know.

      “Look, miss, I’ve got boots on the ground. I’ve got eyes on the scene. I know this land, and I know these people. No offense, but you spent just five minutes up here, with your big-city attitude and your big-city claims of some big grand conspiracy. Things ain’t like that up here. Things are simple. You find someone fleeing a crime scene, nine times out of ten you’ve got yourself the fella who committed the crime. You dig?”

      “Sorry.” A beat. “But nine times out of ten? What about the other time?”

      Rouland sighed, and he was really beginning to sound irritated now.

      “That was a figure of speech. I’m telling you how things are. We caught the guy and that’s the end of it. I’ll ask you kindly, please, miss, let us do our work. Would you do that for me?”

      I felt bad to have upset him so. Unlike his overexcitable deputy, Rouland had treated us well, and even now, he was sharing information with us by giving us his suspect’s lawyer’s details.

      “Sorry, Sheriff. I didn’t mean to come across as rude or pushy, or to imply you don’t know your job. You do. And you treated us well. I’m sorry if I implied anything that made it seem like it was otherwise.”

      Rouland took a moment to absorb my words, and I felt the tension begin to lift.

      “Very well,” he said. “Just don’t try to overcomplicate things, okay? Or better yet, worry about the cases you’ve got down there. Your company was pleasant, and I’d be happy to welcome y’all back here for a visit. But not if you’re going to be trying to help us do our jobs. We can do that just fine.”

      “Right. Sorry, Sheriff. Have a good day.”

      Rouland hung up, and I was left wondering whether I’d burned my bridges with him. If not completely, the bridge was definitely smoking and looking a little shaky. One more bad phone call and Rouland would hate us.

      “Sorry, boss,” Rosie said with way more mournfulness than the situation warranted. “I was too slow.”

      “No, you weren’t. You would have got there eventually. Right, we got this guy’s lawyer. I want to hear it from him. I want him to tell me that his client is guilty.”

      “Will you believe him if he does…?”

      “Uh… yes? I mean, maybe? Probably. It depends on what he says.”

      I looked down at my scrawled note. Buck Norton was the lawyer’s name, and he was based about fifty miles outside of Bear’s Creek in the equally small town of Woodside. I punched in his number, got past a secretary, and spoke to the lawyer himself.

      Buck Norton was a serious, quick-spoken man who sounded more like he belonged to a place like Las Vegas than laidback rural Montana. He spoke with a quick brusqueness and listened with a sharp acuity that left me feeling like I was talking to someone on the same page as me. I explained that I was an investigator from Las Vegas, and I’d heard about Monty Greenwald’s arrest and that the sheriff expected him to confess.

      “Confess?” Buck repeated. “My client hasn’t confessed, and he isn’t going to confess, because he didn’t do what he’s been accused of doing.”

      My heart skipped a beat. That wasn’t exactly what I expected to hear, and it sent a charged thrill through me. Until now, almost no one had been willing to trust my instincts. Rosie accepted my theories, but I suspected her faith came partly from the obligation she felt toward me. And Stone had been supportive, but then he was definitely prejudiced in my direction—at least I sure hoped he was now.

      “You sound confident of your client’s innocence,” I remarked, not showing how elated it made me feel.

      “That’s right, I am. They’re trying to pressure him into confessing because they’ve got nothing on him. Just a bit of circumstantial evidence that isn’t even evidence.”

      “The sheriff sounded quite confident when I spoke to him. He said Monty was basically caught red-handed. Can you tell me where the discrepancy lies? Obviously, you can’t tell me everything, but I’m trying to get a handle on this, and I’m getting a little confused.”

      “Naw, it’s okay, sounds to me like you’re on our side. If not our side, then on the side of truth.”

      “That’s right. I always try to be. I see it as my job, to uncover the truth.” I was almost feeling quite noble, describing myself that way. It was true, in a way—generally clients did hire me to provide them with the truth about some matter or other—but often that truth was taking a back seat to more pragmatic matters. It was more a side effect of the work than a burning goal, truth was a hitchhiker along for the ride.

      “It’s like this. My client had been doing something he shouldn’t—nothing illegal—he was having an affair. Jackson Mollier found out about it and was trying to blackmail my client. Tried to squeeze some money from him. But Monty isn’t a lemon, and he doesn’t squeeze.”

      “Right, I think that’s the motivation for murder the sheriff is proceeding on…”

      “Yep. And they couldn’t be more wrong. They pulled my client over, and yeah, they found a rope and a gun and a knife and some duct tape and all that other junk in his truck, but if you pull over any random truck out this way you’ll find that stuff. When he was pulled over, my client was on his way to talk to his wife to confess about his affair and beg her forgiveness. He wasn’t fresh off murdering anybody, even his blackmailer.”

      “I was under the impression that the circumstantial evidence was quite substantial.” I tried to remember exactly what the sheriff had told me. When we first returned to Vegas and spoke on the phone, Rouland had said to me that they’d caught a guy red-handed. But now it was sounding like the evidence was a heck of a lot less incriminatory than what had been implied. Of course, it was the guy’s defense lawyer I was speaking to. He wouldn’t want to push anyone in the direction of believing his client guilty, but even so, the case sure seemed a lot less cut and dry than the sheriff had implied. He might have just wanted me off his back. People doing their job don’t usually like other people getting involved and offering unsolicited advice.

      “Well, it ain’t substantial. It’s a load of hokum. Monty had a few normal, everyday items in his truck, and he was the victim of blackmail. That’s it. He didn’t kill nobody. And anyway, the victim was killed with a knife, not a gun. My client had a rifle and a handgun right there in his truck. Why would he be messing around with kitchen knives?”

      “It could be that he went to talk to Jackson, but the conversation turned into a fight, which got nasty.”

      Buck snorted. “Naw. That’s the kind of thing that happens in a bar after a dozen too many beers. Not in someone’s home during a sober discussion. They’re grasping at straws. My client didn’t do it, and that’s a fact you can take to the bank.”

      I didn’t think my bank took facts—they preferred wire transfers and checks—but this lawyer sure was doing a good job of persuading me that he believed his client was innocent. Being so far away from it all, unable to see Monty or his lawyer’s eyes and face while they contested his innocence, made it hard to know what exactly I could or should believe. But Buck was persuasive.

      Then again, so was Rouland.

      “Thanks for your time. You’ve been really helpful.”

      “No problem. You get the word out there if anyone asks you, okay? There’s just a little circumstantial evidence and nothing more. My client’s innocent.”

      I didn’t think anyone would likely be asking my opinion anytime soon, but I was happy to go along with his request.

      “Will do. And if there’s anything that I can do from down here in Las Vegas, let me know.”

      “Thanks. I’ve got your number.”

      When Buck Norton was off the line, I sat back thoughtfully.

      “Sounds like he’s sure his client is innocent,” Rosie said eventually. “If that’s the case, it throws it all wide open again.”

      “It sure does. And it makes Levi Aaronston the top suspect again.”

      “We should shove that in Sue Giant’s face.”

      I grinned at my assistant. “That sure would be nice. I can’t believe she did that intervention. She’s going to look mighty stupid if I turn out to have been right.”

      “When you turn out to be right.”

      “Thank you, Rosie. Right.” With renewed vigor, my mind raced to the next task. “Time to talk to Nanna about that awful blonde woman.”

      “Awful?” Rosie looked puzzled. “What did she do?”

      “Uh, nothing. Just investigator’s intuition.”

      “Okay, boss. If you say so.”
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      Nanna was at home in her little vegetable garden, which consisted of several rows of raised flowerbeds that allowed her to tend the plants without having to dig around on the ground. It also allowed her to give the plants better growing conditions than they would naturally find in the local desert conditions.

      Nanna was peering at a row of small zucchinis, each one shiny and glossy and a rich dark green in color. Nanna pulled one off and held it up with a proud smile.

      “Look at this little beauty. Isn’t it something?”

      “That’s one fine-looking zucchini,” I agreed. “For dinner?”

      Nanna’s face fell into a frown. “But it’s so pretty, it seems like such a shame to chop it up and cook it.”

      “But even if you don’t, it still won’t stay pretty for long,” Rosie pointed out.

      “I suppose you’re right! We’ll have it with dinner tonight. Okay, what are you two up to? Are you here for some Nanna wisdom? Or perhaps to take me out somewhere wonderful?”

      “Information,” I said.

      Nanna wrinkled her nose. “What kind of information?”

      “That blonde woman we saw you with last week, outside the culinary school. You said she helped Bruester Clemence get released. We want to speak with her.”

      “Did I?” Nanna said, looking up to the sky as she pretended to try to recall. This was a deceit, of course. She remembered perfectly well.

      “Can you give us her name, or contact information?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      Nanna grinned at me. “I want in. I’m done with the vegetables for today. Let me just go and wash my hands, and then we can get going!”

      “You want to come with us?”

      “Of course, I do. And you want me to come. Don’t you, dear?”

      I looked at Rosie. Rosie looked at me and shrugged.

      “Sure, Nanna. That would be great.”

      “I’ll be ready in two shakes of a cheetah’s tail!”

      “Isn’t it lamb’s tail?” Rosie said.

      “No, I’ll be quicker than that!”

      And then, Nanna disappeared inside.
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      Nanna sat in the back seat of my car, insisting that Rosie have the front. She pretended she was being generous to Rosie, but I knew Nanna liked the back because it made her feel like she was being chauffeur driven. Which she was.

      “I remember her name now,” Nanna said. “Penelope Jessop. And she works in that culinary school. She’s one of the teachers, not one of the students.”

      “And she was involved in Bruester Clemence’s campaign to be released?”

      “Yep. She was one of his earliest and longest supporters. It was her who figured out who the real killer was and persuaded him to confess.”

      “How did she do that?” Rosie asked, twisting in her seat to face Nanna.

      “She’s very charming,” Nanna said. “As far as I know, she went to the prison and visited with the real killer to get him to confess. She must have used her feminine wiles on him.”

      Ugh. She sounded awful.

      We got to the culinary school and headed inside. There were several different kitchens set up for teaching, and we could peer through large glass windows into each one to see who was inside.

      We found Penelope Jessop in a spacious, shiny kitchen with six students, all dressed in fancy-looking chef’s whites. Penelope was standing at the front, and beside her, with a nervous but proud smile, was Krista, the target of our one remaining client investigation.

      Penelope was in the middle of explaining something in a way that seemed to involve praising Krista at the same time. We couldn’t hear what was going on, but when Penelope lifted up a saucepan and tilted it toward the class, we figured it out.

      Krista’s cheeks blushed in shy pride as Penelope ran a wooden spoon through the silky white sauce, lifting it up so some of the sauce glooped back down. She seemed to be telling the class that this was a perfect sauce. The other students glanced down at their own saucepans and then back to the front, and it was obvious that none of them had a sauce that looked as masterfully silky as the exemplar at the front.

      Then Krista spotted us, peering through the window. Her eyes went wide, and she whispered something to Penelope. With quick steps, she hurried toward the door before we could stop her, and then she was out in the hallway with us.

      “What’s happened?” Krista asked, eyes wide with panic.

      “Nothing, Krista, everything’s as fine as it can be. We’re actually here to see your teacher.”

      “Mom and Dad keep calling…”

      “And they’re going to continue to keep calling. You’ve got to come clean soon. I don’t know how much longer we can hold them off. They’ll fire us and hire someone else if we don’t tell them what they want to hear soon.”

      “I’m sorry,” Krista said. “I don’t want you to get fired.”

      “Don’t worry about that.” It wouldn’t be ideal, losing a client, but we could afford to. It wasn’t a massive job we were doing for her parents, and in a way it would make things a whole lot easier for us. But not for Krista.

      “If I can just get this internship…”

      Rosie put two hands on Krista’s shoulders. “You are going to get that internship. You have to. You’re the best cook in the world.”

      Krista barked out a surprised laugh.

      “No, I am not.”

      “You will be,” Rosie said. “Those pancake cupcakes were incredible.”

      “They were,” I agreed, “and so was the cake we had at The Tremonte. You’re incredibly talented, Krista. That’s why we’re still leading your parents along the way we are. The world needs your cooking talents.”

      “It’s way more important than becoming a boring old doctor,” Rosie said with a grin.

      Krista laughed. “If only my parents thought the same way. Anyway, you’re really here to see Penelope? Not me?”

      “That’s right. You better get back in there. But if you could tell Penelope we’d like to speak to her, if she has a moment…?”

      “Okay. She’s about to make everyone redo their sauces, so she can probably slip out for a couple of minutes while they all start again.”

      “Everyone except you?” I asked.

      Krista smiled shyly and nodded. “Luckily, my sauce was pretty good.”

      “I don’t think it was luck.”

      Krista’s shy smile spread a little wider, she gave us a thankful look, and she hurried back into the kitchen classroom.

      Penelope emerged with a swanlike grace, making her chef’s whites look like something worn on a Paris catwalk instead of a hot kitchen. Her eyes passed over us and landed on Nanna.

      “How wonderful to see you!”

      Nanna beamed at her, and they hugged. Penelope then turned her attention back to us. She was a good couple of inches taller than Rosie or me, and she looked down from on high toward us with a regal gaze.

      “And to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “They’re investigators,” Nanna said. “This is my granddaughter and her partner. The famous Tiffany Black.”

      “Not famous.”

      “And no Stone today?” Penelope sounded genuinely disappointed, and it made me want to kick her in the shins.

      “Oh, we should have brought him as well, shouldn’t we?” Nanna said, and I couldn’t quite tell if she was deliberately trying to tease me. “He gets on very well with Penelope.”

      Penelope tinkled out a fake-embarrassed giggle, then turned her attention back to Nanna. “Thank you for not mentioning my name on the podcast. I was quite nervous about it, but I very much appreciate what you and Stone did.”

      “No problem.”

      “Why didn’t you want your name mentioned?” I asked her. “Are you publicity shy?”

      “Yes, that’s right. I don’t enjoy attention.”

      If she didn’t like attention, then she shouldn’t look like that, I thought. She was the kind of person who would get attention anywhere she went, with her stupid long blonde hair (currently tied up in a bun and underneath a chef’s hat, but we all knew it was lurking underneath) and legs that were entirely out of proportion to a normal human. Who needs legs that long? No one, that’s who.

      “Penelope, does the name Jackson Mollier mean anything to you?”

      I saw it on her face before she could stop it. A flash of worry. A hint of a grimace. Memories flashing across her eyes. Then it was gone, and she turned her hundred-watt smile back on and pretended to think.

      “I think I did meet a man by that name, some years ago. A photographer, I think.”

      There was a lot more to it than that, I could tell. Rosie’s eyes flicked my way. She’d seen the same thing I had run across Penelope’s face. It was time to get something else onto that face of hers.

      “Jackson Mollier is dead. Murdered. Stabbed to death.”

      Aha!

      That did it.

      Penelope paled and a hand flew up to her mouth as she let out a little yelp. She took a step backward and leaned against the window into the classroom behind her.

      Nanna flashed me a slightly disapproving look, but it didn’t last long. Nanna was smart enough to know that my words were carefully chosen to shock and provoke a reaction. Sometimes one has to couch news of a death to soften the blow. And other times you need to throw it right in someone’s face so you can see what they really think.

      What Penelope’s face had told me was that she knew Jackson Mollier a lot better than she’d just claimed with her faked pretend memory of a man from the past. She knew him much better than that, and news of his death had her shook.

      “Looks to me like you knew Jackson pretty well,” I said.

      Penelope didn’t say anything. She still had her hands pressed against her mouth, and her gaze was locked on the floor in front of her like she didn’t want to meet our eyes.

      “Tell us how you know him,” Rosie commanded.

      Penelope finally responded with a little shake of her head.

      “No,” she said quietly, the usual eloquent grace in her tone now absent. She sounded upset, or scared, or both. “No, I won’t.”

      “What about Levi Aaronston?” I asked. “Do you know him?”

      Penelope’s chin tilted upward, and she looked at me. Her blue eyes were hard as glacier ice.

      “Go. Leave me alone.” Penelope’s head flicked to the door. “I’ve got a class to teach. Just leave me alone.”

      “Penelope,” Nanna said. “Why don’t you answer Tiffany’s question?”

      Penelope shook her head quickly.

      “Please, just stay away from me, would you? And stay away from Levi Aaronston.”

      “Why? Give us something, Penelope.”

      She locked her gaze on me. Her light, high-pitched voice had fallen deeper.

      “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay away from Levi Aaronston. I’ve got to go. Please don’t talk to me again.”

      Penelope straightened up, pushed out her chin, and turned back to her classroom door. Before leaving us, she pushed back her shoulders and then re-entered her classroom with the same grace with which she had exited.

      “Shall we follow her?” Rosie asked.

      That question was answered for us as an audible click sounded from the classroom’s door as she locked it from the inside.

      “I think that might cause a bit of a scene.” I frowned in thought. “There’s more to her than we thought, I think, Nanna.”

      Nanna was already nodding.

      “There is, isn’t there? You know, Tiffany Black, you’re a lot smarter than people give you credit for.”

      “Thanks, Nanna.” I couldn’t help but wonder what people she was talking about. I was under the impression people did think I was smart. “Do you know what Penelope’s connections are to Levi or Jackson?”

      “No, I didn’t know she had any. I only know her as working to free Bruester Clemence. She never mentioned Levi or Jackson to me. Perhaps she mentioned them to Stone, we’ll have to ask him.”

      “When could she have mentioned him to Stone? Weren’t you together when you spoke to her?”

      “Hmm? Does it matter?” Nanna said innocently. “I think they chatted some while I had to leave for lunch once. You’re not jealous of her, are you?”

      “Jealous? Of her?” I said, glancing through the classroom window to see Penelope standing at the front of the class looking ridiculously tall and ridiculously pretty, her brief upset now completely absent from her smiling face. “Not in the slightest.”

      “It doesn’t look like we’ll get more out of her anytime soon,” Rosie said.

      “No, not today anyway.”

      We left Penelope, Krista, and the culinary school behind and went back out to the car, musing on what to do next.

      The phone call I received just before I started the engine answered that question for me nicely.
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      It was an unknown number.

      “Hello?”

      The voice that spoke back to me was female and sounded like someone in their thirties or forties. She spoke a little quietly and with a strained or nervous timbre to her voice.

      “This is Sue Giant’s friend. Don’t ask my name. I’ve got the package.”

      “From the newspaper?”

      “No questions, please.” The woman on the other end of the phone proceeded to give me a quick address of where to meet, a coffee shop not far from the newspaper office.

      The phone call ended quickly and abruptly, with the woman hanging up before I could get any more information out of her.

      “So Sue came through?” Rosie sounded surprised.

      “Yes, it looks like she did.” I frowned in thought. “I think that intervention really was about her business more than anything. She latched on to me because I was the closest thing she had to someone with an obsession or addiction in her immediate orbit. I was her test subject.”

      “And she’d probably already asked her newspaper contact for the photos anyway,” Nanna added. “Lucky for you, she didn’t cancel the request.”

      “I guess so. Right. We’d better head over to this café. They sounded so nervous, they might get cold feet if we show up late.”
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        * * *

      

      I had to stifle a laugh when we arrived at the café. The person I was supposed to meet was sitting right in the back corner in a long raincoat with a big sunhat over her head and sunglasses. If you were trying to draw attention to yourself through a disguise, you couldn’t do much worse. Still, it made it hard to see her face or body type, even if she did look like the stereotype of someone trying to hide their appearance.

      “Tiffany Black,” I said brightly as I approached. I was about to introduce Nanna and Rosie, but our contact put a stop to that.

      “I don’t want to know, I don’t want to know any of your names, and I’m not telling you mine either.”

      “Okay, that’s fine.” I gestured toward the café door with my head, and Nanna and Rosie took the hint and left us to it. The woman was clearly nervous, and having three of us surrounding her wasn’t going to help. Sometimes we want to make people more nervous, but other times it’s more of a hindrance to do that.

      “I’m only doing this because it’s Sue,” said Sunhat and Glasses. “I could lose my job. But. It’s Sue.”

      “You’re a fan.”

      “A fan? She changed my life. She made me who I am. I’d be nothing without her. I owe her everything.”

      The woman’s voice was earnest and heartfelt. She really did feel like she owed Sue Giant a lot. It was kind of the opposite of how I was feeling about her right then.

      “Ah. She sure is influential. So, you’re going to take me to the photo archives?”

      “Take you? No. No way. Here.” The woman grabbed something from her pocket and slid it across the table. It was a USB drive; a tiny little innocuous-looking thing.

      “The pictures are on there?”

      “Yes. Every photo taken by Jackson Mollier that was submitted to the newspaper. Some we used, most we didn’t. Our records were digitized recently. That’s why I was able to get hold of this.”

      “And the archive doesn’t allow visitors?”

      She shook her head. “There’s a lot of stuff down there, that’s… classified. Things that the newspaper decided not to publish for various reasons, things which the newspaper has promised to keep confidential.”

      “Things like stories they were paid to kill?”

      “No comment,” said the woman, but it was obvious that I’d hit the nail on the head.

      Sometimes newspapers came across juicy stories that could be highly embarrassing for the subjects. A local business magnate having an affair with someone shocking, for example. But instead of publishing the story, the newspaper might be offered a generous reward to keep the story quiet. A bribe, if you will. In Las Vegas, unfortunately such things weren’t uncommon, and it sounded like the newspaper archive might be full of such buried scandals.

      “Thanks for this. As you know, the subject I’m interested in is Jackson Mollier—”

      “Gotta go,” the woman said, beginning to stand.

      I rested a hand on her wrist and she paused.

      “Please? Just one minute?”

      The woman froze mid-stand and then slowly sat back down, hunching her shoulders, and keeping her head low. She reached up to her hat and pulled the brim down even further. I couldn’t even see her light-brown eyes anymore.

      “Quickly,” she hissed.

      “What do you know about Jackson Mollier and his work for the paper? Did you hear of anything shady he was involved in?”

      She nodded. “I didn’t know him myself—before my time—but I did a little research. For Sue.”

      “For Sue,” I agreed. If she thought this was all for Sue, and it was going to help her, I wasn’t going to disabuse her of the notion.

      “He knew a lot of things about a lot of people. That allowed him to get photos they wouldn’t necessarily want to get out. Compromising photos. This is apart from his crime scene work—more like a side hustle of his. He would follow people around, take secret photos of them. Sometimes he’d climb up somewhere high so that he could peek through windows. Apparently, he even hid in a closet in a hotel room more than once.”

      “And he’d use these photos to blackmail people?”

      The woman puffed out a little amused breath.

      “That’s one word. I think he’d describe it as allowing the market to decide what a photo was worth. If he knew he could get five hundred bucks for a picture from the newspaper, and the subject of the photo wanted to offer him a couple of thousand dollars for the photo instead… well, he was only obeying the laws of economics by taking the highest offer.”

      “But he was a journalist. A photojournalist. That’s literally blackmail.”

      The woman shrugged. “Different people use different words. It’s all a matter of perspective. And anyway, these kinds of things were more like scandalous gossip items. It’s not like they were issues of national security. Is the public really harmed if they have a bit less gossip to chatter over? I don’t think so.”

      “That’s a good point,” I said amiably. I wanted to keep her talking until I had every last drop of information squeezed from her. Well, as much as I could get, anyway.

      “It’s why he left. At least that’s what the rumors say.”

      “Yeah? What do they say, specifically? Sue is really curious.”

      This wasn’t a lie, as such, because Sue Giant is a curious person, and I’m sure she would be fascinated to know about the specifics of Mollier’s leaving. She just didn’t know she was curious about this aspect yet.

      “The word is that he tried to sell one of his compromising pictures to a cop. But the cop didn’t react well. Instead of making Jackson an offer, he… said something that made him change his mind.”

      “The cop threatened him?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that Mollier was more scared of what the cop said than the cop was scared of Mollier’s photos. He bounced from town not long after. People say he was running scared. I don’t know if that’s true, but it’s what people think.”

      “Who was the cop?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to know. I’ve got to go. I owe Sue a lot, but I can’t do any more, not about this.”

      The woman was already standing. I had time for one more question.

      “Was the cop Levi Aaronston?”

      The woman headed for the door. But did she pause, for a fraction of a second, when I said the name? Was there a moment of hesitation? Did the name Levi Aaronston ring any bells with her?

      I stared at her back as she scuttled out of the café, hunched over, head down, one hand raised to her face as if blocking out unwelcome light.

      I held up the little USB drive she’d left me. Hundreds of gigabytes of Jackson Mollier photos from the newspaper archives, both published and unpublished. It could be the key to figuring out what happened to him. Or maybe it would just be thousands of pictures of gruesome crime scene photos.

      I shuddered at the thought of what it might contain.

      Squeezing it tightly in my fist, I gathered myself together and headed back out to find Nanna and Rosie.

      And for once, I felt like I was making progress. We were getting somewhere. First Penelope’s reaction, and now the photos.

      The case was hot.
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      She did flinch. I was sure of it.

      When I mentioned Levi Aaronston’s name, the secretive newspaper employee stopped for just a microsecond, and then she hurried out.

      She knew his name. And he was connected to Mollier.

      Nanna and Rosie joined me back inside the café.

      “I’m not obsessed, I’m right,” I announced when they were sitting.

      Rosie looked at Nanna. Nanna looked at Rosie. Then they both turned to me with gentle, pleasant smiles. The kind you give to someone who might be a little unstable, and you want to keep them calm and in control.

      “The newspaper lady told you that?” Rosie asked.

      “No. She wouldn’t. She couldn’t. She was scared. Aaronston has everyone afraid. You saw how Penelope reacted when we mentioned his name, and now the newspaper lady.”

      “Did she warn you off him?” Nanna asked.

      “Not in so many words.”

      “What exactly did she say about him?” Rosie asked.

      “Nothing. But when I mentioned his name, she… kind of froze. For a second. Well, not a whole second, but for a moment.”

      “Hmm,” Rosie said.

      “Hmm?” I repeated.

      “Nanna and I were talking. We just want to make sure we’re keeping all our avenues open. Jackson was blackmailing all kinds of people, right?”

      “That’s what she implied. But it sounded like Aaronston was different. He didn’t take being bribed, he threatened Mollier in response, and Mollier fled the city.”

      “She told you that with the way she paused for less than a second?” Nanna asked.

      “Yes!”

      “It sounds like a good theory,” Rosie said. “But we should keep all the possibilities open. It could have been someone else that Jackson blackmailed.”

      “Yes, yes, I suppose so,” I agreed to the possibility. “But call it investigator’s intuition. Of all the people he blackmailed, it was Levi who went after him.”

      My phone rang. It was a number I’d saved, and the screen lit up with the name Buck Norton, the lawyer up in Montana.

      As I answered it, I really, really hoped he wasn’t about to tell me his client had confessed and I was wrong about everything. I don’t think my ego could have taken it.

      “I’ve got a proposition for you,” Buck said when I answered.

      “But we haven’t even met.”

      “Ha, ha. Not that kind of proposition. You’re an investigator, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “We want to hire you. Me and my client. We want to hire you to investigate who killed Jackson Mollier. You find the real killer; my client gets released.”

      “You don’t want to hire someone more local?”

      “Naw. One, Jackson Mollier spent most of his life in Las Vegas, and you know it and people up here don’t. You can investigate from that end. And two, everyone up here knows everyone. I hire some local PI, they’re going to be friends with the DA or the sheriff or who the heck knows who, and things can get messy. I need an outsider. And anyway, I checked you out. You’ve got good references.”

      I didn’t even need to think about it.

      “We’d be happy to accept!”

      “Good. Send me an email with your rates and a contract, or however you handle these things. I’ll wire over what you need to get going. I assume you can start right away?”

      “This very instant.”

      Fantastic. We were going to get paid to do what we were already doing. Now, if only I could figure out a way to get someone to pay me to eat cupcakes while reading murder mysteries on my sofa at home…

      When I hung up the phone, I had a very satisfied look on my face that had both Rosie and Nanna squinting at me.

      “That was Buck Norton?” Rosie confirmed. “And he wants to hire us? To investigate the murder?”

      “Yep. Perfect, right?”

      “I guess,” Rosie agreed. “I’ll book us tickets back up there.”

      Rosie began to tap away at her phone.

      “No.”

      “You must go,” Nanna said. “You need to see if there are any other suspects. You’ve got to talk to people on the ground.”

      “Oh, I know that,” I said. “Don’t worry. I just don’t want to fly.”

      “Why not?” Rosie and Nanna asked.

      “Because of the candy wrapper. I think Jackson drove up there, and I think he bought that candy in Idaho on the way. That’s why. I want to recreate his journey.”

      “But he was in LA,” Rosie pointed out.

      “No, his online profiles say he was in LA. Remember some of those photos were stock photos?”

      “But there were some genuine ones,” Rosie said. “Of him in the hotel lobby and stuff?”

      I hand waved it away.

      “Those things can be faked, can’t they? Or could have been taken at another time?”

      “Or he could have had a waxwork of himself made,” Nanna suggested. “And then got someone to position the waxwork in various positions in Los Angeles.”

      I titled my head at Nanna. “Ye-es. I expect there are easier ways of faking being in LA than manufacturing a waxwork. But sure, we’ll say that’s another possible way he could have done it.”

      Nanna nodded happily to herself, no doubt already thinking about where one would go to get a waxwork made.

      “So we’re going on a road trip?” Rosie asked, sounding excited about the prospect.

      “Yep. We’ll try to recreate his route and see if anyone remembers him. Rosie, I want you to see if you can get in the mind of Levi Aaronston and plan out a route for us. Figure out where he might have stopped on the way. Mrs. Norris’s candy shop will be one place, but we better look out for other places he could have picked it up on the way.”

      “Okay, boss. Got it. I’ll figure out the route. But he could have bought that candy online.”

      “And he might really have been in LA.”

      “No. There are too many coincidences.”

      “If you don’t mind, dear, I think I might skip the road trip,” Nanna said.

      That was handy because I had kind of assumed Nanna wouldn’t be joining us anyway.

      “Oh?” Rosie said, disappointed. “Really?”

      “It’s going to take you fifteen, twenty hours. A little road trip is fun. But that’s just too much for me unless I’m in the back of a limo.” Nanna’s face perked up. “I don’t suppose you’re going to take a limo, are you?”

      “Somehow, I don’t think Buck Norton’s budget will stretch to a stretched limo from here to backwoods Montana and back.”

      “Then I have to pass, I’m afraid.”

      “We’ll miss you, but we understand,” Rosie said while still staring at her phone as she planned our route.

      “Just call if you need me,” Nanna said. “I’ll get Jack Weber to send me in a helicopter.”

      I couldn’t imagine a situation that would need Nanna, and only her, to fly in to my rescue, but it was nice of her to offer. It was also nice of her to offer Jack’s helicopter, though I knew he actually would do it if asked. He was a friend that could be relied on, with the resources to match.

      “We need supplies,” Rosie announced. “When are we going to leave, boss? This afternoon?”

      “Tomorrow, I think. Bright and early. There are a couple of little things I want to get done first.”
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      That evening, Rosie and I were all prepared for an early start the next day. I wanted to get the bulk of the driving done in daylight if we could, especially since we planned to stop on the way. It would be easier to ask questions and look around if it wasn’t the middle of the night.

      Before we left, there was someone I wanted to talk to again.

      The way we had left it with Penelope still had me intensely curious. She knew something about Levi Aaronston, and I wanted to know what that something was.

      I pulled some strings to get her address, getting the podcaster Theo to wheedle it out of Jim and Jen, who knew it from their podcasts about Bruester Clemence.

      That night we had the car all packed for our road trip when we arrived at Penelope’s house.

      “Would you describe her as giraffe-like?” I asked Rosie.

      “Penelope?” Rosie shook her head. “Oh, no, she’s much more graceful than a giraffe. They look a bit awkward. She’s more like a swan or a cat. A swan-cat, that’s what she’s like. She’s just about the perfect woman, don’t you think? With those long legs, and that neck of hers, and her hair…”

      “I guess some guys go for that type,” I admitted. “But don’t you think her legs are a bit too long? Makes her gangly?”

      “Stunning is what they make her,” Rosie said, to my irritation.

      I was still thinking about the first time we saw her and how she put her hand on Stone’s chest. He hadn’t exactly rushed to slap it away, had he?

      But no, why should he have? Nanna and Stone were working with Penelope to get Bruester freed. Stone was probably just doing his job by being friendly with her. It was Penelope who was over the line, not Stone.

      Not that there was a line. Not then, anyway. But there definitely was now.

      “Are we going, boss?”

      “Right, yes. Let’s see what she has to say without a classroom to flee back into.”

      The house didn’t quite match what I thought Penelope would live in. She seemed like the type that would live in an ultramodern penthouse with stunning city views, or perhaps a shiny glass and brushed concrete modern mansion. The house she lived in, though, was an older ranch-style house without any of the glamour she projected. There were rose bushes in the front yard with thin black irrigation pipes running around them and little ornamental statues of biblical figures scattered around. The house itself looked cheery rather than elegant, more like somewhere a happy old grandmother would live rather than someone like Penelope.

      When we rang at the door, some of my intuition was proven correct when a woman in her sixties, who absolutely wasn’t Penelope, answered the door.

      “You’re not Penelope,” I said with some surprise.

      A warm, amused smile spread across her face. “I’m Cynthia Hanover. Penelope’s inside. I’ll go and get her. Who shall I tell her is here?”

      “We’re from the culinary school.”

      “Oh, of course! Do you want to come inside?”

      “No,” Rosie said quickly. “We won’t take up much of her time.”

      Cynthia went inside, and I turned to Rosie with a questioning look.

      “Going inside is usually a good idea. It makes it harder for them to slam the door in your face.”

      “I know, boss, but her name… Cynthia Hanover?”

      “Wait…” I said. “Hanover? That’s the same as Paul Hanover.”

      Rosie nodded. “It could be a coincidence.”

      Paul Hanover was the man Bruester Clemence was put in jail for murdering.

      I tried to figure it out. What was going on here? One thing was for certain, we either had another mighty fine coincidence on our hands, or there were more connections that didn’t quite make sense yet.

      “Boss,” Rosie said in a low voice because we could hear footsteps approaching, “I don’t think Penelope is Penelope.”

      And suddenly, nor did I.

      And then she swung into view. Even dressed in her athleisure lounging-around clothes, Penelope looked stunning. She’d tied her hair back in a perfect ponytail, which she had swung over her shoulder in front, presumably so we could admire the thick glossy mane up close.

      Penelope’s eyes were flashing with irritation as she glared down at us.

      “I told you to leave me alone!” Her voice was a low hiss. She didn’t want Cynthia to hear what she was saying to us.

      “Sorry,” I said, “but this is important. We can’t. I need you to tell me what you know about Jackson Mollier and Levi Aaronston.”

      Penelope pulled the door most of the way closed, leaving just her head sticking out. “I want you to leave me alone. Just, whatever you’re doing, stop it.”

      Rosie stood right in front of the open crack of the door.

      “Why are you living with Paul Hanover’s mother?” Rosie demanded.

      Penelope gulped. Then she swore under her breath, opened the door a little wider, and slipped outside, pulling it shut behind her.

      “Sounds like you know everything already,” she snapped, her angry gaze flicking back and forth between us.

      But we had her outside, and she was talking, even if she wasn’t happy about it. Progress, even if begrudging.

      “We wish we did,” I said to her, trying to sound professional but friendly. “But we don’t. Please. Just give us some information. We’re trying to make things right.” My last sentence had the effect I was desiring.

      Penelope muttered something under her breath, and then she began to open up.

      “I was engaged to Paul Hanover.”

      It took a moment for it to sink in.

      “You’re… Natalie Barlimon?” I asked.

      Penelope, Natalie, gave us a curt nod. “I used to be. I’m Penelope now. Don’t call me Natalie, please. It’s too hard to hear that name again.”

      Rosie and I looked at each other. We’d found the person we were originally hired to find, even if that client wanted nothing more to do with us. And from what I’d seen earlier, she was terrified of that client.

      “You’ve been working to get Bruester Clemence freed,” Rosie said. “He was convicted of killing your fiancé. Why would you do that?”

      “Because it wasn’t him that did it! I was there, okay?”

      “Tell us what happened.”

      “We were walking back from The Strip. We should have taken a cab, but we didn’t. Stupid. It was a warm evening, and we were having fun. Paul took us on a shortcut, and then…” Penelope gulped at the memory. “He came out of the shadows, this guy, and he grabbed my purse. I held on a second too long. Paul jumped in, grabbed at the bag too. He yanked it toward himself. The guy, the killer, jerked into him and stabbed him. If Paul hadn’t pulled the purse… If I’d let go…” Penelope shook her head.

      “You saw the guy?” Rosie asked.

      “We’d just left The Strip, and then Paul took some photos of me using the flash on his camera. It was dark, and my eyes weren’t adjusted. So yeah, I saw him, but I didn’t get a good look. It only lasted one or two seconds, then Paul was on the ground and the guy who’d stabbed him was running away.”

      “And that guy wasn’t Bruester Clemence?” Rosie asked. “How can you be certain?”

      “The guy who grabbed my bag was short and, y’know, a bit stocky. Bruester’s thin, and tall, and kind of gangly.”

      “Then how did he end up getting arrested?” Rosie asked.

      “The detective said I didn’t know what I saw. It’s my fault he was behind bars so long.”

      “What do you mean? What happened?”

      “You heard what I just told you, right? I said we’d been on the Strip, I said Paul took photos of me, I said it only lasted a second or two. The cops said I didn’t know what I saw, that I couldn’t make a good ID of anyone. And they’re right, I couldn’t ID someone, but I could tell you who it wasn’t, and that’s a tall gangly guy like Bruester Clemence. It wasn’t him, even though I didn’t see anything more than a silhouette, I’m telling you it wasn’t him. And now I’ve been proven right.”

      “Why do you think the cops went after Bruester?” I asked.

      “Who knows. Maybe they thought they were doing what was best. Perhaps they genuinely did believe I didn’t know what I’d seen, and that I’d made a mistake by saying it couldn’t have been Bruester. The lead detective, Wally Harvan, he just kept telling me the evidence pointed to Bruester. He was kind about it, but it was also condescending, you know? Like, ‘Little lady, you don’t know what you saw!’ kind of thing. I think he genuinely believed what he was telling me. But why couldn’t he listen? Why wouldn’t he believe me when I said Bruester was the wrong body shape?”

      It was hard to make a call on something like that, so many years later. Things do look different in the dark, and if someone told me they could rule someone out as a suspect after only a brief glimpse in the dark, I’d be skeptical, too. But Penelope, or Natalie as she was then, sounded so earnest, it was hard to see how someone wouldn’t believe her.

      “I don’t know.” I wanted her to keep talking, so I wasn’t about to explain possible police reasoning to her. I needed her on our side.

      “Maybe I give Wally Harvan too much credit. Perhaps the department just needed to get their conviction rate up and figured Bruester was as good a target as any. He was no angel, that’s for sure, but he wasn’t the killer. I wished I could get them to see that.”

      “Tell us about becoming Penelope.”

      “I was a pain. To the police. I think they thought I’d lost it because of grief. In a way, I kind of had, but I was furious. You know, at first, it wasn’t the injustice for Bruester Clemence that motivated me. I couldn’t give two cents about him, to be honest. It was the fact that the real killer would be literally getting away with murder that gave me my drive. I wanted Bruester freed, so they would get back to work finding the real person who stabbed my Paul.

      “I didn’t know what I was doing back then. I didn’t know anything about campaigning, or how to file complaints with the police, or even what my options were. I was running on instinct, and basically, I made a massive nuisance of myself. I hung around the Metro police department yelling at officers to find the real killer when they came out. I wrote a few rants online, but that’s all they were—rants. I didn’t have any proper game plan, only a burning desire to stop them prosecuting Bruester and to get back to work finding out who really did it.”

      “What happened next?” Rosie asked.

      “That time in my life, I was very… emotional. I was angry and sad and disappointed and vengeful. It’s hard to think back without pulling up all of those emotions. I did some things I shouldn’t have—shouting at homicide detectives, trying to get to crime scenes and make them speak to me. All kinds of stuff. And they didn’t like it. The cops started driving past my house at night. Lights flashing, siren off, just crawling past. Like they were telling me they were watching me or warning me off.”

      “And did you feel threatened?”

      “Not really. Like I said, I was so emotional at the time, I didn’t care about myself or any danger to me. I wasn’t seeing sense. At least, not then. Not until later.”

      “Tell me about Jackson Mollier.”

      Penelope nodded. “I told you I started trying to hang around crime scenes. I had a police scanner, and I’d rush to them to start haranguing the detectives. I feel bad about that now. There were other victims out there who wanted their cases solved, and I was messing with it. But like I said, I wasn’t thinking straight. I got to a scene once just as they were kicking Jackson Mollier out. We got to talking.”

      “What was he like?”

      “Hardbitten, tough, callous, I suppose. But he liked a good story, and he knew my case. I hadn’t known at the time, but Jackson was there after Paul died. He got there just after the cops, and he took pictures of the scene. It was ghoulish, but that was his job. And I didn’t know what was going on then. It wasn’t until I met him later that I found out he was there as well. He felt sorry for me, I think. He got interested in Paul’s case.”

      “So, what? Did you work together or something?” Rosie asked.

      “Yeah. He wanted to uncover corruption—not because he was against corruption per se, but because it was a good story—and I wanted justice for Paul. We were a good team, for a little while. He had a ton of photographs from all kinds of crime scenes, and we began to go through them. We were trying to figure out why the cops pursued Bruester Clemence so hard, and we began to think bigger. Maybe what happened with Paul wasn’t a one-off. For a while, I felt like I had something. We were working on this thing, and it gave me a goal. While it didn’t take my mind off of Paul’s death, it gave me a new purpose.”

      “But it sounds as if it went wrong, eventually?” I asked her.

      Penelope was leaning back against the door now. Her usual grace had faded, her shoulders were slumped, and if you looked carefully, you could even see little lines around her eyes.

      “The cop cars kept rolling by my place, but then something else happened. One night, I woke up, and there was someone in my room. He held a knife to my throat. He told me to stop being a troublemaker or my fiancé wouldn’t be the only one who ended up dead. He said that they, not just him, but they could get me anytime, anywhere.”

      Penelope’s hands had begun to tremble at the memory.

      “That’s awful,” I said quietly and lifted my eyebrows for her to continue.

      “I decided to leave town. I realized I really didn’t want to die. I had a vague idea that I could continue to work on the case from far away. I had the idea that I would stay in contact with Jackson and figure it out from out of the reach of whoever had threatened me. I went to see Jackson to tell him I was going to skip town, but I wanted to stay in contact.”

      “And?”

      “And something had happened to him. He had a black eye, and he told me he wasn’t interested anymore. He said we’d done as much as we could and we should drop it. I couldn’t believe it, the change was so sudden and abrupt. I simply didn’t believe him. That made him kind of angry, and he started to yell at me. He said he was in danger, that we were in danger. So I knew someone had threatened him, too.”

      “He doesn’t sound like the kind of guy who would have been easily scared.”

      “He wasn’t. But whatever was said to him did the job because he was really shook up. He told me he was thinking of leaving town, too. He must have regained his nerve or come to some agreement, because he stuck around for another year or two. Even got a restraining order against one of the cops. I think he must have had something on them, and they came to some kind of truce. Whatever it was, he didn’t want to help me anymore, that’s for sure. He gave me one word of warning before I left.”

      “And what was that?”

      “It was to stay away from Levi Aaronston.”

      We stood in silence as the words sunk in. Our client, who had paid us to find Natalie, was someone she had been warned against. What would have happened if he knew where she was? If we had found her at the same time we found Jackson, would we now be trying to solve two murders?

      “And so you left town?” Rosie asked.

      “Yeah. I left, and I changed my name, and I basically tried to reinvent myself.” Penelope held out her long blonde hair in front of her, waving the ponytail at us. “I used to be a brunette. Short hair, kind of a tomboy. I changed everything. The way I speak, the way I look, my name. Everything. I wanted to come back, but I wanted it to be as someone else, and it took me a couple of years to get myself together. But I came back, and I did what I promised I would do at Paul’s funeral.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I became a daughter to Cynthia. I couldn’t replace her son, but I could do something for her. I could be there for her. I took a new direction in my life, and I decided to focus on trying to make the world better. Through food, and through justice. I took cooking courses, and then became a culinary teacher. And I joined a group working for justice for wrongly incarcerated prisoners. I didn’t tell them who I used to be, and I tried to stay under the radar, but I focused on the Bruester Clemence case. It was no longer just for Paul. I genuinely wanted justice.”

      “That night when someone came into your room and threatened you, do you think it was detective Wallace Harvan? The lead on the case?”

      “No. I knew him probably the best of the detectives on the case, and it wasn’t him. I’m sure of that.”

      “What about Levi Aaronston?”

      Penelope was silent for a moment. “Maybe. I’ve thought about it a lot, of course. I didn’t know him as well, he wasn’t on the case long, and it wasn’t him that interviewed me. But it could have been him who broke into my house. But I can’t say that for certain. It could have been anyone. Maybe it was someone who really wanted Bruester to stay locked up for some other, unconnected reason.”

      “But you don’t believe that.”

      “No. But I try not to believe anything I don’t have proof for. Not anymore.”

      “Thank you so much for talking to us. It means a lot. We know how difficult this must be.”

      “Please,” Penelope implored. “Don’t tell anyone who I am, okay? I’ve got a nice life now, and I don’t want to lose that.”

      I wasn’t sure if she meant metaphorically or literally. Either way, I didn’t plan to deliberately mess things up for her.

      “We won’t,” I assured her. “And we’re going to find out what happened to Jackson Mollier.”

      Penelope nodded. “I appreciate it. He wasn’t exactly a saint, but…” She broke into a sigh. “It’s like I’ve lost another connection to Paul. They never even met, but Jackson was there when it happened, and then we worked together for a few weeks. It felt like Jackson was connected to him, to us. When you told me he was dead…” She shook her head. “What does it mean? Will someone be after me, as well?”

      “I hope not,” I told her. “As you know, Jackson was mixed up in plenty of shady things over the years.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But keep an eye out. And if you think you’re being followed, or if anything odd happens, why don’t you give me a call?”

      I handed over a business card. Even though we were going to be heading to Montana, there were friends I could rely on to help her if she needed it.

      “Do you think I’m in danger?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Look, that cop, Levi Aaronston? He hired us to find you.”

      Penelope’s eyes went wide.

      “Don’t worry, he fired us. We’re not working for him anymore, and we’re not going to tell him who you are. I promise.”

      Penelope was nodding her head quickly. “He might hire someone else.”

      “Perhaps. But he might not really be after you. We tracked down Jackson Mollier for him first, we thought he was using your name as a cover.”

      “And… he killed Jackson?”

      “I don’t know. They’ve arrested someone else for his murder. It’s way up in Montana. We don’t know if he could even have physically been there. And Jackson was involved in all kinds of shady goings-on, blackmailing people, and the like. It could be a coincidence that he died right after we found him.”

      “Some coincidence,” Penelope said quietly.

      “Yeah. I know. Look, just keep an eye out. We’re looking into it, and we’re going to do what we can, okay? No one else knows who you are. We didn’t figure it out until you told us. You should be safe for now.”

      Penelope took my hand and squeezed it. “I can trust you, can’t I?”

      It wasn’t really a question. She knew she could. But she wanted to hear it anyway.

      “Absolutely.”

      My phone began to ring in my bag.

      “I better go back inside,” Penelope said. “Thank you for what you’re doing.”

      Rosie rubbed her arm. “Have a good night, and try not to worry too much, okay?”

      Penelope, formerly Natalie, nodded, and then she slipped back inside the house.

      She’d given us plenty to think about on the long drive we had coming up.

      In the meantime, my phone was ringing. I pulled it out and looked at the screen.

      Duncan Crabb.

      What did he want?
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      “Hello?”

      “… Levi…”

      Crabb’s voice was hoarse and croaky, his breathing labored. In the background came the noise of beeps and rolling wheels, crying, and calling voices. He was in the hospital.

      “Duncan? What are you saying?”

      “Turn that off!”

      The call was disconnected by a nurse or doctor. I stared down at the phone.

      “We’ve got to get to the hospital.”

      “Which one?” Rosie asked.

      Good point. I tapped out a quick text to Crabb asking him which hospital he was in, hoping the nurse hadn’t physically switched the phone off—or thrown it in the trash. We hurried back to the car while we waited for a response. Thankfully, we got an answer.

      >SR

      “That must be Sunrise,” Rosie said, naming one of the largest medical facilities in the city. “What’s happened?”

      “Let’s hope he can tell us.”

      Crabb had sounded like he was on death’s door, but the way the nurse had scolded him gave me hope. She wouldn’t have spoken to him like that if he actually was dying. Or would she?

      Rosie and I didn’t talk much. Our minds were still trying to process everything Penelope aka Natalie had told us, as well as what was going on with Duncan Crabb. We made quick time and hurried into the Emergency Room as soon as we’d parked.

      Crabb had already been seen and treated and wheeled away. When we found him, Crabb was in a small room, propped up in bed, looking alive but somewhat beaten up. The room was for two people, but a dividing curtain separated Crabb’s section off from the other bed.

      “‘Evening,” Crabb rasped out. “Took your time.” In between each utterance, Crabb took a long, difficult breath that clearly caused him pain.

      “What happened? You said Levi? He did this to you?”

      Crabb nodded.

      “I asked around about him,” Crabb said, choosing his words carefully to keep his sentences short. “He found out.”

      I remembered last time we spoke, Crabb said he’d poke about and see what he could find out about Levi and let me know. It looked like trying to help me had got him in a world of hurt—literally—at the hands of Levi Aaronston.

      “And he attacked you?” I asked. “What happened? Did he try to kill you?”

      Crabb shook his head.

      Then another, familiar, voice yelled from the other side of the curtain that divided the room in two.

      “The old fool said he was going to teach me a lesson!”

      I yanked back the dividing curtain. In the other bed lay Levi Aaronston, with two black eyes and bandages wrapped around his hands and a sling cradling his left arm. I didn’t know what to do, so I gave him a quick glare then yanked the curtain shut again. I turned back to Levi and indicated my lips with my fingers to talk quietly.

      Rosie, watching, understood what I was trying to do and immediately began to tap at her phone. A moment later, loud jazz music began to blare out. Rosie stuck her arm through the curtain behind, so the music would drown out our conversation and make it hard for Aaronston to hear what we were saying.

      “Turn that racket down!”

      “It’s not racket, it’s John Coltrane,” Rosie yelled back, and then turned the volume up even higher on her phone.

      I turned back to Crabb. He’d adjusted the bed, so he was sitting up straight and seemed to have recovered his breath somewhat.

      “Good thinking,” he rasped to Rosie, nodding toward the arm holding the phone. Jazz trumpets were currently blaring out at Aaronston.

      “Tell me again, what happened?”

      “I asked around about him.” Crabb paused. “Word got out. I guess someone I trusted must have told him.”

      “What’s he saying?! Don’t listen to him!”

      We ignored the yells from Levi’s side of the room.

      “And then?”

      “And then he confronted me, this evening.” Crabb paused for a breath, caught it, and carried on. “He demanded to know why I was asking about him.” A pause for breath. “And he didn’t like my answer, and he swung at me.” Crabb smiled. “I dodged, popped him on the nose. This old man’s still got it. We traded blows.”

      “Looks like you both gave as good as you got,” Rosie said.

      “Naw, I came off on top. Just a… cracked rib.” Crabb sucked in another breath. “I’ll be right as rain.”

      “Before tonight, what did you learn? You spoke to people about him already, right?”

      Crabb nodded.

      “I didn’t get anywhere yet. Most people were saying he was a good cop.” Crabb laughed painfully. “But then he came and attacked me. Make of that what you will.”

      “Oh, we certainly will,” I told him. “He can’t get away with attacking you like this. We’re heading to Montana in the morning. We’ve been hired to look into Jackson Mollier’s death.”

      Crabb nodded.

      “If I can help from down here… just let me know.”

      “Okay, thanks Duncan.”

      “Don’t listen to the old idiot!”

      I yanked the curtain open again.

      “Levi,” I said. “We’re learning a lot of things. A lot of very interesting things. And guess what?”

      He glared at us from behind a pair of black eyes. “What?”

      “We’re going to Montana. We’ve been hired to bring you down. And there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      Levi’s blackened eyes widened.

      “We’re going to destroy you,” Rosie told him, her voice amiable, the look she gave him not.

      “Montana? Why are you going there? What do you expect to find? Coz you ain’t gonna find it!”

      “Good hunting!” Crabb said, expending energy to raise his voice, so Levi could hear him good and clear.

      “We’re going to find everything,” I told him.

      “Including Mrs. Norris’s candy,” Rosie added.

      Levi’s eyes were wider—and blacker—than ever when Rosie and I yanked the curtain back shut. We assured Crabb we were going to get to the bottom of all this.

      “Destroy, Rosie?” I asked as we headed back out. “That’s a bit strong.”

      Rosie shrugged. “Poor old Duncan can barely talk. And Penelope’s terrified of him. And so was Mollier. I think destroy might even be too nice.”

      I shuddered to think what other levels Rosie might consider ratcheting up to.

      We stopped in the lobby downstairs so I could make another phone call before it got too late. I needed to speak to Stone, to ask a favor. He answered on the first ring.

      “Tiffany.” One word. It could say so much. I’m glad to hear your voice, I know you’ve been busy lately, it seemed to say.

      “Hi, Stone. I’m just with Rosie right now.” Code for, I can’t say what I really want to say. “I wondered if you’re busy the next few days?”

      “Want me to come to Montana with you? I can leave immediately.”

      “How do you… Nanna?”

      “Nanna,” Stone confirmed.

      “But no, not Montana. There’s something else.”

      “Anything.”

      I took a moment to let the tingling in my chest at the way he said anything sink in, before explaining where I wanted him to go and what I wanted him to do.

      “No problem.”

      Stone sure was easy to work with. In a way, he was kind of the opposite of Ian. My old partner liked to have everything explained to him in thorough detail, and then he would immediately begin to consider every single way things could go wrong in exquisite detail. Whereas Stone? He would just say yes. Or okay, and that would be the end of it, and things would get done.

      “We’ll get together as soon as we get back.”

      I hoped the double meaning whooshed right over Rosie’s head.

      “I’ll look forward to it.”

      The tingling in my chest got exciting again.

      “Bye, Stone.”

      “You’re smiling, boss.”

      “Hmm? Oh. Right. I was worried Stone might be too busy to help out, but he’s not. That’s good, isn’t it?”

      “It sure is. What time are we heading out?”

      “We’ll go early. Hit the road by six.”

      “Six? That is early.”

      “Can you handle it?”

      Rosie laughed. “Of course. I’ll be ready and waiting!”

      And I knew she would.
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      We were on the road by six-thirty and started the long trip north. We’d packed the car full of essential supplies to make sure we didn’t starve during the expedition, and Rosie had somehow found the time to figure out exactly where the candy was sold once we hit Idaho.

      “Mrs. Norris’s own candy shop closed down,” Rosie explained. “But she still supplies several stores in the area. I’ve found a few spots on the route from Nevada to Montana where they sell it, all truck stops in southeastern Idaho.”

      “Excellent, just let me know when we’re close.”

      “Yeah. It’ll only take about nine hours.”

      “Only?”

      “Yep! Want me to drive for a bit, boss?”

      “Not yet. Let’s get some miles under our belt, stop for breakfast, then you can take over for a while.”

      “Sure.”

      Rosie tilted her chair back and closed her eyes. While it looked like she was sleeping, she was probably thinking about our case. I hoped she didn’t think too hard. It was embarrassing when my assistant got ahead of me.

      In the meanwhile, I drove, and I drove, and I drove. The road was nearly empty, the views unending, and the road noise hypnotic.

      Miles turned into dozens, then a hundred. And we kept on going. About one hundred and fifty miles north of Vegas, we stopped for some delicious, oversized and overstuffed breakfast burritos that meant we wouldn’t have to break into our snack supplies just yet.

      Then it was back on the road, this time with Rosie driving. She sat up straight, leaning slightly forward, hands holding the steering wheel at a perfect ten to two position, her eyes searching and scanning for trouble ahead on the empty road.

      “Do you like driving?” I asked her. “I can keep going?”

      “Huh? No, I love it. It’s meditative.”

      “Oh. It’s just, you don’t look very relaxed?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I like to stay alert.”

      Rosie’s head seemed to go even further forward, as if to maximize her viewing angle in case hazards started dropping in from above.

      “Just let me know when you want to switch back.”

      I must have dozed off for a bit because when I woke up, we had another few hundred miles under our belts. Rosie and I switched over a couple more times, and after almost nine hours of driving, we hit our first target area: Mrs. Norris area of the country.

      Rosie had three truck stops for us to stop at, the only places that were on the direct highway route up to Montana that also sold the candy. The first place told us that while they stocked the candy in theory, Mrs. Norris hadn’t been in to restock the supplies for a couple of months. That meant Aaronston couldn’t have purchased his candy there.

      At the second rest stop, I went inside the shop while Rosie gassed up the car. It was a ramshackle kind of place that was probably a state-of-the-art resting facility back in the nineteen fifties and hadn’t been updated much since. The shop, despite being a solid building, had the air of a shack about it, and the asphalt we drove in on was pitted and cracked.

      There was a loud ding of a bell as I entered, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust. Although the lights were on, it was gloomy inside after coming in from the bright sunlight. But after a few blinks, I saw what I came to see: sitting up on the counter was a little stock of Mrs. Norris’s Traditional Cocoa Molasses Toffee, arranged neatly by the cash register.

      And behind the cash register was a greasy-looking guy in his fifties, with a gap-toothed smile. His name tag said he was called Nikki. I dug out my phone and a picture of Levi Aaronston.

      “Excuse me, I wonder, could you please tell me whether you’ve seen this man?”

      The man gave us a skeptical look.

      “Why would I tell you that?”

      “We’re investigating a crime,” I said. “It’s important.”

      Nikki took a step back and crossed his arms in front of his chest.

      “I ain’t talking to cops. You know what? I hate cops. All of y’all. You’re corrupt, lying, cheating, no-good crooks. You’re worse than the real criminals.”

      Aha. I could work with that.

      “You misunderstand, Nikki—”

      “Nikki? Nikki? I ain’t Nikki, that’s my daughter. She runs this place nights.”

      I looked at his name tag. He looked down.

      “Oh, shoot. I done put her tag on again. I’m Wayne.” He looked back up at me and shook his head again. “You best leave. I tole’ ya, I ain’t talking to no cops.”

      “I’m not a cop.” I pointed down at the screen. “But this man is. A corrupt one. We think he murdered someone. I’m a private investigator, and I’ve been hired to look into this cop because, like you said, he could be a crook.”

      “Huh.” Wayne rubbed his chin in thought. “How do I know you ain’t lying? Cops’ll lie as soon as they’ll breathe.”

      I pulled out my investigator’s license. Then, for good measure, I pulled up an article on my phone in which Detective Aaronston had featured after a high-profile crime a couple of years earlier.

      “You see? I’m not a cop, but this guy is. And he’s one of the bad ones. So, tell me, have you seen him?”

      Wayne was already shaking his head. “Naw, though I wish I had, so I could drop him in it. Wait there, let me check with the rest of ‘em.”

      Wayne disappeared into the back. A moment later, a younger couple in their twenties emerged, rubbing their eyes. Nikki and her partner, I assumed.

      “Nikki squinted at the screen.”

      “Nope, I ain’t seen this guy.”

      “He would have bought some of this candy,” I said, indicating the display on the counter.

      “Only locals buy that,” Wayne said. “Out-of-towners don’t know about it.”

      “This guy likes to buy new candies. He would have bought it.”

      Nikki shook her head. “He didn’t come in while I was working. I’d remember. He’s kind of cute.”

      Nikki’s partner, a short-haired guy with a perma-grin on his face laughed, a happy but slightly screeching giggle.

      “He’s cute, huh?”

      Nikki poked him in the arm.

      “Not as cute as you, hon.”

      “Aww, thanks babe.”

      “Well then,” Wayne said, “us three is all that work here. If one of us ain’t working, the place ain’t open. And unfortunately, I don’t think we saw this crooked cop of yours.”

      “Thanks for your time anyway,” I told them. “I’ll take a bag of these candies, if you don’t mind an out-of-towner buying them?”

      Wayne laughed. “Of course we don’t mind. Just usually people ain’t all that adventurous. They buy what they know.”

      “That’s very true.”

      Back in the car, Rosie and I opened up the candy and took one each. It was a tough and sticky, dark, almost black concoction. We sucked and chewed for a moment, then our eyes met each other and we grinned.

      “Mrs. Norris sure knows how to make a candy,” Rosie said. “This stuff is delicious.”

      And she was right, it was. Happily chewing on our candy, trying not to think about what it might do to our teeth, we hit the road again. We had one more truck stop to hit, and I hoped it was going to go just as smoothly.

      The next stop took us another hour to get to and was the closest to Chubbock. It was a big, shiny, corporate-looking place that lacked the ramshackle charm of the one run by Wayne and his family.

      Rosie came in with me this time, and we found two people working inside. There was a young woman at the cash register and a middle-aged man in black slacks and short-sleeved white button-up shirt, complete with a tie, walking around holding a clipboard.

      I went to the clipboard man, Jon Dudley, Regional Manager, and explained I was investigating something gravely serious and needed his cooperation.

      “I’m not sure if I can help you.”

      “No? We’ve always been very grateful of the help we’ve received by regional managers at your company. Your corporate headquarters is always asking us to confirm that their managers were polite, friendly, and helpful.”

      At the mention of the corporate HQ, his face twitched.

      “You talk to our corporate office? In Salt Lake City?”

      “Oh, all the time,” Rosie told him.

      “We’d love to tell them how helpful you’ve been in our investigation,” I added.

      “How may I help?”

      I showed him a picture of Levi Aaronston and said we thought he might have bought some candy in the shop and required confirmation. I gave him some possible times, and he hurried to check what staff were on duty the morning and night before Jackson Mollier died. For some people, the magic word is please. For others, it’s or I’ll break your legs. But for Jon Dudley, the magic word was corporate headquarters. As soon as he heard it, he was eager to assist us.

      “That is some good luck!” Jon told us a couple of minutes later. “Kelly up there pulled a double shift!” He nodded toward the counter where a young woman was working.

      She was in her twenties, and I could see the ink from tattoos poking up out of the neck holes in her shirt. She had about a dozen earrings and friendly but slightly nervous eyes. Jon led us over to see her.

      “Kelly, I’ll take over the register. You’re to assist these two nice ladies in any way you can. Answer their questions.”

      “Am I in trouble?” Kelly sounded alarmed.

      “You will be if you don’t answer their questions! It’s for corporate!”

      Jon went to the register, while Kelly walked out from behind the counter to join us. I showed her a picture of Levi and reassured her that she wasn’t in the slightest bit of trouble.

      Kelly squinted and stared at the photo.

      “I’m not very good with faces, but I think that guy did come in.”

      A thrill went through me. Rosie nudged me with her elbow in excitement. We were right!

      “Yeah?”

      “Twice.”

      “Twice?”

      “Yeah. I remember, it was the next day. He came back, and he went straight for the candy. He said something about how good it was, but he would only buy one more pack because he wanted to avoid getting addicted.”

      “That’s incredible! I don’t suppose he said anything else, did he?”

      Like, I don’t know, ‘I just murdered someone!’

      “I don’t remember him saying anything much. Just standard greetings. I remember the remark about the candy, though. He’s right. Mrs. Norris sure knows how to make a good molasses toffee.”

      “Awesome, thanks so much.”

      I went back to the counter.

      “Your employee has been incredibly helpful. You should commend her.”

      Jon nodded seriously. “I’m glad to hear it. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “Yes. We need to see the security footage.”

      Jon froze. It seemed to take him a long moment to process what I’d told him.

      “You want to see the CCTV footage?” he said finally and then began shaking his head. “I can’t do that.”

      “I’m sure corporate would be very grateful if you did.”

      He shook his head again. “I’m afraid you’ll have to talk to them. I don’t have access to footage more than a week old. It gets uploaded to our corporate cloud security system. You’ll need to call headquarters in Salt Lake City to see it. They should be able to give you remote access. I’m sure they’ll be happy to help.”

      “You can’t just quickly show us now?” Rosie pressed.

      “I’d love to, but I don’t have access. I’m sorry. You will tell them we were very helpful here, right?”

      “Yes, sure. I’ll leave you my card. If you see this guy again, would you mind calling me? And don’t tell him we were asking about him.”

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      Back in the car, Rosie and I talked and chewed on some more candy.

      “It sure sounds like he was here,” I said. “But without the video, we can’t prove it yet. I want more evidence before we start trying to talk to their corporate headquarters. I’m sure they won’t be as forthcoming as he was.”

      “Then we’ll just have to get more evidence in Montana first,” Rosie declared. “Let’s hit that road again!”

      We got back to driving until we got to Billings a few hours later. I’d booked us a motel. The plan was to head up to Bear’s Creek in the morning and hopefully hit it around lunchtime. We could have driven straight through, but I didn’t fancy arriving in what could be hostile territory after midnight.

      Rosie and I hit Billings just in time for dinner. After doing some research along the way, Rosie had insisted that we try some of the local cuisine this time. I wasn’t exactly sure what the local cuisine was, but Rosie had found us a place.

      In a family-run restaurant, we ate bison burgers topped with local cheese and local bacon, followed by a delicious slice of huckleberry pie with some good ice cream from a nearby dairy farm.

      And then, after a hard but rewarding day, it was off to sleep so we could be well rested for the next morning.

      I didn’t know what was going to happen up there in the wilds of Montana, but I had a hunch it was sure going to be interesting.
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        * * *

      

      The air was cool and crisp, and we had the windows cracked so we could enjoy it, though I also had the heater running so we didn’t freeze to death.

      Coming into Bear’s Creek, the small town looked beautiful. The sky overhead was a perfect blue and seemed to stretch up to infinity. There was a reason they called this Big Sky Country, and that reason was because the sky really did seem bigger up here.

      We were just on the outskirts when we hit the first hint of trouble.

      “There’s a sheriff’s department car just fallen in behind us,” Rosie said from the driver’s seat, her eyes flicking back and forth between the road and the rearview mirror.

      I craned my neck and peered over my shoulder. Just as I locked eyes on the car behind us, it switched on its lights and siren.

      “We’d better pull over.”

      Rosie indicated and then pulled the car over to the side of the road. We rolled the windows down, put our hands where they could be seen, and waited patiently.

      A moment later, we watched in the mirror as Deputy Rooster swaggered his way toward us, thumbs tucked into the belt of his uniform, a leering smile on his face.

      He stuck his head in the driver’s window.

      “Morning, ladies.”

      “Hello, Deputy Chicken,” Rosie said.

      “Rooster!” he snapped. “It’s Deputy Sheriff Rooster.” He seemed to linger on the word sheriff, as if that were the important part. “Now, do you little ladies know why I’ve pulled you over?”

      I could think of several answers to his question, but none of them would improve the situation. My imaginary answers focused more on the fact that this dweeb was daring to call us little ladies. Wisely, I kept those thoughts to myself, and we both just shook our heads and offered a nope. As far as I knew, my car was in full working order.

      “Well,” Rooster said, taking his time, “the reason I pulled you over…” Rooster took a moment to spit onto the ground outside the car. “The reason I pulled you over is outside my knowledge, too. Sheriff asked me to bring you in. Now, would you be so kind as to follow my vehicle to the sheriff’s office?”

      “Uh, sure,” I said with some relief. Rooster could have made our life quite unpleasant, but actually, he was acting as a messenger boy. That was a welcome surprise, considering the other possibilities.

      “Then follow behind me. And don’t you dilly-dally, y’hear?”

      “Yes, sir, Mister Chicken!” Rosie snapped a salute at him.

      “It’s Rooster!”

      He went back to his cruiser and pulled away, lights flashing but siren off. As soon as he was past our car, Rosie pulled out behind him. We drove at about two miles an hour under the speed limit, but it felt a lot slower as we crawled behind him into the two-horse town that was Bear’s Creek.

      Rosie and I talked quietly about why Rolland had sent out a welcome wagon for us, and how he knew we were coming, but we didn’t come to any conclusion that satisfied us.

      We’d just have to wait and see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside the sheriff’s office, Rooster yelled that he’d brought us in and then headed back out to his car. We found Rouland inside, standing behind the counter at the entrance of the office, speaking with his sister who worked there part-time. He smiled broadly when he saw us, the gesture taking several moments to spread across his entire face, as if the delight at seeing us traveled at the same pace as life in this tiny town.

      “It’s a pleasure to see y’all again. I hope you don’t mind me sending out Deputy Rooster to meet you. I trust he was polite? I told him to be on best behavior.”

      Rouland’s voice was rich and warm and reminded me of Mrs. Norris’s candies. If they’d been turned into human form, they’d be something like him, I decided.

      “He was fine,” I said. “Nice to see you again, too.”

      “Let’s go on through to my office.”

      Rouland ambled past the front desk, gesturing us to follow him into the back. He led us to his small office which had glass walls above waist height and drywall underneath. The inside looked like it might as well be his second home, with comfortable-looking wood furniture and walls decorated with photos of happy memories.

      Rouland went behind his desk. It was an old, lightly scuffed looking thing that seemed like it had inhabited the office since Rouland’s grandparents were kids, or perhaps even longer.

      Sitting atop the desk were an old computer with a big, heavy, dust-coated monitor and a yellow legal pad with several pens next to it, but most of the desk was covered in framed photographs. I peered at them, smiling.

      “Is that your daughter?”

      Rouland really did smile now, a grin of fatherly pride tinged with just a little embarrassment.

      “Sure is. That’s my little girl. Not so little anymore, though. I can’t believe where the years went.” Rouland gestured at one of the pictures. “Look at this, from when she was on the high school track team. Can’t believe that was ten years ago now.” In the photo he was gesturing towards, his pretty daughter was holding out a gold medal that hung from her neck, her eyes sparkling with delight. Beside her was a slightly-younger-looking Rouland, looking just as proud and possibly even more excited than her.

      “Is that the Rockies?” Rosie asked, gesturing at a picture of Rouland’s daughter decked out in purple ski gear among a mountainous snowscape.

      “Naw, that’s the Alps, if you can believe it. Switzerland. She was there last winter.”

      “Oh, wow,” I said. “Does she live in Europe?”

      “Might as well! She’s in Greece right now, sipping cocktails and eating olives.” Rouland shuddered at the thought. “She sure does love to travel. I joke it’s to get away from her old man.”

      “I’m certain that’s not true,” I told him kindly.

      Rouland chuckled. “She swears it’s not, but I don’t know…” Rouland adjusted one of the photos, so it was facing directly at him as he sat in his old, leather chair. He stared at it, his smile private now, perhaps remembering happy memories of time spent together or of adventures she had told him about. Suddenly, he gave a little shake of his head, and turned his attention back to us.

      “Sorry. I didn’t bring you here to bore you with a fatherly pride picture show. There’s nothing worse than someone jabbering on about someone you’ve never met, is there?”

      “No, it’s lovely,” Rosie told him. “I’d love to go to Europe someday, too. My ancestors were from Scotland.”

      Rouland nodded. “I’m a mutt. I’ve got French, Belgian, German, and Irish heritage. Not to mention my half-native great-grandmother. I think Daniella—that’s my daughter—is trying to visit ‘em all!”

      “It sounds like she’s having fun,” I said. “You were saying you wanted to talk to us?”

      “I was, wasn’t I? Got myself sidetracked again. No, the reason I wanted to talk to you was something like professional courtesy. Monty Greenwald’s lawyer, Buck Norton—”

      “We’ve spoken to him,” I said, interrupting, wanting to make it clear that we weren’t deliberately stepping on any toes.

      “Yep. He gave me a call to let me know he’d hired you. Out of politeness.”

      “I see.”

      I had been hoping we might fly under the radar for a little bit, but it was probably a naive hope anyway. The moment we checked into a motel or stopped to get anything to eat, the whole little town would know about it. Actually, Buck Norton was likely being smart, showing that we were all willing to play ball.

      “I thought I might see if I could help you out any.”

      “That’s very kind of you, but I’m sure we’ll manage.”

      Rouland held up his palms in a conciliatory manner.

      “Well, okay. But if you wanted to talk to Monty Greenwald himself, for instance, he’s right here in the cells.”

      Ah. Yeah. Maybe Rouland’s assistance would be quite useful.

      “That would be really helpful, if he’ll see us.”

      “Oh, he’ll see you. He’s an ornery sort, and there’s not much more he likes than someone new to upset. I warn you, he’s not a nice guy. Be ready.”

      “Okay. But you know, we’re from Las Vegas. It’s the best city in the world, but we get some real characters down there, I can tell you. I think we can handle Monty Greenwald, can’t we, Rosie?”

      “We sure can!”

      “Sheriff, if you don’t mind my asking, Jackson Mollier was involved in blackmailing more than one person, right?”

      Rouland gave a curt nod.

      “That’s right.”

      “So some of the other blackmail victims must be suspects as well?”

      Rouland gave me a half smile and gentle, conciliatory nod, not quite of agreement, but of acceptance that my point was reasonable even if he didn’t think it was correct.

      “Tell you what. I’m happy to take you around town, introduce you to whoever you like. With me along, they’ll be happy to cooperate. I’ll stay out of your way, won’t even listen. But I’d like to help you out. I have a feeling you’ll be agreeing with me before too long, but I understand you’ve been hired by Buck Norton, so you’ve got a duty to do your job.”

      “Thanks for being so understanding.”

      “It’s kind of my job. Half of what I do as sheriff up here is resolving disputes. Heck, not half, ninety percent. In small towns, people can get real ornery about things you wouldn’t blink twice at down in the Big Smoke. I had to break up a fight in the First Holy Light church—that’s just down the road—only last week.”

      “A fight in church?” Rosie was intrigued.

      “Yep. Two old timers. Their wives had both made the exact same cake for a bake sale, and they got into it yelling at each other, each saying the other’s wife shouldn’t have copied theirs. Cake plagiarism, that’s what they were both claiming. They were mixing it up pretty good. Turns out, both the wives watched the same cooking segment on a morning television show. Neither had copied the other, they’d copied the TV. How about that?”

      “Sounds like you have your work cut out for you.”

      Rouland just chuckled.

      “Right, let me get Greenwald into the interview room for you. I’ll be back in two ticks.”

      As soon as Rouland left the room, we smiled at each other. Having Rouland on our side was going to be very helpful in figuring this all out.

      The sheriff soon returned.

      “All ready for y’all. He’s shackled, so as long as you don’t get too close, you should be safe enough.”

      “We’ll keep our distance.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll be on the other side of the glass.”

      “That’s fine, Sheriff. This is your office, after all.”

      And so we went to see the man accused of killing Jackson Mollier.

      I just had to figure out how he was innocent and Levi Aaronston was guilty.

      That couldn’t be too hard, could it?
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        * * *

      

      Rouland had given us a final warning about Monty Greenwald being more dangerous than he let on before we entered the interview room.

      Greenwald sat in the same spot I had sat while Rooster had interrogated me, on the far side of the table. His legs and hands were shackled together, and his leg restraints were also attached to the table, which was fixed to the floor. While Rouland trusted we knew what we were doing, he hadn’t taken any chances with our safety in the room.

      And Rouland would be observing from the other side of the two-way mirror, which sat on the wall opposite the door.

      Greenwald had lank, greasy, shoulder-length gray hair, a thin mustache, and quick, darting, green eyes. Although he was only in his forties, his face had creased lines across his brow and around his eyes like a much older man. Lines of a hard life, I guessed.

      “You’re my detectives?” Greenwald said, eyeing us up. “You’re women. Good.”

      “Why’s that good?” Rosie asked.

      Greenwald tapped the side of his head. “Women are smarter than men. Don’t you think?”

      “It wouldn’t be very smart to argue with a statement like that,” I answered.

      Monty Greenwald grinned at us, and I was surprised by how white and perfect his teeth were. A moment later, I realized they were probably dentures.

      “So you’re gonna get me off. You and Buck.”

      “We’re looking into the case, that’s right. We want to find out what really happened to Jackson Mollier.”

      “And that’ll get me off because it wasn’t me that got him.”

      “Precisely,” Rosie said. “Could you tell us your side of things? From what the sheriff’s department says, they found you with some incriminating evidence in your car. I think we need to get to the bottom of that, first.”

      Monty looked up to the ceiling and took a deep breath, then he turned back to us.

      “It was my fault, I guess. I mean, some of it. Not all of it. But the problem was me and Betty got a little too friendly, if you know what I mean.”

      “Betty?”

      “Sorry, I forgot you were from out of town. Round here, everyone knows everyone. But you gals don’t know anyone, do you? Anyway, Betty works at The Shrimp.”

      “The Shrimp?”

      Monty laughed to himself again.

      “Let me start again. There’s a bar just out of town called The Cow and Shrimp, but we just call it The Shrimp. There’s a lady who works there, Betty. She’s real pretty and real friendly like. And, well, her friendliness and my friendliness… there was chemistry. We got a little, uh, too friendly in my truck one night. And old Jackson Mollier took himself some photos. Then it started. He wanted a thousand bucks to destroy the photos. And where am I going to get a thousand bucks from?”

      “Just to confirm, he caught you having an affair and decided to blackmail you?”

      “Yep. He was a piece of work, that Jackson. I know I shouldn’t have done what I did, but I did do what I did. I got mad. Real mad, you know?”

      “I can imagine,” Rosie said.

      “I wasn’t thinking straight. For a bit, anyway. I got myself some rope, and my pistol, and my rifle, and a big ol’ sack, and I had this crazy idea I was going to whack him. I was so mad when he started asking for that money—money I didn’t have.”

      “So you planned to kill him?” I confirmed.

      “I… guess. I mean, I had the stuff, right? But I don’t think I’d ever thought it through, not all the way, not fully. I mean, getting so mad you wish someone was dead is one thing, going through with it… that’s another. I drove out his way, almost up to the house. There’s an old track leading up to it, and I drove most of the way up it, until I said to myself, ‘No, Monty, you ain’t doing this. You just don’t have it in you. It’s time to fess up instead.’ So that’s what I decided to do. Go home and confess to my wife that I’d made a mistake with Betty. I was going to beat Jackson Mollier with honesty instead of doing something I’d regret.”

      “How did you get arrested?”

      “I was on my way home. I’d taken my time, done some thinking while I was driving. And some driving while I was thinking. Mostly I was thinking about how much I hated Jackson Mollier. He was a bad guy. But I wasn’t going to stoop to his level, become a criminal, y’know?”

      “That sounds sensible,” Rosie agreed.

      “And then, on my way home, I got pulled over in the next county. Some deputy spotted one of my tail lights wasn’t working too good. Pulled me right on over. I confess, I still wasn’t thinking straight, and I said some things to him that probably I shouldn’t have. Before I knew it, I was being taken to spend the night in the cells. Then they found the stuff in my truck—the rope, the sack, my firearms. They put two and two together and came up with me being a murderer. But it’s not true. I don’t have it in me. I’m a teddy bear.”

      “And that’s all the evidence?” I said.

      “Yep, it’s all what you call circumstantial.”

      “And Mollier was killed with a knife, not a gun,” I said. “The stuff in your truck wasn’t used to kill him, was it?”

      “Exactly! Now you tell them that.”

      It didn’t seem like it was enough to even make an arrest, let alone convince the DA that a prosecution was likely to proceed. There must be more.

      “Are you telling us everything, Monty?”

      “Yeah. They’ve just got it in for me.”

      There was a knock on the door, then Rouland poked his head in. “Mind if I join you for a minute?”

      “Go ahead,” I told him.

      “Get the heck out of here you piece of—” Monty froze and got control of himself. “Uh, yeah, join us, Sheriff.” Monty caught my eye, and in a low, hoarse voice, whispered, “Sorry.”

      “Now,” Rouland said, “I didn’t mean to interrupt, but Monty, you’re not being entirely honest here, are you?”

      “You calling me a liar?” Monty asked, his voice low and dangerous.

      “You said you didn’t go into Jackson’s home, that you turned around on his entrance track.”

      Monty muttered something. “Fine, okay, I went up to his house. And I told him he couldn’t blackmail me, I was going to tell my wife myself, and if he thought he was going to get a thousand bucks from me, he had his head in the clouds.”

      “And?” Rouland asked. “Show them your hands.”

      “Monty, we need to know everything,” I said as gently as I could. “To help you.”

      Monty slowly nodded, his lank hair swinging, then he put his hands on the table. His knuckles were scratched and bruised.

      “He swung at me. I swung at him. Then he slammed the door in my face and wouldn’t come out again. He was a coward. That’s what blackmailers are, cowards.”

      “So, you went there initially to try to kill him, then you had a change of heart and had a fight instead?” Rosie confirmed.

      “Yeah.”

      “Jackson Mollier’s hair was found on the work shirt he was wearing,” Rouland said to us. “And, interestingly, we found one of Monty’s on Jackson’s shirt as well.” His tone was bland, as if simply imparting a mildly interesting fact. But I knew that must be one of the key pieces of evidence they had against him.

      “I coulda got that anywhere! And so could he!” Monty snapped. “What about in The Shrimp, huh? When you’ve got long lustrous hair like mine, sometimes you lose a few strands!” Monty ran a hand through his greasy, lank hair, and I couldn’t help but wonder what definition of lustrous he was using.

      Rouland just looked at us and shrugged, as if to tell us to make up our minds about Monty.

      “Did you tell them about your record?” Rouland asked.

      “That’s got nothing to do with anything. I served my time! You shut your mouth!”

      Monty turned his attention back to us and gave us a brilliant smile. This time, the shininess of his white false teeth had the air of a wolf baring its fangs. A wolf that was trying to pretend to be an innocent little puppy. And failing.

      “He did twelve years,” Rouland said. “Killed a trucker in a bar fight. Stabbed him with a smashed bottle.”

      Monty burst to his feet and his two cuffed arms flashed out faster than I could have imagined, his fingers reaching and grasping for Rouland’s shirt. The sheriff took a quick step backward out of Monty’s range.

      Frustrated, Monty smashed his hands down onto the table between us.

      “That ain’t got nothing to do with nothing!”

      “Monty,” I said, keeping my voice calm even though I was shaking on the inside. “Let’s sit back down.”

      “You are sitting,” he said. Then he slumped back into his chair, flashing a final angry look at the sheriff. “And now I am, too. So when are you going to get me out of here? Buck says you’re good. How long does it normally take?”

      “It depends on the case. Is there any other information you can give us? Do you know any of the other people that Mollier was blackmailing?”

      Monty shook his head. “No. I don’t know about that. All I know is that little rat got what was coming to him, but he didn’t get it from me.”

      “Thanks for your time, Monty. It’s been nice to meet you,” I lied. “We’re going to conduct a thorough investigation, but you’ll need to hold tight and be patient.”

      “Patience isn’t one of my strong points,” Monty said, half to himself.

      “Right, let’s get you back to your accommodation,” Rouland said.

      “My bed’s too hard. Keeping me in there is torture. You’re the one who should be in jail.”

      Rouland chuckled. “It’s good for your back.”

      “And the food’s garbage. They gave me a wrap this morning. What the heck kind of man eats a wrap?”

      Monty said it like the concept of a wrap was completely alien to him.

      Rouland paused, his look darkening.

      “My sister made that, and it was excellent. I ate the same thing as you, Monty, and it’s a darn sight too good for you.”

      “A man needs real food,” Monty complained. “Not that junk. I want steak and eggs next time.”

      “Yeah? Well you can want whatever you like, but you’ll get what you’re given. Now come on, these fine ladies have got work to do. Unless you’ve managed to convince them to change their minds?”

      Monty wasn’t exactly my favorite client of all time, that was for sure. But I wasn’t about to drop the case.

      Even if we ended up proving it was our client.

      But it couldn’t be.

      Because it was Levi Aaronston who killed Jackson Mollier, and we were going to prove it.
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      We decided to start by seeing what Monty Greenwald’s wife had to say. The Greenwald household was an old trailer on the outskirts of Bear's Creek on a plot of land that looked like it had been farmed in the past but had now gone to seed. Scraggly chickens roamed around us, and there was the rusting hulk of an ancient tractor sitting in an overgrown grass field.

      A set of rusted, metal steps led the way up to the front door. Skeptical of their stability, I tested them first before daring to walk up. Although they looked like they might fall apart at any moment, they felt solid enough, at least for my dainty weight.

      I rapped on the door. Sheriff Rouland sat back in his cruiser with the window down, seat tilted back, taking it easy while we conducted our business. Rosie was behind me at the bottom of the steps. They were narrow and steep, and more than one person couldn’t comfortably stand on them at a time.

      When the door opened, it was slowly, opening just a crack. There was no visible security chain, but Mrs. Greenwald—Shirley—peered out from the narrow opening as if there were.

      “Yeah?” Her voice was low, a little hoarse, and timid.

      “Hi, I’m Tiffany Black. My partner Rosie and I”—I jerked a thumb behind me, and Rosie waved up at Shirley”—have been hired by Buck Norton, your husband’s lawyer, to investigate his case and hopefully get him out of jail. Can we talk to you for a few minutes?”

      She hesitated a little, then gave a quick, shrewlike nod.

      We were invited into the trailer’s dusty living room, and Rosie and I sat down together on an old sofa that sunk so low I worried we might fall right through the floor. We turned down the offer of drinks.

      When I first saw Shirley, I thought she might be in her mid-forties, but after getting a closer look, I realized she was younger than that, and I reassessed her as being in her mid-thirties. She seemed to be perpetually hunched over, her eyes mostly cast down, but with frequent furtive glances around as if looking for potential trouble. She pulled over a dining chair to sit with us and sat right on the edge of it like she might need to stand up at a fraction of a second’s notice.

      “We don’t think your husband committed the crime he’s been accused of.”

      “Oh.”

      Oh? Was that it?

      “Did you know Jackson Mollier?”

      Shirley quickly shook her head.

      “You hadn’t met him at The Shrimp, or around town?”

      “I don’t go to The Shrimp. Not anymore. Not since I got married. I think I heard of him, but I never met him that I know of.”

      “He was trying to blackmail your husband. He had photos of your husband with another woman.”

      She nodded quickly. “Which one?” She followed it up with a shriek of laughter, then slapped her hand over her mouth.

      “Your husband has, uh, strayed before?”

      Shirley let out another loud shriek of laughter. “I’ll say,” she said, finally.

      Hmm. If he were a serial cheater, then would he even care about his wife finding out about his fling with Betsy? Surely not enough to kill over. Though perhaps the idea that someone wanted to blackmail him, even if he wasn’t afraid of the consequences, could have been enough to anger him into violent action. I needed to find out.

      “If your husband had cheated before, why do you think he was angry at Jackson Mollier for threatening to tell you about it?”

      Shirley’s shoulders shrugged as she suppressed another shriek of laughter.

      “He don’t like no one trying to get one over on him. It’s the principle of the thing. No one gets one over on a Greenwald, that’s what we say.”

      “Your husband spent some time in jail before, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah. Before I met him. That was just an accident; that’s what he says.”

      I can be clumsy, but I’ve never accidentally stabbed someone to death in a bar fight. That’s a whole new level of being accident prone, isn’t it?

      “Did you ever meet someone called Levi Aaronston?”

      She shook her head quickly. “I don’t meet many people. I’m more of a homebody.”

      I looked around the messy trailer and couldn’t help but think staying there all day would be more than depressing. But perhaps not as depressing as having Monty Greenwald coming home every night. From Shirley’s demeanor, I got the impression that he didn’t treat her well at all. The way she was constantly nervous told me she lived her life on edge. She was probably better off with him locked up. In a way, it was a shame he wasn’t Mollier’s killer. It sure would have been neat, and I could see why the sheriff and DA were happy to prosecute. They hadn’t spent as much time around Aaronston as we had, and the suspect they had in Monty Greenwald looked like an excellent fit.

      “Is there anything you can tell us that might help your husband’s case?”

      She quickly shook her head. “He doesn’t tell me much about his business. And I don’t get out much. Sorry.”

      “What is his business?” Rosie asked.

      “He does all sorts. Mechanic. Electrician. Plumber. Carpenter. Handyman. He’s very smart. He says he can do anything.”

      Somehow, I didn’t think he was a licensed professional in all those trades, and I also had to question how smart he was.

      “Sounds like he keeps busy,” Rosie said.

      “Yep, he ain’t home much.” Then she muttered something under her breath that sounded like, luckily.

      This was not a happy marital home, and Shirley couldn’t tell us much to help the case.

      “Thanks very much for your time.”

      She was on her feet before I’d finished speaking, hurrying to open the door for us. It wasn’t like she wanted to throw us out, more like she didn’t want to get in trouble for being too slow.

      Rouland was standing at the bottom of the steps when we exited, and he tipped his hat at Shirley.

      “Afternoon, Shirl. How’re you getting on?”

      “Fine, Sheriff.”

      “Everything okay at home?”

      Shirley nodded quickly. “Yes. Fine. Thank you. ‘Bye now.”

      She quickly closed the door. Rouland gave us an unhappy smile.

      “She used to babysit my daughter when she was a teenager. Shirl was a good kid.”

      “I don’t think she’s very happy,” I said.

      Rouland shook his head. “Don’t suppose anyone would be, married to Monty Greenwald.” He sighed. “I know it isn’t what you want to hear, but I can’t help but think how much better off Shirley will be when Monty’s locked away for good. You wouldn’t know it now, but she used to be a real live wire, all joking around and having fun. Now she’s…” Rouland just shook his head.

      “Has Monty ever been arrested for domestic violence?”

      “Yep. His first wife had enough when he started an affair with Shirley. She finally reported him. The charges got dropped eventually, but we all know what he’s like. We can’t do anything about it without evidence, and Shirley won’t ever say anything. I tried to get my sister to talk to her, but…” Rouland stopped speaking and just shook his head.

      “That’s sad,” Rosie said.

      “There’s a lot of sad stories out in these parts.” Rouland swung his gaze across the horizon. “I guess there are in every part, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Perhaps. But there’s good things happening all over as well, aren’t there? The world’s full of kind people and generous folk.”

      Rouland gave us a toothy grin. “An optimist, huh? How about that.” Rouland lifted his eyebrows at me. “So, where do y’all want to go next?”

      Good question. It was a bit of a weird situation. It was Levi Aaronston that we were really after, but we’d been hired by Monty Greenwald and his lawyer to investigate his case. In order to do a good job of the latter, we had to follow up on Jackson Mollier’s blackmailing business. Hopefully along the way, something about Aaronston would turn up.

      “Who else was Jackson Mollier blackmailing?”

      “That, I can’t tell you,” Rouland said.

      “You said there was evidence of it?”

      “Yep. We found several envelopes in his house. White ones, brown ones, each stuffed with cash. A thousand here, a couple of thousand there. Monty told us Jackson was blackmailing, and with those envelopes of cash in his house, that’s enough for us.”

      “Makes sense,” I said. My mind was already wondering whether we could prove any of those envelopes came from Levi Aaronston. “They were completely unmarked?”

      “They were marked. Each one had a two-digit number on them, but we can’t make hide nor tail of them.”

      “Could you give us a list of them?” Rosie asked.

      “Yep. We’ll need to go back.” Rouland tapped the side of his head. “My memory ain’t what it used to be. Can’t remember all them random numbers.”

      “Did you pick up a computer from his place?”

      Rouland nodded again. “Yep. I had a look to see if he had any files labeled blackmail list or anything like that, but I’m afraid I didn’t find nothing like that.” Rouland chuckled at himself. I got the impression he wasn’t exactly a computer whiz.

      “Could I take a look at it?” Rosie asked.

      Rouland hesitated a moment while he considered, then he gave a nod. “I guess we could dig it out and set it up for you.”

      “That would be amazing, thank you.”

      “Alrighty then, let’s head on back,” Rouland said. “I’ll get my sister to make us some sandwiches if that suits y’all?”

      “Not wraps?” Rosie asked with a grin.

      Rouland chuckled.

      “Well, usually I just take what I’m given. I ain’t fussy. But if you want me to put in a special request…?”

      “No, I was just kidding. I’m not fussy either,” Rosie said.

      “Nor me!” I added. “Sandwiches sound great.”

      Before we left, I took one last look at the trailer. With the brightness of the sun it was hard to be sure, but I thought I saw Shirley peering out from behind an old mustard-colored curtain. What was she thinking, I wondered?

      If she had any sense, she’d be hoping that Rosie and I failed. That her husband wouldn’t be coming home any time soon.

      And in a way, I wished I could make that happen, too. But we had a duty to the truth.

      And the truth was that Levi Aaronston was the killer we were after.

      If only we could prove it.
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      Back at the sheriff’s office, Rosie and I took a picnic lunch in the parking lot, eating the delicious sandwiches Rouland’s sister had made and dropped off for us all. After that, we got Mollier’s computer set up in the open-plan office area in front of Rouland’s personal office.

      Deputy Rooster commanded one corner of the room with a big desk which he used to prop up his boots as he lounged back in his desk chair.

      “Don’t you break that computer!” Rooster yelled from his sedentary position. “That’s important evidence!”

      “Oh, I better put my hammer away then,” Rosie called back to him.

      Rooster burst to his feet and started across the room toward us. Then he stopped halfway as he realized Rosie wasn’t actually holding a hammer.

      “Oh, ha-ha, very funny. Trying to play pranks on old deputy SHERIFF Rooster, are ya? Think you’re clever?”

      “It was hardly a prank,” Rosie said. “It was just a joke. A quip. I figured someone as smart as you would have realized.”

      Rooster nodded quickly. “Uh, yeah, of course I realized. But this is a law enforcement office. We’re not here to make jokes. This is a serious place for serious work.”

      “Mmhmm,” Rosie agreed, then muttered something under her breath about him having a chicken brain.

      Rosie began to work away at Mollier’s computer while I sat behind another. I dug out the USB drive I’d received from our contact at the newspaper, full of Jackson Mollier’s old photos. I’d taken a couple of quick glances at it but hadn’t had a chance to sit down and really go through it properly. It was the kind of work that was going to be meticulous and slow-going, and I hadn’t found the opportunity to dedicate a good chunk of time to doing it yet.

      When we first thought about going through the archives, I imagined myself in some dimly lit warehouse being guided by a little old man with a flashlight who would know exactly what to show me. Instead, it was boring computer files, and there were thousands of them. And no little old man to point me in the right direction.

      Rosie and I worked in companionable silence while Deputy Rooster took a nap at his desk and Rouland busied himself with paperwork in his office.

      I was about an hour into staring at crime scene photos—with nothing of interest uncovered—when I got a phone call from Stone. I walked outside to stretch my legs while I took the call.

      “Hey,” I said when I answered. “Thanks again for doing this for me.”

      “Of course.”

      Stone was in Los Angeles. When I’d asked him to do me a favor, he’d agreed in an instant. He was out there with photos of Levi Aaronston, trying to confirm that he was actually physically present in LA when he said he was—or whether the social media posts were all an elaborate misdirection.

      “Did you have any luck?”

      “I’m getting soft hits. I’ve spoken to staff at his hotel and at one of the coffee shops he visited. They say he looks familiar. No strong positive IDs. No security footage yet. I’m working on it. How’s Montana? Want me to head up there when I’m done here?”

      “It would be nice to take a trip up here sometime to relax, but work wise, I think we’ve got it covered for now.”

      Uh. Did I just suggest Stone and I take a vacation to Montana together?!

      “I’d like to do that, sometime. After this case.”

      “Me too,” I said quietly, my voice barely a whisper. I wished he were there in person, so I could see his eyes when we spoke. And the rest of him.

      Then something popped into my head. An idea.

      “Stone!”

      “Is everything okay? What happened?”

      “Uh, nothing. Sorry. I just got an idea. I’m going to send you another photo. Do you think you could…?”

      “Of course. Absolutely. I’m staying at the same hotel he was at, so I can start showing it around immediately. There are a couple of other spots I want to hit as well from his online pictures.”

      “Thanks, Stone. You’re the best.”

      “So are you.” His voice was low and sincere. The light-hearted thankful compliment, when reflected back, was so much more than it had been when I’d said it to him.

      “Thanks,” I said in a small voice.

      “I miss you,” Stone said. “LA is… not my kind of place.”

      I laughed. “I don’t suppose it is. I’ll see you soon, Stone.”

      I went back inside the station with a soft smile stuck to my lips that just wouldn’t quit. Rosie spotted it immediately.

      “Did Stone find something in LA?”

      “Not yet.”

      “How come you’re smiling?”

      “Oh, I had a good idea. I’m going to send a different photo to Stone to check up on.”

      Rosie wrinkled her nose. “What’s wrong with the photos he’s been using? They were the clearest and most natural ones we could find on his social media profiles.”

      I told Rosie my little idea. And then a big grin spread across her face, too.

      “Boss, you’re a genius. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

      “I’m sure you would have if you weren’t busy with this. How’s it coming along?”

      Beside Rosie was the list of numbers that Rouland had provided, taken from the envelopes in Mollier’s house.

      Rosie grinned back at me. “I think I’ve got it. I’ve figured it out.”

      “You have? Tell me!”

      “Uh, give me another hour or so? I want to make sure before I start blabbing. I don’t want to embarrass myself in case I’m wrong.”

      I poked her in the arm. “You know I wouldn’t laugh at you or be mad, right?”

      “I know, boss. But still. Just give me a little while, okay?”

      “You’ve got it. I’ll get back to my crime scene photos.”

      My shoulders slumped at the thought. But then I remembered my phone call with Stone again, and it was with a spring in my step that I went back to the desk I was borrowing.

      An hour later, Rosie came to me with a list that she had scrawled down on a yellow legal pad she found on the desk she was using.

      “What have you got there?”

      “A list,” Rosie said.

      “Of…”

      “Hopefully, the people that Mollier was blackmailing.”

      “Really? You’ve got a whole list of them?”

      Rosie gave me a shy nod.

      “So how’d you do it?”

      “The sheriff gave me the list of those numbers on the envelopes. It was a code. Not a very good one, it was the kind of code a child comes up with. But Mollier was a photographer not a spy, so I guess we can forgive him. Actually, I’d like to thank him, because if it had been any trickier, perhaps I wouldn’t have figured it out.”

      “They couldn’t make anything of it here, so it couldn’t have been that simple.”

      “Each number was two digits. That made me wonder whether the numbers weren’t actually numbers. They were in fact initials of names, turned into a number form.”

      “Oh, like that thing where a is one and b is two and so on?”

      Rosie grinned at me.

      “Yes. It was exactly like that—but minus one. The number one was actually the final letter, z, and two was a, three was b and so on. It took me a while to figure that out. I felt like such a dummy when I got it.”

      “You beat the sheriff’s department. You did well. So you’ve got a list of people’s initials, then?”

      “Well, no, I was looking through his computer, and I went through his Facebook profile. I looked at his list of friends, of people in the area. I matched them up to the initials, and that’s how I figured out the list.”

      “And did you check his messages?”

      Rosie grinned at me. “Yeah. I was hoping there would be some saying, ‘I’m Jackson Mollier, and I’m blackmailing you. Give me loads of money!’ but unfortunately, there wasn’t anything like that. I think he used it more to cyberstalk them but did his extortion in person.”

      “That’s incredible work, Rosie. Well done.”

      “Anyone could have done it. Mollier wasn’t trying hard enough to cover his tracks. Probably figured no one would ever dare move against him.”

      “And then he messed with Levi Aaronston. Speaking of which, is he on your list?”

      “No. But all that means is he didn’t hand over an envelope to Jackson. If he had paid Mollier anything, I doubt it would have been in cash anyway, since Vegas isn’t exactly down the road.”

      “Good point.”

      The door to Sheriff Rouland’s office opened and he walked out. He glanced over to Deputy Rooster, who was napping with his hat pulled down over his eyes, and then over to us.

      “Sounds like there’s some excitement out here. Did you find something?”

      “My assistant figured out Mollier’s code and who he was blackmailing.”

      Rouland let out a low whistle.

      “You’re showing me up.”

      “Sorry,” Rosie blurted out before she could realize Rouland was teasing himself rather than being irritated at her.

      “Don’t be sorry. I should be thankful. How’d you do it?”

      Rosie explained what she had done, while Rouland nodded along, looking like he was taking a careful mental note. If the same thing ever happened again, he’d be well-prepared to solve it in record quick time.

      Rosie showed Rouland the list. His eyes slowly scanned down it, and he let out another long whistle.

      “He sure knew his targets. These are some of the wealthier people in town. Not that we have a lot of wealth here, but if we had highfliers in Bear’s Creek, this’d be them.”

      “Any surprises on the list?” I asked.

      “The surprise is that we’ve got ourselves a list, thanks to you.” Rouland frowned at himself. “Of course, while it’s interesting, we’ve got our man already. But we should follow up on this anyway, just to fill out a picture of our deceased Mister Mollier.”

      This was an odd situation. I was convinced Levi Aaronston was the man we needed. Sheriff Rouland was convinced the killer was Monty Greenwald. And now we were going to follow up on a list of potential suspects who none of us thought were guilty. But it would give me good cover to keep investigating Aaronston and whatever connections he had—or didn’t—up here. And of course, I was waiting on news from Stone that could crucially prove whether Aaronston could even have been up here to kill Mollier in the first place.

      Another thought crossed my mind.

      Aaronston was a cop, a detective. Perhaps he investigated and was able to work out who else was being blackmailed by Mollier. He could have teamed up with another of Jackson’s extortion victims to kill him. Perhaps even got them to do the actual work on the ground—the killing. And if that was the case, it was almost certainly someone on this list Rosie had compiled.

      Investigating this list could prove to be fruitful.

      “I’ll get my jacket,” Rouland said. “I can show you where to find all these folk.”

      “Umm, Sheriff?” Rosie said.

      He lifted his brows her way.

      “You’re the sheriff, and a pillar of the community, and…”

      “And?”

      “And, well, perhaps people might not be willing to talk quite as freely with you there? They might be embarrassed to admit they were being blackmailed in front of someone like yourself.”

      Rouland rubbed his chin. “A pillar of the community, huh? Is that what I am?” He chuckled to himself at the thought. “I think you might be right. So what you’re saying is that I should back off?”

      “No!” Rosie blurted, her cheeks reddening.

      Rouland chuckled. “It’s okay, I understand. You’re probably right. Tell you what, let’s look at your list, I’ll tell you where to find them, then I’ll let you two get after it. Just as long as you promise to fill me in when you get back.”

      “Of course, and thank you so much for all the help, Sheriff.” And I meant it. “You’ve been amazing. A lot of law enforcement officials would have been much less welcoming than you’ve been.”

      “Ah. You can thank my sister for that. She’s been trying to train me into being more hospitable for more than forty years. Maybe it’s finally working.”

      “She makes great sandwiches as well,” Rosie said. “She’s quite a woman.”

      “As are you two.”

      Rouland’s warm yet steely eyes lingered on mine. I felt my cheeks going the color of my assistant’s name and dropped my head too busy myself with my bag.

      In a way, he reminded me of a slightly older, slightly talkier version of Stone. If Stone had become a sheriff, that’s what he’d be like, I decided.

      But mostly I was grateful that he hadn’t been giving us a hard time, despite us invading his territory and conducting investigations of our own.

      At his invitation, Rouland guided us back into his office, and we went through our little list. Rouland filled us in on each of our new suspects and where we would probably find them, as well as a little about their characters.

      That was the good thing about small towns. Everyone knew everybody.

      But it was also one of the worst.
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      We pulled up outside the auto shop on the outskirts of town. On the edge there was a large, dusty lot with several ancient hulks rusting away, but most of the lot was taken up with rows of vehicles for sale, mostly trucks.

      Toward the back of the lot was the workshop, its large sliding doors open, leaving the current pair of vehicles being operated on in our view.

      “I think we’ll like this lady, Trisha Brindle. I’ve got a good feeling about her,” Rosie told me as we went to find her.

      “Why’s that?” If I remembered rightly, Rouland had made her sound like quite a tough cookie.

      “She’s got the same initials as you, boss. T.B.”

      I laughed, and we headed up to the workshop.

      Inside there were four guys working, and none of them looked like they might be called Trisha. We asked where to find her and were directed to the office and customer reception area next door.

      The lady behind the desk of the pleasant, recently redecorated reception area also wasn’t Trisha, but she graciously pointed us to her office door, which was open.

      We walked over and stuck our heads in while I gently rapped on the open door as a gesture of politeness.

      Trisha was on the phone. She held up one finger to indicate for us to wait and made a kind of apologetic wince with her face, as if to say sorry for not being able to see us immediately. I smiled back in a way that was supposed to convey that, in fact, I was sorry for interrupting her and of course it was okay for us to wait.

      Trisha’s office had a well-used look. It was the kind of office that someone spent a lot of time in, doing a lot of work. It wasn’t messy, as everything was neatly arranged, but it was stacked full of files and folders, binders and envelopes, stacks of paper, and a whole wall of filing cabinets, on top of which were neatly labeled boxes of more files from years going back into the nineteen-eighties.

      Trisha hung up the phone after just a few more seconds. She was in her fifties and had on large red-framed glasses under rather bouffant hair in a style I suspected she had been modeling since she was in high school. She had on dark blue overalls, as if she herself worked on the vehicles in the shop when she wasn’t in the office. She probably did.

      Trisha gave us a friendly, welcoming smile, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. She looked us up and down.

      “Howdy and welcome. What brings you fine folks in today? Call it a hunch, but I’m guessing it isn’t about an automobile.”

      We took seats in front of her desk while I explained who we were. As we were doing so, her cellphone gave a ting as she got a message, and a moment later the computer let out a matching tone as the message appeared on her computer as well. Trisha rolled her eyes.

      “It never ends. Nonstop. So, you’re up from Las Vegas. Don’t suppose you’re moving up here, are you?”

      “Not currently, no,” I said, keeping my true feelings about such a possibility to myself. Moving up to the middle of nowhere was one of the last things I wanted to do.

      “Shame. If you know anyone who wants to move up to this little piece of paradise, and they want to run an auto shop…”

      “You’re selling it?” Rosie asked, making it sound like she might almost be interested.

      “That’s the plan.”

      She didn’t sound particularly happy about it.

      “How come? It looks like you’ve built a great business here.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I have. But some things are more important. It’s my daughter, she’s quite poor and she’s getting worse. She’s out in California, and I’m going to have to move out there to look after her. She’s got this MS, and it’s not getting any better.”

      Trisha sighed, more with irritation than sadness, as if she couldn’t believe the world could operate this way and she wasn’t happy about it.

      “That’s rough,” Rosie said. “I hope you find a buyer.” Rosie’s eyes flicked over my way.

      Rosie was on the same page as me, I could tell. If Mollier was blackmailing Trisha, then he wouldn’t have been happy about her planning to sell up and leave town. Perhaps he gave her an ultimatum: if she tried to sell, he’d ruin her name with whatever he had on her. That would give her a motive to want him gone. Could Aaronston have found that out, and got her to do his dirty work? Maybe.

      “Tell us about Jackson Mollier.”

      “Who?” Trisha said, trying to look nonchalant and failing. It was a stupid lie. When a guy gets murdered in a small town, everyone knows about it, whether they knew him before he died or not.

      Rosie and I just raised our eyebrows at Trisha. It worked.

      “Right, the guy who died. Murdered. Yeah. That’s sad, but I didn’t really know him. Perhaps he brought his truck in before. Most people do.”

      I decided to cut to the chase.

      “Was he blackmailing you, Trisha?”

      “Huh? No. Of course not. Blackmail! Ha!”

      I asked her if she remembered what she was doing the night Mollier would have been killed.

      “Same thing I do every night. Watching television. If you’ve got the TV Guide, I can probably tell you what I was watching.”

      “Who with?”

      “With Prince Sebastian.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her.

      “That’s my cat. He’s the best little boy you’ve ever met. He loves watching TV with me in the evenings. Just the two of us.”

      It was a pretty weak alibi, all things considered. Neither the TV nor the cat would be able to testify that she was at home all night.

      “Can you tell us anything about Sarah Goodwin, George Ringer, or Hank Thomas?” Rosie asked.

      Interesting tactic. I hadn’t told Rosie to tell her all the names, and I wasn’t sure what the fallout would be. It was either a very clever move or… not.

      Trisha looked up to the ceiling in fake thought. Then looked back at us. “Yeah, they’ve all brought vehicles in here, so I know their names. I’m not close with the guys, but I could pick ‘em out in a lineup. But Sarah Goodwin and I went to high school together, and I see a lot of her.”

      “You’re good friends?” Rosie asked.

      Trisha snorted in amusement.

      “Nope.”

      “Then how come you see a lot of her?” I asked.

      “She’s always in and out of here. I think she’s addicted to buying new vehicles. She’s always buying or selling something or other. She’s not even good at it, doesn’t make a profit as far I can tell. But one week she wants an F150, and then the next week she decides what she really needs is a little Japanese compact, and then she’ll swap that out for an SUV…” Trisha shook her head in amusement. “Helps keep the books in the black.”

      “That’s interesting, thanks. And you can’t tell us anything about the two guys?”

      “Nope. I think they’re married. Couldn’t tell you who to. And don’t know much about them.”

      Then I tried to surprise her.

      “How do you know Levi Aaronston?”

      Trisha just tilted her head slightly. “Levi who? I’m sorry, I don’t know who that is.”

      Trying to catch any sign of mistruth or misdirection, I watched her face carefully. Nothing.

      “He doesn’t live around here,” Rosie said. “We thought you might have bumped into him while he was visiting.”

      Or plotted a murder with him!

      “Sorry, can’t help you.”

      Trisha’s desk phone began to ring again, and her phone and computer pinged with another message. Her eyes fell to the desk phone, and then she looked back up at me. She didn’t want to be rude and kick us out, but she wanted to get back to work.

      “We’ll let you get back to it. Sorry for interrupting. Can I grab one of your business cards? It’s got your cell number on it?”

      Trisha nodded and handed one over from a stack in a silver business card dispenser on her desk. I gave her one of mine and urged her to call me if she thought of anything that might be useful for us. She quickly agreed, and we gave a hurried goodbye so that she could answer her phone before the caller gave up.

      “What do you think?” I asked Rosie as we crossed the lot back to my car.

      “There’s more to her than she’s letting on, but I’m not sure what,” Rosie said. “But I bet her selling her business has something to do with it. Perhaps Mollier had been forcing her to stay here and keep operating the business, and now that she’s finally free of him, she’s trying to sell up.”

      “Do you think she could have worked with Aaronston to get rid of him?”

      Rosie stopped. “I did. Until you asked her about him. Before, when she was fake thinking about something, she did this dramatic looking-up-to-the-ceiling move. But when you mentioned Levi’s name, she just said she didn’t know him. I’m inclined to believe she really didn’t know him. But who knows? Maybe she’s a good actress.”

      “Yeah. Okay. Let’s go see this grocery store lady.”
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      We got to Bear’s Favorite Supermarket ten minutes later and headed for the only cashier on duty.

      “We’re looking for Sarah Goodwin?”

      The cashier was a young man who looked to be barely out of high school.

      “She left early today.”

      “She did? When?”

      “Not long. Five, ten minutes? You just missed her.”

      “That’s a shame,” I said. “Was she sick?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” Rosie said to him.

      “I didn’t ask, and she didn’t tell me.” He shrugged.

      “Did she look sick?” Rosie asked.

      “Uh. I don’t know. She’s old. All old people look sick, don’t they?”

      “She’s barely fifty.”

      The boy just gawked at us.

      “Thanks for your help,” I said sarcastically as we headed back out.

      “Any time.” He called to our backs. “Have a great day!”

      “Now what?” Rosie asked.

      “Let’s just work the list. We’ve only got two more names.”

      Next on our list was Hank Thomas, the manager of the only bank with a branch in town. When we arrived we spoke to the single teller who was working, and, regretfully, she informed us that he had gone home early due to not feeling well.

      Back in the car, we took a moment to regroup.

      “Two of them leaving work early on the same day?” Rosie asked. “Is there any way that couldn’t be suspicious?”

      “If there was a bug going around, it might make some kind of sense…”

      Rosie nodded. “But you don’t believe it.”

      “Nope,” I said. “It’s another coincidence that’s just a bit too big. Now let’s go and see George Ringer.”

      George Ringer was the owner of a construction firm. According to Rouland, he spent most of his time in his office these days, and it was his son who usually managed things on-site. His office was an ugly, concrete structure on the corner of a lot filled with building supplies and construction equipment, with a large shed nearby, presumably filled with more tools.

      When we got to the office, we knocked on the door and got no response. I pushed the handle down and found it locked.

      “Guess someone else knocked off early today,” Rosie said. “Three in a row, boss?”

      “Either we should buy a lottery ticket or something’s afoot.”

      “Do you think Trisha called them all after we left?” Rosie asked me.

      “I think that’s exactly what happened. I think I’d like to go back and have a word with her.”

      “Me too.”

      When we arrived back at the auto yard, we headed straight into the reception area. The lady at the front desk caught our eye and gave us an apologetic smile.

      “Are you back to see Trish again? I’m sorry, but she just left.”

      A perfect four out of four.

      “She did, did she? Where did she go?”

      “Home? Maybe? She didn’t say. She seemed to be in a rush.”

      “Does she often leave early?” Rosie asked.

      “No. Never. Usually she’s the last one to leave.”

      “Thanks.”

      Rosie and I stood outside in the parking lot.

      “Sorry, boss,” Rosie said. “I shouldn’t have told her who all our other suspects were.”

      I shook my head.

      “It was a good idea. Something’s definitely going on here, isn’t it? And now we’ve uncovered it. Okay, we don’t know where anyone is or what they’re doing, but we’ve uncovered something.”

      “Could they all have been in it together?” Rosie mused. “That would explain why they’ve all disappeared.”

      “Could be…”

      “Except we think it was Levi,” Rosie added.

      “But if it was Levi, why are they all running off?” The whole situation was making less and less sense. “Or could Levi have arranged the entire thing? Perhaps he was in cahoots with the whole lot of them.”

      “That’s a big operation to run from Las Vegas,” Rosie said. “I’m not certain how he would have managed it.”

      My phone began to ring. It was Stone. My face lit up, then I tried to downplay my smile into looking like I was slightly pleased and intrigued rather than whatever the heck kind of grin was initially trying to fly across my face.

      “Any news?”

      “Yes. I’ve shown the new photo around, and…”

      “And?”

      “And it’s a match. Two different people told me they saw the guy. I’ve got more places to check out, but it’s looking good.”

      “You hear that, Rosie?” I called to her, to let Stone know I wasn’t alone. “Stone says the photo’s a match!”

      “Yay!” Rosie did a little jump with excitement.

      “Call you later!”

      I hung up, and we were both grinning.

      The new photo I’d sent to Stone wasn’t of Levi Aaronston. It was of a man called Bill Bronson whom we hadn’t formally met. He was the friend who had been sitting with Duncan Crabb and Levi when we were first introduced. He was also the man who appeared in photos on the wall of Levi’s home. When I’d first seen him, I’d been struck by how similar he looked to Levi—they could have been brothers.

      And now it looked like it was Bill Bronson who had been in Los Angeles, not Levi Aaronston.

      Which means Levi could have been elsewhere.

      Like right here in town.
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      Rosie and I decided we needed to find Trish and the rest of our local suspects, and we needed to find them right away. We assumed they had all gone to meet up somewhere and were probably working on their stories together.

      And we didn’t want to let that happen.

      “I’ve got an idea of how to find them, boss. Follow my lead.”

      Pleased that Rosie was taking the initiative, but slightly nervous as to what she was going to do, I followed just behind my investigative assistant as she marched back toward the reception center. Just as we were getting close, Rosie held her phone up to her ear and began to talk loudly to someone who wasn’t there.

      “…on the desk in your office? And I can just go in? Tell Sylvia on reception it’s okay?” Rosie paused in front of the lady at reception and indicated toward Trish’s office. Sylvia, assuming it was her boss that Rosie was talking to, nodded for Rosie to go ahead. I smiled a thank you at her, and followed behind Rosie as she finished up her fake conversation on the phone.

      “Smoothly done,” I told her as we entered the office.

      “I was hoping she wasn’t going to ask to be passed over to talk to her,” Rosie said.

      “I think your acting skills paid off. I believed you were on the phone to Trish for a moment.”

      “Really?” Rosie’s face lit up in delight.

      “Yep! Now, the thing is, Rosie, how are we going to find where Trish is?” We had indeed got into her office, but I wasn’t sure what the plan was next. I assumed we weren’t just going to hang out and wait, and any hope that she’d left a note saying where she was going to go next seemed I.

      “Now we find her!”

      Rosie dropped into Trish’s chair behind the desk and began to tap away at her computer. She glanced up at me.

      “You heard it earlier, right?”

      “Er… heard what?”

      “Trish’s phone and computer were synched up. Every time she got a message on her phone, the computer dinged as well.”

      “Oh, right. Yeah, I did notice that. Which means you’re now going to…” I nodded for Rosie to finish the sentence off for me.

      “…to use the find my phone feature to see where she is.”

      “Ohh! That’s clever, Rosie. Well done.”

      Rosie was staring at the screen so intently she didn’t answer.

      “Got it,” she said finally, her eyes alight with pride. “Take a look.”

      I came behind the desk. Rosie showed me on a map where the phone was located, on a side road just off the main street through town. Rosie saved the location onto her own phone.

      “It’s that easy?” I asked as Rosie closed the various windows on the computer and stood up.

      “Yep. Shall we go, boss?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      On the way out, we were sure to thank Sylvia and tell her to have a great rest of her day.

      And then we went to find our latest batch of suspects to see what they were cooking up.

      I just hoped it wouldn’t throw a wrench in the works.
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        * * *

      

      I slowed the car as we approached the location, and as it came into view, I pulled over entirely. We took a moment to see what we were getting ourselves into.

      “It’s an old bar,” I said as I scanned the low, wide, ramshackle building that looked like it had been shut for several years at least. There was a faded sign hanging above the door, reading Bear Creek Bar and Grill, but it had been shut long enough that it didn’t appear on the online maps we had checked.

      There were four vehicles parked outside, and I didn’t need to run the plates to take a pretty good guess as to whose they were—Trish Brindle, Sarah Goodwin, George Ringer, and Hank Thomas.

      Rosie and I walked down the quiet street quickly and aimed for the side of the building. As we got close, we made out the sound of voices, and as we got closer still we could recognize the tone—and they were not happy.

      “…have an alibi!”

      “…you would say that…!”

      “…not my fault…”

      We could only catch snippets as the people inside’s voices were muffled. They were talking over each other, and most of the individual phrases were lost in a combined drone that rang with worry, annoyance, and suspicion.

      We walked around to the front to see if we would be able to hear better. Careful as I could, I pressed my ear up against the door. I was just getting comfortable when I nearly jumped out of my skin as something smashed into the door, banging it into my ear. I jumped back with my hand pressed to the side of my ear.

      “Ow!”

      At the same time I was moving, a dog—the one that had just crashed into the door—began to bark and pushed the door open.

      “Duke! Get back here!” yelled its owner from inside.

      Duke immediately stopped barking and stood in the doorway, his head tilted at us curiously. Duke was a medium-sized brown mongrel with alert, excited eyes, and he gave us a little whine as he was torn between following his master’s command to stay and tearing out of the closed-down bar to leap around us.

      “I said get back here!”

      The voice was closer now, and Duke listened with another whine and then mournfully turned to go back into the bar. But Duke’s owner hadn’t stopped coming. The light was dim inside, and so it was a hulking silhouette rather than the full features of a person that I saw. And he saw me.

      “Well lookee here.” The silhouette whistled. He turned his head to yell back inside, “We got ourselves some visitors!”

      “Hi,” I said brightly, raising my hand in a non-threatening wave.

      The man stepped forward farther into the light, and I could get a good look at him. He was in his mid-forties and built like an old telephone booth, with muscles upon muscles and shoulders broad enough to build a house on.

      “You’re these detectives, then?”

      “Trish told you about us?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you’re Hank Thomas?”

      The man laughed. “No, he’s inside. I’m George Ringer.”

      That threw me for a loop for a second. We knew that George Ringer’s son was mostly managing his construction business, and that George spent most of his time hanging out in his office. This had led me to believe he was an older guy who probably spent most of his time snoozing behind a desk. But in fact, George was still very much active, and I wouldn’t be surprised to learn his office was more of a personal gym than somewhere he spent hunched over paperwork.

      “You’re younger than I expected,” I said.

      George smirked. “Sorry, I’m already taken. Wife. Girlfriend. The whole deal.”

      “I didn’t mean I was interested.”

      “Yeah, but you were. Women always are.” George tilted his neck and kissed a bicep.

      “Tiffany is definitely not interested,” Rosie sat to him derisively. “You are so not her type. And you’re not mine, either. Yuck.”

      “Whatever you say, darlin’. So are you coming in?”

      We were indeed coming in.

      I kept one hand in my bag, fingers resting lightly on my gun. George, while not my favorite kind of person, didn’t seem like an active threat to us. At least not yet. But you could never be too certain.

      Inside, we found our other three suspects all sitting around a table in front of an old bar top. Behind the counter, all the bottles were gone, the mirror behind was cracked, and even in the dim light the dust on top of the bar was visible. The whole place had a forlorn air of abandonment.

      “You didn’t waste any time, did you?” Trish said, standing up and pushing her big red glasses up her nose with one finger as she did so. “This is Sarah from the grocery store.”

      Trish jerked a thumb at a woman with bleached-blonde hair and long turquoise nails. She was about the same age as Trish but was doing her best to look a decade or two younger.

      “Hi.” Sarah’s voice was mopey, and she waved a hand lethargically at us from her seat.

      “And this is Hank Thomas.”

      “Hello there.”

      Hank was dressed in a button-up shirt with a red tie and khaki slacks. He had a furrowed brow that gave him a permanent worried look, though I suspected it was extra lined on this particular day.

      George Ringer carried over two large chairs, one in each hand, and set them down around the table so we could join them. There didn’t seem to be any question over it. For better or worse, we were spending the next chunk of our day with this motley crew.

      Rosie and I weren’t sure what was going to happen when we found Trish, but being invited to sit with all our new suspects wasn’t one of them.

      In the center of the table was a bottle of bourbon, and they had a glass each. Sarah visibly winced as she took a sip, her head shaking as a shudder ran down her spine. She grimaced as she put the glass back down.

      “I’ll wash you two some glasses,” George said. “Everything’s dusty as all heck in here.”

      “No, thanks,” I said quickly. “Nothing for us.”

      “Suit yourself.” George shrugged and then sat down in his chair, setting it creaking as he did so.

      “So, you’re all gathered here because you were all being blackmailed by Jackson Mollier,” I said.

      There were uncomfortable murmurs of agreement.

      “And, what, you’re trying to come up with alibis for when he died? Or trying to work out which one of you did it?”

      “That’s the plan,” George said. “All I know is it wasn’t me.”

      The construction company owner pointedly turned his head in a slow arc across the other three, who each denied in turn that it was them who had murdered Mollier.

      “I just told them how he was blackmailing me,” George said, “and now I’m wishing I hadn’t.”

      “How, and why?” Rosie asked.

      George smirked. “I’m getting a divorce, but Mollier found out about my girlfriend who I’ve been seeing a little too long, if you know what I mean. If he hands over the photos he has of me and Misty, then my wife will be able to prove I was unfaithful. Mollier told me that if he hands them to her lawyer, she’ll be able to take everything I’ve got. She wants to take my business.”

      “I think you deserve it,” Sarah said, tossing her hair as she spoke. “You did cheat on her.”

      “Yeah, well, you should mind your own business. What did he have on you, anyway? Spill.”

      “I don’t want to,” Sarah said.

      George gave her a dark look.

      “You know my secret, so I get to know yours. That’s how it works.” His voice told them all he would not brook any argument. “We’re all going to tell each other our secrets. That way we’re all equal. All even. And it might help these detectives. None of us think it was Monty who did it, which means it was someone here. Now I know it wasn’t me, and that’s why I’m happy to let these detectives know my secret. If any of you here don’t want to share with us, it’s going to make you look very suspicious. Understand?”

      George paused to run his eyes over all of them again. Rosie and I didn’t say anything, as he was getting them all exactly where I wanted them to go. I’d been trying to figure out how and why they were all being blackmailed and hadn’t considered just asking them all to spill the tea. But George was playing this beautifully. He was nearly as good an assistant as Rosie just then.

      Of course, I didn’t agree with George’s theory that one person there was to blame. My money was still very much on Levi Aaronston. But at the very least, this would throw light on how Jackson had been conducting his blackmailing operation. And he could have been working in tandem with one or more of the people present.

      “Well, it wasn’t me who killed him,” Trish said.

      “It certainly wasn’t me,” Hank said.

      “Nor me,” Sarah added.

      “Well, it was one of you,” George said. “So all of you, spill. You’ve got my secret; I want to hear each of yours.” George held up a palm and then punched it with a fist in an unsubtle threat.

      “I’ll go first.” Trish blew out a sigh of regretful acceptance.

      We all turned to watch her.

      “You’ve all got to agree, this stays here, okay? No gossiping about anyone’s secrets.” With a look, Trish made sure to include us in the pact. “Everyone agree?”

      “Unless it’s murder,” I said, interrupting. “We won’t reveal anyone’s secret—confidentiality is essential in our line of work—unless it’s, you know, killing Jackson Mollier.”

      “Fair enough,” George said. “Everyone else cool? We share our secrets and figure out who killed Mollier.”

      They each agreed they would preserve each other’s secrets, and our eyes fell back on Trish.

      “You all know about my daughter, right? She’s sick. MS. I’ve been wanting to sell up and move out to be with her, but Jackson wouldn’t let me. I’ve been handing him five hundred bucks a month in an envelope for the last year, and he didn’t want to see me go.”

      “And why were you doing that?” George asked.

      “I’ve got a guy who works with me, Liam, a good kid. I mean, I thought he was a good kid.”

      “Liam McAlester? Wasn’t he in jail?” Hank asked.

      “Yeah. But I wanted to give him a chance to prove himself,” Trish said. “And I guess he did. Turns out, he had a side operation going. He was removing airbags from cars in our shop and selling them.”

      “That’s low,” George said.

      “I know,” Trish continued. “I confronted him about it, and he confessed, and he swore to never do it again. And I had security cameras fitted inside the workshop as well, just in case. I didn’t want to send the kid back to jail, so I agreed not to turn him in. And then we just had to hope nothing bad would come of it.”

      “But it did, didn’t it?” Rosie said quietly.

      Trish puffed out a regretful breath. “A little before I found out what Liam was doing, there was this guy. He was some bigwig passing through, and his car broke down. He ended up staying in town overnight because we had to wait on a part from Billings. We got his vehicle fixed up and sent him on his way the next day.”

      “And let me guess, it was without airbags?” Sarah asked.

      Trish nodded. “Yeah. Liam had removed them overnight. The next day, that guy stopped at a bar. He was on the other side of the state by then. He drank more than he should have. A lot more. And he crashed his car on the way to his motel.”

      “And there were no airbags,” Rosie said.

      Trish nodded sadly.

      “No airbags, and he wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. He died. I didn’t realize it, but Jackson knew about Liam’s little operation. When that guy died, he knew exactly what had happened. He’s been holding it over me ever since. If he handed his evidence over to the cops, I could lose everything. My business would be shut down, and even if I escaped jail, I wouldn’t have the resources to look after my daughter.”

      “It’s your own fault for giving Liam a job,” Hank said.

      “I know that now,” Trish said, wiping at her eyes. “But I wanted to give him a second chance. I’ve always thought people deserve second chances. Even when they’ve messed up.”

      Rosie patted Trish’s shoulder. “You were trying to do the best thing. Sometimes we make mistakes. Anyway, the guy was drinking and he wasn’t wearing a seatbelt? The airbag wouldn’t have saved him, would it?”

      Trish sniffed and wiped at her eyes. “But it could have been someone else. It could have been a kid.” Trish shuddered. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I messed up, and I messed up big. When I handed over that envelope every month, I didn’t even feel mad. I felt like I was doing my penance. So that’s me. Now you all know. Let’s hear the rest of your secrets. Sarah?”

      Sarah Goodwin, the bleached-blonde grocery store manager, was staring at her nails intensely. She looked up. “Do I have to?”

      “Yes!” George said, his voice raised in an almost-shout. The other two confirmed she did have to share her secret.

      “Trish, you know I like cars, right?”

      “Yeah…”

      “It’s… there’s more to it than that.”

      “Well?” George demanded, his voice a growl.

      “There’s this supplier we have, from Mexico, they send us tortillas, beans, and some sauces in jars. But… that’s not all they supply.” Sarah took another sip of bourbon, this time holding the burning liquid in her mouth for a moment before she swallowed.

      “What else are they sending you?” Trish asked.

      “Drugs,” Sarah said in a quiet voice, not meeting anyone’s gaze. “There are packages of drugs in with the deliveries. I take them out, and then I send them on to Canada. There’s this guy, a car dealer, from Regina. He buys my old cars. Sometimes from me, and sometimes from Trish after I’ve traded one in. Only, it’s not really the car he’s buying. It’s the drugs which are hidden inside.”

      “That’s why you keep changing your car?” Trish asked. “Because you’re a drug smuggler?”

      “I’m not a drug smuggler!”

      “Uh, you kind of are?” Rosie said to her.

      Sarah muttered something under her breath about never having wanted to be a drug smuggler.

      “How did Mollier find out about that?” I asked her.

      “I was thinking about that after he died,” Sarah said. “And then I realized, he must have set the whole thing up. He knew I liked to trade in cars. I think he arranged for the suppliers to contact me.”

      “He could have known them from his Las Vegas days,” I said. “He knew a lot of people, many of them shady. He found your weakness, then he exploited it. All of you.”

      Everyone’s eyes turned to Hank Thomas, the bank manager. He was the only one whose secret had yet to be revealed.

      “At least I wasn’t involved in drugs and death,” he said quietly.

      “You don’t get to judge,” George snapped at him. “Now tell us what he had on you.”

      “Very well. As you know, we have safety deposit boxes at the bank.”

      “My house deeds are there,” George said. “And my grandmother’s wedding ring.”

      “Right. Well, some of those boxes have been there for years. Decades, even.”

      “So you decided to clear them out? Steal from the old ones?”

      “No!”

      “What then?” George demanded.

      “I was approached by a man visiting from, uh, Nevada about six months ago. Now this has all come to light, I think that man must have been connected to Mollier. That would explain how he knew.”

      “Knew what?” Sarah demanded. She had shared her secret and wanted to hear his.

      “The guy, he makes copies of jewelry.”

      “Fakes?”

      “So what have you been doing?” Rosie asked him. “Taking out old jewelry from safety deposit boxes and replacing them with fakes?”

      “Only really old ones! And the fakes look exactly the same. It’s not so bad.”

      “You’re stealing family heirlooms and treasures and selling them for profit,” I said.

      “If you’ve touched my grandmother’s wedding ring…” George Ringer’s voice hinted at violence.

      “I didn’t!”

      “I’m going to check tomorrow,” George warned. “You better hope it’s still there.”

      Hank bobbed his head and promised that the ring was indeed still there. I hoped for his sake it was.

      “So there we have it,” I said. “You’ve each been committing crimes for personal gain, and Mollier knew about all of them. Each of you had something significant to gain from his death.”

      There were murmurs of agreement that it made sense, along with fervent denials from each of them that it hadn’t been them; it must have been one of the others around the table.

      “I have a question,” Rosie said.

      Five pairs of eyes turned her way—even Duke was intrigued, copying along with everyone else to look at her.

      “How come none of you reported him to the sheriff? Were you all cowards?”

      The four suspects looked at each other nervously.

      Duke, feeling left out, gave a curious whine.

      It was a good question.

      And I was intrigued to hear the answer.
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      “It’s not that easy!” Sarah said. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “This is a small town,” Trish added. “You can’t just go around telling the sheriff stuff like this.”

      “And we need to keep our secrets to ourselves,” George added in a gruff voice. His eyes were locked on me while he said it.

      “So where were you all the night Jackson Mollier was murdered?” Rosie asked. “Do you all have alibis?”

      “I was home with my wife,” Hank Thomas said quickly. “But I don’t want her to find out about this. She’d be so mad at me. Please don’t ask her.”

      I just stared at him until he gulped. An alibi isn’t an alibi if you’re not allowed to check it.

      “He could have been killed any time of the night anyway,” George said. “He could have sneaked out after his wife went to sleep.”

      “I didn’t! And my wife is a very light sleeper. In fact, she suffers from insomnia. Trying to do something secretly at night would be a recipe for disaster with my wife. I’d be caught in an instant.”

      “She does have insomnia,” Trish said, “she told me last week when she brought her car in for an oil change.”

      “See!” Hank said. “That proves it wasn’t me.”

      “No,” I told him, “it doesn’t. Your wife could have been in on it. She could have been away for all we know. But you’ve said your piece, and we’ll take it into consideration.”

      “You’re not cleared,” George added.

      Hank didn’t look happy about it but kept quiet.

      “Trish,” I said, “you already told us you were watching television with your cat. Do you have anything else to add?”

      “That’s not an alibi,” George said. “Completely unverifiable.”

      “Thank you, George,” Rosie said to him in the kind of voice that made the pleasantry sound more like shut up than actual gratitude.

      “What about you, George? Do you have an alibi?”

      “Yep. I was with Misty, my girlfriend. We ate at the diner, then we went back to her trailer. I was there all night, and she’ll vouch for it.”

      “And what about you, Sarah?” I asked.

      All eyes turned to her. “I was probably looking at car reviews,” she said. “That’s what I normally do in the evenings. Car reviews, hot chocolate with marshmallows, then bed.”

      “Who with?” George asked with a smirk.

      “No one!”

      “So, no alibi either.”

      George swung his eyes over Trish and Sarah. “You two were in high school together.”

      “So what?” Trish asked, irritated. “It’s not like we’re best friends or anything.”

      “We’re friends,” Sarah said, looking toward Trish with an almost beseeching look. “But we’re so busy, we don’t hang out that much.”

      Trish looked a little askance at being described as a friend but finally nodded.

      “We’re not close enough to murder someone together, if that’s what you’re implying,” Trish said. “I’d never do that.”

      “Even though Mollier was stopping you from moving to be with your daughter?”

      Trish refused to meet my eyes and just stared down at the table.

      “Can’t we just forget the whole thing?” Sarah asked, hope in her voice, as if she’d just uncovered the solution to their problems. “It’ll blow over, won’t it?”

      “There’s an issue with that,” Rosie said. “According to the sheriff, they haven’t actually found the material that you were all being blackmailed with. That means the killer probably took it for themselves.”

      “Oh no,” Trish said.

      Sarah stared at her. “What does that mean? So what?”

      “It means,” George said, his voice dripping with condescension, “that whoever whacked Mollier could start blackmailing us again. This ain’t over.”

      “When he died, I thought that was it,” Sarah said. “I thought I was free. I was skipping around for a week.”

      “You thought wrong,” George said. “That’s the problem with all of you; you didn’t think. Now you’re all in for a world of hurt.”

      “As are you,” Rosie told him.

      “Yeah, well, at least what I did wouldn’t send me to jail. Unlike the rest of you.”

      “Wouldn’t losing your business be worse than jail?” Rosie asked.

      George just glared at her instead of giving a spoken response.

      “What now?” Trish asked. “We sit back and wait to be blackmailed again?”

      “More like you wait for this to quieten down, then you start blackmailing us,” George said to her. “You’ve got no alibi. Your daughter was on the line. It was obviously you, Trish. You should come clean. They might let you off easy.”

      “It was not me!” Trish smacked the table with her hand, setting the whiskey glasses quivering and rattling and the amber liquid slopping around. Seeing the glasses move, she reached for her own and took a big gulp and drained it. “But I intend to find out which of you it was.”

      “If I catch you poking around my yard or my house, you’ll regret it,” George said. “Duke’ll tear your arm off.”

      We all looked at the dog. He gave a little whine and cocked his head at us. He didn’t look like the kind of dog that would rip your arm off. In fact, he looked sweet as huckleberry pie.

      “Folks, let’s not turn on each other,” Hank said. “We’ve all made mistakes, here. Let’s not make anymore. We’re all on the same team.”

      “Except for whoever the killer is,” George said. “Killer and future blackmailer.”

      “Maybe they destroyed the material,” Trish said. “That would make sense, right?”

      “Nah,” George said. “It would only make sense to destroy their own blackmail material. If they had a brain, they’d keep the rest to frame one of the rest of us. Or keep blackmailing us.”

      “Only if they were horrible,” Sarah said.

      George raised his eyebrows at her. “We’re talking about the person who murdered Jackson Mollier. Don’t you think they might actually be a little horrible, Sarah?”

      Sarah nodded unhappily. “I just mean, we don’t need to worry about problems we don’t have yet. We’ve got enough on our plates.”

      George drained the rest of his glass and stood up.

      “This meeting’s pointless. Coming here was a mistake. We all need to just keep our mouths shut. If one of you killed him, I’m warning you, don’t even think about trying to blackmail me. I’m not taking it again. You can stay here and chat if you like, but I’m done. Leave me out of whatever you all decide to do.”

      “I need to get back, too,” Trish said. “My phone’s been vibrating nonstop.”

      The meeting began to dissolve, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether Trish regretted getting them all together for it. She certainly hadn’t gained anything from the process, except perhaps a sense of camaraderie that she wasn’t in it alone.

      Rosie and I got up to leave with the rest of them. At the door, George stopped, turned, and treated Rosie and I to one long, cold, final stare before stomping out.

      I didn’t like that look.

      Not one little bit.
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      Rosie and I sat in the Bear’s Creek Family Diner staring at a twelve-page laminated menu while we decided what to eat.

      We ordered cheeseburgers with coleslaw and fries from a friendly waitress, and then we each leaned back on the seats of the red vinyl booth, arms folded in front of our chests, as we began to do some serious thinking.

      “I didn’t like that George Ringer one bit,” Rosie declared. “And he was very keen to pick holes in everyone else’s stories.”

      “And he threatened everyone,” I added. “And the way he looked at us…”

      “He gives me the heebie-jeebies. There’s something not right with that guy. Do you think…?”

      “What?”

      “That it might have been him? Instead of Levi? Or perhaps together with Levi?”

      “I think he’s got more to hide than he’s let on, that’s for sure.” I didn’t want to admit the possibility that it wasn’t Levi. He was just too perfect a fit for it to not be him, especially with the new information from Stone.

      Rosie unfolded her arms and pulled out her phone.

      “Is it okay if I start poking around about George?”

      “Of course, it is. I know everyone thinks I’m obsessed with Levi, but if it truly was George, and we get evidence of it, then I’m not going to be mad, Rosie. I just can’t see how Levi isn’t connected to Mollier’s death. He knew the guy, he faked being in LA, and Jackson was killed right after we handed his address over to him.”

      “Levi could have given the address to George,” Rosie said.

      I shook my head, laughing.

      “Rosie, George lives here. He could have found Jackson’s address by following him from town, or just asking around.”

      “Oh yeah!” Rosie laughed at herself. “I’m pretty dumb sometimes.”

      “No, you’re not. So what are you going to do?”

      “George said he was with this girlfriend of his, Misty, right? I’ll start with her.”

      “Excellent,” I said. “I’ll see if I can find out anything more about George.”

      Just as I pulled my phone out to begin searching, our food arrived.

      “I think we better eat first, Rosie. The energy will keep us sharp.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Rosie saluted me, and then grabbed her burger with both hands.

      I did the same, only without the salute.

      I mean, I would have looked silly, saluting myself, wouldn’t I?
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      Despite the massive length of the menu, we had made good choices because our burgers were magnificent, as were the ‘slaw and the fries fresh out the fryer.

      It was with renewed vigor and a pair of hot coffees that we attacked our task of finding out more about George Ringer.

      Twenty minutes later, we were both looking very proud of ourselves as we looked up at each other simultaneously.

      “What’d you find, boss?”

      “The local newspapers have all been digitized going back years. I found a story about George Ringer—from twenty years ago, when he was a young guy.”

      “I’m guessing it wasn’t an award for helping out seniors, or caring for sick animals?” Rosie asked with a grin.

      “Nope. It was a report on his criminal sentencing. He got eighteen months after a bar fight left a guy in hospital. The story says that Ringer was a known hothead, and this wasn’t the first time he’d been before a judge.”

      “So he has a history of violence,” Rosie said. “Even if he’s kept his head low since then, he would still have that potential inside him.”

      It was true. While people did mellow with age, someone dangerous enough to get locked up would never be a complete teddy bear, and they’d always have the potential for more violence.

      “It looks like you found something too, Rosie?”

      “Yep. And it’s pretty interesting. You know he said he was with Misty the whole night?”

      “Let me guess; you’ve found evidence that he wasn’t?”

      Rosie gave me a broad grin, her eyes alight with pride.

      “Misty wasn’t with him at all that night. She was away on a bachelorette party in Bozeman.”

      “Bozeman? Isn’t that hundreds of miles from here?”

      “Yep. And she didn’t come back until the next afternoon. We arrived here before she got back.”

      Rosie showed me some of the photos she’d found. Misty looked a lot younger than George and was having a great time with her friends, drinking fancy cocktails and dancing at some kind of barn dance type venue.

      “He lied to us,” I said.

      “He might have had the dates confused,” Rosie said. “Maybe he spent the following night with Misty and had things mixed up.”

      “No. He’d remember. It’s not every day a murder happens in a small town. He’d remember precisely. He misled us. But it may have been because he knew he needed an alibi to clear himself, so he tried to bluff his way through it.”

      “Or perhaps he killed Mollier,” Rosie said, “and that’s why he was lying.”

      “Yeah.”

      But it still didn’t explain what was up with Levi Aaronston!

      I didn’t want George to be our killer because I was certain it was Levi. However, George wasn’t doing himself any favors with either his words or his actions.

      “Who’s the more likely killer, boss? Levi or George?”

      “I don’t know, Rosie. I just don’t know. There are so many hints that Levi made it up here.”

      Just then, my phone buzzed. It was a message from Stone.

      >Two more positive IDs on new picture. Was definitely here. Miss you.

      Rosie gave me a questioning look.

      “Stone. Aaronston’s friend was definitely the one in LA.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Uh, no, that’s all.”

      I tapped out a quick reply.

      >Thanks. Miss you too.

      “Are you asking him to keep looking?”

      “I think Stone’s done enough.”

      My phone buzzed again, and I went to snatch it up, excited about another message from Stone.

      But it wasn’t a message, and it wasn’t Stone.

      It was Sheriff Rouland.

      Excellent. We could ask him about George Ringer.

      “Rouland,” I said to Rosie. I tapped at the screen to answer the call.

      “Hello?”

      “Good evening, Tiffany. I was wondering whether you might like to join me for dinner so we could talk about how things are going?”

      I stared at my empty plate, considering whether to bluff my way through it and eat a second meal. No. I couldn’t. And chances were, in a town this small, someone would blab that we’d already eaten, and we’d look like a pair of proper little piglets, and we couldn’t have that.

      “I’m sorry, but we just ate. It’s been a bit of a frantic day and we ended up having an early dinner.”

      In the background, a waitress called out an order.

      “You’re in the diner?” Rouland said.

      “It’s that obvious, huh?”

      “We don’t exactly have many options around these parts, and I’d recognize that voice anywhere. I’ll be over in a few minutes. Perhaps I can buy y’all some dessert?”

      When I’d hung up, I filled Rosie in.

      “You ever think of leaving Las Vegas, boss? Move out to somewhere rural?”

      “Huh? No. Of course not. Why?”

      Rosie shrugged. “No reason.”

      “What do you mean no reason? Something must have brought that question on.”

      Rosie grinned. “I was just thinking about how much Rouland seems to like you, that’s all.”

      “Like me?” My heart fluttered a little. Not that I was interested, but the thought of being wanted was nice. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Just the way he looks at you. And talks to you. And, you know, everything.”

      Rouland was a very handsome man, and he had the attractive laid-back but powerful, almost dangerous air of an old-fashioned cowboy.

      “I’m closer in age to his daughter than him,” I said with a laugh.

      “Maybe about halfway between the two?”

      “Thanks,” I said, giving her a put-on frown. Being reminded of my increasingly rapid approach to middle-age never failed to annoy me.

      Anyway, apart from Rouland living approximately a million miles away, and having a daughter I thought of as closer to being my contemporary than him, there was Stone.

      Lovely, quiet, brooding, stoic Stone. The man who was still in Los Angeles, a city he hated, just because I asked him to do me a favor.

      Rouland was nice, but he was no Stone.

      But I wasn’t going to tell Rosie that. Not yet. Stone and I still needed a little time to settle ourselves as us before we were ready to come clean to everyone.

      “Uh, boss?”

      “Hmm?”

      Rosie was pointing out the window. It was dark out now, but the parking lot had a couple of floodlights above it, and we could see across it clearly.

      “A bit late for baseball practice, isn’t it?”

      Rosie was staring at a man with a baseball bat. He was holding it up behind his shoulders, like he was about to take a swing.

      “That’s George!” I blurted.

      “And that’s your car!” Rosie said, leaping to her feet.

      I stared in shock as George’s shoulders flexed, his hands squeezed tight, and he began to swing the bat.

      “My car!”
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      I heard the first crack and tinkling of glass as I ran for the restaurant door.

      The second hit when I was halfway between the diner and my car.

      The third didn’t happen.

      George had his hands raised for another swing when Rosie leaped at him and grabbed the end of the baseball bat, using her weight as leverage to wrench it down behind him. The handle flipped out of his hands, and Rosie fell to the ground, clutching the bat to her.

      I had my hand in my bag as I got close. My fingers brushed my gun, but then wrapped around a can of pepper spray instead.

      George spun around, a wild look in his eyes, and for a moment, I was terrified he might try to stomp Rosie into the ground beneath him.

      “Don’t move!” I yelled.

      George froze, took a deep breath, and then raised a hand with his index finger pointed at me.

      “You two pigs better leave town. Tonight. Leave us alone.”

      Pigs?!

      “I’ve met a lot of girls tougher than you, and none of them have managed to scare me off yet.”

      I felt a little bad about implying that George was no match for a girl, because of course women could be just as tough as men—look at our friend Jan!—but I knew it would wind up an old-fashioned country guy like George, and that’s just what I wanted to do.

      He jabbed his finger into the air like he was trying to stab it while he spoke.

      “Get out of town. We don’t need you here. We solve our own problems.”

      “Or what?” Rosie asked as she clambered back to her feet, brushing down dust from her arms and jeans.

      “Or what?” George repeated. A slow, nasty smile spread across his face. “Or you’ll wish you’d never been here at all.” George’s eyes had a dull, lifeless look to them while he spoke, sending a shiver down my spine. “Trust me.”

      “No, you listen here,” Rosie said. “We’re going to continue our investigation until it’s over, and we won’t be threatened by a lazy oaf like you. And this is for smashing my boss’s my car.”

      I wasn’t sure what this was, until Rosie pulled my can of pepper spray out of my hands. I should have told her to stop. But, frankly, I didn’t feel like it.

      Rosie pointed it in George’s face. His eyes lit up with anger and his mouth opened to warn her not to—

      “Get out of here!” Rosie squeezed the can and sent a jet of pepper spray into George’s eyes and mouth.

      George immediately ducked and spun to escape the spray, but Rosie had already given him a good enough dose to ruin the rest of his evening.

      George, hunched over, ran away, hands grabbing at his shirt and pulling it up to wipe at his face as he stumbled off toward a large truck at the back of the lot.

      Rosie turned to me, biting her lip. She held out the can of pepper spray to me, looking embarrassed. “Sorry, boss.”

      “Uh… I’m not sure if that was a great idea, Rosie.”

      “I know. But… look at your car!”

      We both took a moment to assess the scale of the damage. On the passenger side, both the front passenger window and the rear had been smashed. Looking at it, I kind of wished it had been me that sprayed George in the face.

      “My beautiful Honda,” I lamented.

      Rosie put an arm around me and squeezed. It was some consolation. But not as much consolation as the coughing, ragged breathing, and swearing I could hear coming from the other end of the parking lot.

      “Let’s go back inside. We’ll get it fixed in the morning.”

      Rosie and I went back into the diner to wait for Rouland. We kept an eye on the parking lot to see what George would do. I was worried he might return with a shotgun, or worse. But no, a few minutes later his truck started and the headlights lit up. He turned around in the lot until the truck was pointed right toward the diner, at the booth we were sitting in.

      Rosie and I both stared at it, ready to leap to our feet and flee if he tried something truly crazy like ramming the diner.

      But he didn’t.

      He flashed the headlights at us, six times, one after the other. Then he turned the truck around and headed out of the lot.

      “He’s gone,” Rosie said, letting out a breath.

      “We need to keep our eyes open for him,” I said.

      “You’re not wrong.” Another car drove into the parking lot. A big SUV with the Sheriff’s Department logo emblazoned on the side.

      Rouland was there.
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      We had a big bowl of huckleberry pie and vanilla ice cream in front of each of us while we talked. Rouland was in a relaxed, jovial mood, which we ruined by telling him what George Ringer had done to my car.

      Rouland shook his head in irritated disappointment. “Steroids,” he said. “Makes him lose his temper sometimes. ‘Roid rage, that’s what they call it.”

      “We met him earlier today.” I didn’t want to reveal the whole meeting just yet, but I wanted further details on George.

      “Yeah. He was on your list. How did that go?”

      “Umm, not great. That’s probably why he came back and smashed our windows. Sheriff, do you think he’s capable of murder?”

      “He’s the kind of guy that might accidentally kill someone in a moment of rage. But underneath, he’s not bad-hearted. I couldn’t see him doing a cold-blooded killing.”

      I thought back to the crime scene. Mollier had been killed with a knife taken from his own kitchen.

      “Mollier’s death looked spur of the moment, didn’t it? The fact his own kitchen knife was used?”

      Rouland was silent for a moment while he took the thought onboard.

      “You know, you’re right about that. But you also know my money is still on Greenwald. Ringer would only be violent if he was provoked.”

      Rosie pointed out the window toward my car. “Look at what he did to my boss’s car.”

      Rouland’s brow creased into a dark frown.

      “He smashed your car windows?”

      “Yep. And warned us to leave town. Suspicious, much?” I asked.

      Rouland brooded quietly in thought. Finally, he looked up at me.

      “That… changes things. Did you threaten him earlier?”

      “Only if you call telling him that we were going to find the killer a threat.”

      “I see.” Rouland suddenly got to his feet, half a bowl of pie still on the table.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To arrest him,” Rouland said. “He smashed your windows.”

      I shook my head quickly. “Don’t do that. How about we keep an eye on him instead?”

      “Don’t you want him prosecuted for this?”

      “It’s part of the business,” I said. “And anyway, we, uh, got a little revenge on him.”

      Rouland raised an eyebrow. “Do I want to know?”

      “Best you don’t,” I said. “I’m sure George would rather keep this under his hat as well for the time being.”

      Rouland nodded and slowly sat back down and picked his spoon back up. “Often people still like to resolve things themselves out in these parts, rather than getting the law involved. Turning a blind eye is practically part of the guidebook for being a sheriff out here.”

      “I think it might be everywhere,” I said with a grin.

      “What about the rest of your little list of suspects? Any joy?”

      I shrugged. “Not too much. It was almost like they were avoiding us.”

      “I wouldn’t necessarily read too much into that,” Rouland said. “That’s just how folks are round here.”

      “Sheriff,” I said, “I have a question about the scene.”

      “Go on.”

      “You didn’t find any of the blackmail materials, right?”

      Rouland nodded. “Nope. Just those envelopes. That’s all.”

      “Don’t you think that’s odd?”

      Rouland rubbed his chin. “Maybe the killer took ‘em.”

      “Right. Yeah.”

      Rosie dug into her bowl again. “This pie is incredible. Why don’t we have huckleberry pie in Las Vegas, boss?”

      “I bet somewhere sells it. We’ll have to look it up when we’re home.”

      “Or you should tell Jack to put it on the menu in the Tremonte Café. I bet folks would love it.”

      “Uh, okay.”

      Rouland finished his bowl.

      “I’m going to have a word with Ringer. I’m not going to arrest him or anything, just feel him out and let him know not to mess with you again.”

      “Thanks, we’d appreciate it.”

      “Then I’m going to get on to Trish Brindle and arrange to get your windows replaced. I’ll get her to send the bill to Ringer.”

      “That would be amazing. We’ll drop by her yard tomorrow.”

      “Y’all have a nice night now, and if anyone messes with you again, you call me, okay?”

      “Yes, Sheriff,” Rosie and I said in unison, like pupils agreeing to their teacher’s commands.

      Rosie and I finished our pie and then sat back. We had more to think on.

      “What do you think about the theory that the blackmail evidence was stolen by the killer?” I asked Rosie.

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure about it.”

      “Why?” I prodded. I had my own thoughts and wanted to see if Rosie was keeping up—or if she was ahead of me.

      “Rouland still seems to think it was Monty Greenwald who killed Mollier. But if it were him, and he took the blackmail materials with him—why didn’t they find them in his car?”

      I grinned at her. Perfect.

      “That was precisely my thought, too. What does it mean, Rosie?”

      “It means either Greenwald wasn’t the killer…”

      She let me finish it up.

      “…or the blackmail material is still in the house somewhere.”

      We finished up the last of our drinks, paid the bill, and headed back to our motel for the night.

      We had a plan for the morning, and we were going to start early, before the people of Bear’s Creek even awoke.

      It was time to solve this thing once and for all.
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      Rosie and I were up and out before dawn the next morning, climbing into my freezing-cold car with its permanently open windows on the passenger side. Rosie had her new, thick jacket on in preparation and had fashioned herself a scarf out of a pair of sweatpants and a hat from a sweater. We taped some cardboard over the window, but it wasn’t enough to completely stop the chill breeze. I cranked the heat to maximum as we drove, but it didn’t do much to help.

      The night before, Rosie and I had spent longer than we’d liked in the parking lot trying to scrape out the smashed glass from inside the car and had to borrow a brush from the diner to make the car safe to sit in.

      After we got back to our motel, Rosie immediately dialed up her friend Jan down in Las Vegas. Jan was ex-military and specialized in electronic warfare, though she now worked as a contractor on all kinds of IT projects we didn’t quite understand.

      Rosie grilled Jan for a good thirty minutes on tips on how to find data—not just on the computer, but in the physical premises. Jan’s military work hadn’t just involved sitting behind a desk but actually going into action to retrieve computers and hard drives from hostile premises, often in conditions considerably more deadly than we hoped to find.

      When Rosie finally hung up, she had a happy smile, and told me she now had at least a dozen clever hiding places that we could search which the cops probably wouldn’t have uncovered.

      Armed with our new information, we took our chilly drive out to Jackson Mollier’s property, leaving in the dark and arriving just as the sun was rising. After exiting the car, we had to stop to admire the view.

      Rosie gripped my arm. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a sunrise so pretty.”

      The rolling landscape was afire with morning sunlight, which ranged from golden orange into a deep, rich purple.

      “Let’s hope it’s a good omen. Come on!”

      Rosie and I did a quick perimeter check of the building, looking for signs of any potential trouble and finding none. The front door had a big X of police tape over it, but no other additional security. Rosie had her picks out before we even reached the door, and the lock open almost without breaking her stride as first she, and then I, slipped between the pieces of tape into the silent interior of Jackson Mollier’s former home.

      There’s something about entering a remote homestead in which the owner is not only absent but dead that sets your teeth on edge. It was so quiet inside that you could almost taste it. I was half tempted to tell Rosie to put some music on, but that would stop us hearing anyone approaching. No, we needed to work in the dead silence. I didn’t want anyone sneaking up on us.

      “Okay, Rosie, you got all that information from Jan. You can take the lead on this.”

      “Really, boss?” Rosie’s eyes were alight with both excitement and, if I wasn’t mistaken, a hint of nervousness. It was about time I gave her a bit more responsibility, and leading our search would be a nice step-up for her.

      “Sure.”

      Rosie pulled out her phone and opened up her notes app. She’d made a list of places Jan recommended searching. We started in the kitchen.

      “Okay, boss, this is what I’m thinking. Mollier probably had his blackmail materials stored digitally. They’ll be on a hard drive or a USB stick or something. That’s what we need to look for. In here, we’re going to pull out all the drawers and check whether there’s anything taped to the bottom of them or inside the cabinet units. Then we’ll pull off the kickboard and see what we find down there. Oh, and I’m going to check the freezer and take out the light fittings. And if there are any tins or jars, we’re going to check them, too.”

      “Okay. One question, what’s a kickboard?”

      Rosie showed me with a kick of her Doc Marten boots. It was the long board between the bottom of the cupboard units and the floor itself.

      “I think it’s called a kickboard because you can kick it when you’re angry,”

      “I’m not sure if that’s right, but what do I know?” I said with a laugh. “I guess I’ll start there.”

      I withdrew a long flathead screwdriver from my bag and stuck it in between the bottom of the cupboards and the kickboard. With a little lift, the piece of wood toppled forward with a crash. I lay down on the floor and shone the light from my cellphone into the dark interior underneath.

      There was a little dust but nothing else. I could clearly see the bottom of the cupboards and the floor; nothing was hidden down there. I lifted up the kickboard and shoved it back into place.

      “I’ll start on the drawers.”

      Rosie had already finished with the freezer and was now standing on top of a chair, unscrewing a light fitting. I began to remove the kitchen drawers, rummaging through each one as I did so.

      Mollier hadn’t been much of a chef, and despite the nice fittings in the room, there wasn’t a lot of equipment or tools in the drawers. A few sets of cutlery, a spatula, a couple of wooden spoons, and a couple of different rolls of wrap and some string. Most of the drawers were almost empty, and there was nothing taped to the bottom or back of any of them.

      Five minutes later, we declared the kitchen to be a bust. I always thought it would be.

      “Bedroom or living room?” Rosie asked me.

      “Hmm. Bedroom.”

      It felt to me like a more likely place to have something hidden. More private, more out of the way. Not that Jackson Mollier would have got many visitors out here.

      When we entered, it was clear that the cops had already had a rummage through and hadn’t been keen on tidying up after themselves. Drawers of clothes had been emptied onto the bed, and the closet door was wide open with most of the contents tossed out to join the rest of his clothing on the bed. There was a heap of shoes in front of the closet where they had been thrown during a search.

      Rosie stopped to survey the scene for a minute, her analytical eye running over the room.

      “Help me with that?” Rosie indicated a piece of furniture.

      “The chest of no-drawers?” The cops had pulled out all of the drawers themselves, leaving just the outer shell. I guess that just made it a chest, but it didn’t seem like the right word, so chest-of-no-drawers it was.

      Rosie grabbed one end while I grabbed the other, and we pulled it away from the wall. There was nothing attached to the back or the wall itself. We toppled it over and inspected underneath.

      “Nothing. That’s okay. We’ve got plenty more places to check.”

      I walked over to the closet. When I hid stuff at home, I used the back of the closet or under the bed. They were my go-to spots. Although it wasn’t exactly a walk-in closet, with all the clothes removed I could get inside. I ran my hands over the wall and rapped it a few times, searching for a hollow spot. I didn’t find one.

      “Good thinking, boss!” Rosie said. “Jan told me about something she found in a closet once that another guy had already searched and declared empty.”

      Rosie pressed up against me in the closet, and using the flashlight on her phone, pointed it at the ceiling of the closet.

      Oddly, the roof of the closet was painted black. And even more oddly, there was another black rectangle which seemed to protrude from the ceiling.

      “That’s it! That’s it!”

      I grabbed a chair and dragged it over to Rosie. She came out, pushed it inside the closet, and then clambered up onto it.

      “Hold my phone!”

      I did as I was told. Then Rosie reached up with two hands, and with a grunt of effort pulled the black rectangle down off the ceiling of the closet. It had been well hidden, and if it hadn’t been for Jan’s advice, I don’t think we would have found it.

      “I got it!” Rosie said, holding it out to me.

      It was a small, black, laptop computer, to which magnets had been attached. On the ceiling of the closet was a black metal plate which the laptop had hung from.

      We carried it over to the bed and knelt down in front of it. Rosie started it up and immediately typed in a password.

      “How’d you know that?” I asked.

      “Oh, I pulled all his passwords from the machine they had in the sheriff’s office.”

      Rosie was already tapping away to see what she could find.

      “I’ll put the drawers back in the kitchen,” I said while Rosie worked away. “Let me know if you find anything.”

      It didn’t take Rosie long. By the time I had the last drawer back in place, my assistant was already calling me back, her voice high-pitched and quick with excitement.

      “Boss! Boss! I got it! The mother lode!”

      After hurrying back into the bedroom, I knelt beside Rosie while she showed me what she had found.

      She was right.

      It was the mother lode.

      There were a series of folders, each one labeled with a two-digit number code, like the ones Rosie had figured out before. And there weren’t just four of them, there were six.

      Rosie went through them one by one. We found the evidence Mollier had used to blackmail George, Sarah, Trish, and Hank. But that wasn’t all we found.

      “Who’s this?” I said to Rosie, indicating the next pair of numbers, 11,26.

      “Eleven, twenty-six,” Rosie mused. “The second name begins with A, and the first…” Rosie looked up, counting under her breath. “It’s L. The initials are LA.”

      “L.A. Levi Aaronston! It has to be!”

      Rosie clicked on the folder, and we opened it up, both of us staring at the screen intently. The folder was full of photos. Rosie pulled up the first picture. It was of a much younger Levi Aaronston standing over someone’s body. The next photo was taken a second or two later, as were the next couple of dozen. The photos told a story, and that story was of Levi Aaronston planting evidence at a crime scene. Jackson Mollier must have taken the photos years ago and kept them in his back pocket in case he ever needed leverage over Aaronston.

      “He was blackmailing Levi!” Rosie said. “This proves it!

      “It certainly proves he had the material to do it. He must have been sitting on these photos for years and finally decided to do something with them.”

      “So what do you think, boss? Mollier had a blackmail operation going up here and then tried to press Aaronston, but he pushed back?”

      “Pushed back in the form of killing him.”

      “We did it, boss! Didn’t we?”

      I didn’t reply because I was distracted. From outside the bedroom, I thought I heard a noise.

      I tilted my head.

      “Did you hear something?”

      We froze, our ears pricked for danger.

      And then the danger came.

      Someone holding a gun chambered a round.

      Rosie and I burst to our feet, my hand reaching for my bag.

      But we were too late.

      “Don’t move.”

      So much for keeping the house quiet so we could hear someone coming.

      Rosie and I both gulped and slowly put our hands on top of our heads.

      We were in real trouble now.
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      Detective Levi Aaronston pointed his gun at us with one hand. The other hung in a sling from his fight with Duncan Crabb.

      “It’s you,” Rosie said. “Boss was right all along.”

      Levi was already shaking his head. “It wasn’t. You’ve got it all wrong. You’ve had it all wrong since the beginning.”

      “No, we haven’t,” Rosie said. “There are photos there which show you planting evidence. Mollier tried to blackmail you. Admit it!”

      Levi nodded. “He did try to blackmail me. And yes, that’s why I hired you. I wanted to find Mollier so I could put a stop to it.”

      “With a knife through his chest.”

      “No,” Levi said, “that’s not what I wanted to do.”

      “It is a messy method,” Rosie agreed. “You probably wanted to do something cleaner, something quiet. Maybe make him just disappear. But you got in a fight, and you killed him.”

      Levi grimaced, his brow furrowed in consternation. He was frustrated that we weren’t understanding him, but it’s hard to truly listen when a man you’ve been investigating for murder is pointing a gun at you.

      Rosie gently nudged me.

      She’d spotted something.

      Then I saw it too. Looming behind Levi was another figure, stepping into view, one hand already raised.

      Were we saved?

      My eyebrows must have gone up because instead of responding to Rosie’s words, Levi began to turn his head.

      It didn’t do any good.

      He received a thunk to the side of his temple that sent his gun tumbling to the ground, with him just behind it.

      “Sheriff!” Rosie shouted. “You saved us!”

      Rouland stepped over Levi’s unconscious form, a grim smile on his lips as he approached. He didn’t lower the gun that he had used to incapacitate Levi. Instead, he kept it pointing at Rosie and me.

      The thing was, I finally believed Levi. He hadn’t killed Mollier. Before we saw the photos of Levi planting evidence, I’d seen the two numbers of the final blackmail folder on Mollier’s computer which we hadn’t looked at yet.

      When Rouland didn’t lower his gun, Rosie glanced at me, her expression now worried, the step of confusion already passed. I flicked my eyes back to the computer.

      Rosie blinked.

      She didn’t even need to look. She remembered.

      “Twenty-two, seventeen. WR. Wayne Rouland,” she said, her voice small now.

      Rouland’s head bobbed in a grave nod.

      “It’s a shame y’all are so good at what you do,” Rouland said with a nothing-to-be-done sigh. “A heck of a shame.”

      “When did he start blackmailing you?” Partly I was curious, but mostly I wanted to delay the inevitable. The longer we could keep him talking, the longer Rosie and I would have to connive a way out of this mess. We were cornered by a man bigger and stronger than us, with a gun, who was blocking the exit. Our options were limited to say the least.

      “Most people would be begging for their lives. But you want to talk about the case.”

      I nodded.

      “You might as well tell us now. What did he have on you? When did it start? Why’d you go along with it?”

      Rosie joined in.

      “You’re a sheriff; why didn’t you just arrest him? Did he have you planting evidence as well, like Levi Aaronston?”

      Rouland chuckled, and for a moment, I forgot he was about to kill us. The rich, smooth laughter that tumbled out felt like a sip of strong liquor, warming me up from the inside. The warmth turned to chill as my eyes locked on to the gun, still frozen in readiness to fire in our direction.

      “You really want to know?”

      “Yes,” Rosie and I said in unison. And we really did mean it. There’s nothing worse than not finding out what really happened.

      “He didn’t have anything on me.”

      Rosie looked puzzled, and so was I. But then it clicked. What did an old-fashioned country sheriff fear? Probably not a lot, right? But there was one thing.

      “He didn’t have anything on you… but he must have had something on your daughter, right?”

      Rouland gave me an appreciative nod.

      “Very good. The rat followed my daughter and filmed her being, uh, intimate with her ex-boyfriend. Said he’d put it all over the internet and send links to everyone in town to make sure they saw it.”

      “Unless you paid him?” Rosie asked.

      “A grand a month, that’s what he wanted.”

      “That would put a big dent in your income,” I said.

      “It sure did. But it was for my little girl. I’d do anything for her. I paid up. Of course, I did.”

      “Then how’d he end up dead?”

      Although the gun didn’t move, Rouland relaxed a little, breathing more naturally, shoulders slackening, as he unburdened himself of his worries after keeping everything locked up inside for so long.

      “There was more to it. I was paying him a grand a month, right? And my daughter, she wanted to go to Europe. To travel, see the world. I couldn’t deny her that, could I? But I couldn’t afford it. Not with what I was paying him. I needed money.”

      “Oh!” Rosie said, her voice quivering with excitement, any fear temporarily forgotten. “You helped him start blackmailing other people! And he cut you in.”

      “Very good,” Rouland said with an appreciative nod. “You’re one smart cookie.”

      “I’m more cupcake than cookie these days.”

      Rouland didn’t know what to make of that.

      “Uh, okay. Turns out, I knew a few little things about people around town. I told you before, half the job of a sheriff in a place like this is knowing when to turn a blind eye. I’d done it more than once. I’d helped people out. And now it was time for a little payback. A reward for my generous nature over the years. Mollier and I worked together, added a few more people to his roster.”

      “But something went wrong,” I said.

      Rouland nodded. “Yeah. What went wrong was you turning up and messing with everything.”

      “Tell us what happened?” Rosie asked, her voice lit up with anticipatory excitement.

      “My little girl, she wanted to study art in Florence at a fancy school there. You know how much international student fees are?”

      “A lot?” I guessed.

      “A lot,” Rouland agreed, his lips twitching in amusement at the understatement. “I told her to hang tight, I’d see what I could do. That’s just when Mollier contacted your friend, Aaronston.” Rouland gave him a nudge with his cowboy boot. Levi didn’t respond or move at all. I hoped he wasn’t dead, though perhaps it wouldn’t matter if we didn’t think of a way out of this soon.

      “We were going to hit him up for a grand a month, too. With our other clients, that’d be enough for my little girl’s tuition and some spending money to boot. Well, it would be if Mollier was no longer involved.”

      “You wanted to cut him out?”

      “Yep. By this point, I was the one collecting the envelopes instead of him. It was safer that way. No one in town would mess with me; I’m the sheriff. I didn’t need Jackson Mollier anymore. But he still had something on me.” Rouland jabbed his gun in the direction of the computer. “And I couldn’t find it. I even broke in while he was out in town, once, but couldn’t find the darn thing. Same when we searched the house after you found his body. Where the heck was it?”

      Rosie jabbed her thumb behind her at the closet.

      “I searched that closet.”

      “Not well enough,” Rosie told him. “It was stuck to the ceiling with magnets.”

      “With magnets?” Rouland shook his head. “How’d you figure that out?”

      Rosie shrugged. “We’re just very observant, aren’t we, boss?”

      “Yep. So, Rouland, do you really think you’re going to get away with all this?”

      “Are you just trying to stall me now? But yes, I’m going to get away with this. You two are just going to disappear. That’s all there is to it. Another unsolved mystery.”

      “What about him,” I said, indicating Levi who was sprawled out cold on the floor.

      Rouland shrugged. “Same deal.”

      “We should probably go outside,” Rosie said. “You don’t want to leave all that messy evidence around here, do you?”

      Is that what was going to remain of us? Messy evidence?

      Rouland laughed. “Nice try. Naw. I’ll do what needs to be done here, then drag you out. Then the whole place is going to mysteriously burn down. Such a shame. All that evidence will be lost. Not that anyone will know there’s anything even to find.”

      “What about Monty Greenwald?” Rosie asked.

      “What about him? That’s out of my hands now. It’s up to the DA what they do with him. If the evidence says he’s guilty, then he’ll be found guilty. And it certainly won’t be any loss to this town if he gets locked up again, I can tell you that much.”

      “But he’s not guilty,” Rosie said.

      Rouland laughed again, another one of his rich, rolling chuckles that sounded so pleasant I forgot I was in danger every time he did it.

      “He’s guilty of being a terrible person.”

      “What about you?” Rosie demanded. “You’re a terrible person! You’re supposed to be the sheriff, but you’ve been blackmailing people and murdering them. You’re the worst person in the whole town!”

      Rouland didn’t like that. He pointed his gun directly at Rosie’s chest. What he didn’t notice was Levi twitching on the ground below him. Then his one good arm began to creep towards where his gun had fallen.

      “I just did what needed to be done. Never hurt anyone who didn’t need to be hurt.”

      “They only needed to be hurt for your own selfish reasons and for your spoiled daughter!” Rosie was indignant now. She really didn’t like people being disingenuous.

      Levi’s hand grasped his gun. With a jolt and a gasp, he rolled onto his back, hands rising to point the gun at the sheriff.

      But he was too slow.

      Rouland saw the movement long before it became dangerous and with one kick of his cowboy boot sent the gun flying away and Levi pulling his ‘good’ hand into his body with a pained yelp.

      Levi failed to bring the sheriff down, but it was a distraction.

      Rosie was already moving. She leaped behind the bed, ducking to the floor, where my bag was still sitting.

      I darted the other way. Rouland’s gun followed me, and I froze.

      “Try anything, and your precious boss will get herself a nice big hole through her chest!” Rouland yelled to Rosie, who was now completely out of view.

      Levi made another move. He swung out an arm and grabbed at Rouland’s leg, yanking at his ankle to pull him off balance.

      “Get off, darn it!” Rouland yelled, kicking Levi away again.

      As he did so, I charged him, pushing the nose of the gun away just before he fired it into the ceiling.

      Ears ringing, I began what was likely to be a futile fight. Tough as I like to think I am, overpowering a man like Rouland through pure strength was out of my league.

      I tried to force the gun out of his hand, twisting the end of it away and yanking it down. I nearly managed it. He hadn’t been expecting the move and he was pulled off-balance, tilting and bending over. Then his muscles locked and he twisted away from me, turning and spinning back up with the gun raised. It rested on me for a microsecond, then he was turning toward Rosie.

      She was already up.

      And she was holding my gun.

      “Freeze, Rouland!”

      He began to laugh.

      Different people react in different ways to an overdose of adrenaline in a life-or-death situation. And Rouland apparently found it amusing.

      Rosie and Rouland pointed their guns at each other, both of them with fingers resting on the trigger.

      “Looks like we’ve got ourselves an old-fashioned stand-off,” Rouland said. “The thing about a stand-off, is a person willing to do what it takes—”

      Rouland wasn’t interrupted. He was trying to lull Rosie into thinking he had a whole long statement to make and blasting her away in the middle of it.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Rosie must have sensed it coming. Perhaps his face twitched, or his intonation was off, but she began to drop while he was still speaking. When the gun started firing, she was already out of sight.

      The first two bullets hit the wall behind where Rosie had been standing, her head and chest in the line of fire just a microsecond before. The third bullet flew into the bed.

      There was silence from the other side.

      “Did I get you?” Rouland called. “Or not yet?”

      I hadn’t been idle.

      While Rosie dropped and Rouland fired, I was already moving. I snatched up the closest weapon—a small Native American rock carving from the floor next to me, tossed there while the property was being searched, possibly by Rouland himself.

      While Rouland yelled, I threw the carving as hard as I could. It sailed through the air.

      Just then, Rouland decided it was time to check on me again. His head flicked my way just in time to receive the rock carving to his head.

      He staggered back.

      On the ground, Levi went to grab at his ankle again.

      Swearing and cursing, Rouland gave another mighty kick to Levi’s hand. The cop hissed as he snatched it back.

      A hand went to Rouland’s temple and came away bloody.

      “Darn it, I’m getting real ornery now.”

      The next voice that came was like threatening gravel.

      “And you’re going to be even more ornery when you realize you’re spending the rest of your life in jail.”

      He’d come out of nowhere.

      Except it wasn’t out of nowhere, it was years of cop instincts and cop habits which couldn’t be unbroken.

      Duncan Crabb had a gun pointed at the back of Rouland’s head, and he used the nose of it to let Rouland know it was there.

      The sheriff froze. “Who the heck are you?” He hadn’t even seen him.

      “Drop it and I’ll tell you.”

      Slowly, I stepped to the side out of the line of fire from Rouland’s gun. He hesitated, hand quivering for a moment as he considered whether to follow me with the gun, whether to shoot me for the bother I’d caused.

      Crabb nudged the back of Rouland’s head with his gun again.

      Slowly, Rouland lowered his weapon.

      “Cuffs and ties, Rosie!” I called. “We got him!”

      Rosie stood up from behind the bed with a giant smile on her face. She looked like a kid who’d just had the best time ever at an amusement park. In one hand she held a pair of handcuffs from my bag, and in the other a couple of long zip ties.

      “Knees!” Crabb commanded.

      Rouland lowered himself to the floor, cursing under his breath.

      A couple of minutes later we had Rouland fully secured and I was sitting on the bed.

      “How’d you get here?” I asked Crabb.

      He quirked a smile at me. “Habit. Cop’s instincts.” Levi was sitting up against the wall, trying to cradle both his arms at once. Crabb waved a hand in his direction. “I followed him up here. It was quite a drive, I tell you. Darn near died of exhaustion.”

      “You followed me all the way from Las Vegas?” Levi asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Well, darn.”

      I turned my attention back to Levi.

      “So? Why were you here?”

      He nodded toward the computer on the bed.

      “I wanted the blackmail evidence before you found it. Guess I was a little late.”

      “Yep,” I told him. “You were.”

      Crabb turned his attention back to Levi. “So, what, you planted evidence to get convictions? That’s your MO?”

      Levi Aaronston shook his head in disappointment to himself.

      “Yeah. When I was a rookie. I wasn’t making much of a name for myself. I saw folk, guilty folk, getting away with so much. Decided to help the wheels of justice roll along. I didn’t like seeing the bad guys win all the time, getting away with all kinds of things. We knew they were guilty, but we couldn’t prove it.”

      “That’s why your conviction rate got so good?” Crabb asked.

      “Yeah. For a while. But I stopped, years ago. It was partly my fault Clemence was convicted, some of the circumstantial evidence was put there by me.”

      Crabb nodded. “You wanted to do right, but you did wrong to do it.”

      “Yeah. And it caught up with me. Mollier had been sitting on photos of me planting evidence for years. He hit me up for blackmail just a few weeks ago. I got the detectives to find him, and then I came up here to negotiate with him, or maybe even strong arm him out of what he had. I had to move fast to beat you up here.”

      “But you didn’t come to kill him?” Rosie asked from beside me.

      “Not to kill him,” Levi said. “But when I got here, he was already dead. And it hadn’t been for long, either. I fled and then hoped and prayed that the blackmail evidence wouldn’t be found. And I got lucky—until now.”

      Sirens began to wail outside.

      “That’ll be FBI,” Crabb said. “I called them in. Didn’t know who we could trust around here. We don’t have long.”

      “Long for what?” I asked.

      Crabb walked over to the computer and then said something to Rosie.

      She turned to me.

      I hesitated a moment, and then gave a reluctant shrug.

      We owed Crabb a favor. And having a cop like Aaronston on our side in Vegas would always be helpful.

      Following Crabb’s command, Rosie deleted the blackmail material for Levi Aaronston.

      “You try it again, and I’ll come down on you like a ton of bricks, you hear?” Crabb snarled at Aaronston.

      He was nodding and agreeing and thanking Crabb and Rosie and me all at once.

      I didn’t like the situation, but that’s life in Las Vegas. It’s a city of lights, but it’s also a city of grays. We all live somewhere on the spectrum, none of us pure, few of us completely all the way gone over to evil.

      We lived in boundaries, in shades, on the edges of right and wrong.

      But on balance, we were the good guys.

      Weren’t we?

      Sirens wailed, agents arrived, and another case was closed.

      Rosie and I had done it.

      Again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rosie and I arrived at the Diamond Room, one of the fancier ballrooms at The Tremonte Resort and Casino. My friend Jack Weber was hosting an event to celebrate the release of Bruester Clemence—and the multi-million-dollar payout he was expected to receive from the state.

      “You look like you’re trying to impress someone, boss.”

      “What? No, I don’t. I just put a dress on, that’s all.”

      “And makeup. And I’ve never seen you with such a fancy necklace.”

      It was pearl, and it was actually Nanna’s, but I’d been borrowing it so long I hoped she’d forgotten.

      “My necklace looks wonderful on you!” And… there she was. Nanna seemed to pop out of nowhere, slipping between two businessmen in suits and immediately spotting what I was wearing. “You must be trying to impress someone!”

      “I was told to dress formally,” I said defensively. “You know I’m not very good at this kind of thing, Nanna. This is just what I happened to choose.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Nanna appraised me carefully. “You do look nice, dear.” Nanna turned around to look for someone—and then found him immediately. Stone slid into view. “Stone, look at Tiffany, doesn’t she look beautiful?”

      Stone’s eyes locked onto mine. Yes, you do, he seemed to say.

      “Yes, she does,” he actually did say.

      “Let’s hope she meets someone here.”

      “Nanna!”

      Stone’s lips twitched in amusement.

      Then Rosie grabbed my arm again. “There, that’s them. That’s Krista’s parents.”

      Entering the ballroom were Chuck and Wendy, the highly annoyed parents of Krista. They’d flown out to Las Vegas and had a suite booked upstairs. They wanted to know just what was going on with their daughter and had been rather perplexed when I invited them to a charity event instead. Still, the appeal of meeting some of the Great and Good of Las Vegas was like a siren call to a wealthy middle-aged couple like them, so they’d shown up despite considerable reluctance.

      I’d promised them that all would be revealed.

      That meant we were almost certainly about to get fired from the case. But that was okay. Honestly, we deserved it. It was more like we’d been working for their daughter than for them, covering up her tracks and trying to help her plot a course that didn’t result in her abandoning either her dreams or her family.

      We excused ourselves from Nanna and Stone and went to greet them.

      “Hi, Chuck!” I said brightly. “And Wendy, how nice to meet you. I do hope you enjoy this evening. There are some fascinating people here.”

      They both arched their eyebrows at me in lockstep, like they were psychic twins. I tried to fend off their looks with a smile, but it didn’t quite deflect them.

      “We appreciate the invitation, but we expect a fully detailed report on what we hired you to do. And we expect it before the end of the evening.”

      “Right, yes, of course.” They definitely weren’t getting one. “Would you like to meet the owner?”

      Their faces lit up like the switching on of the annual Christmas lights. Did they want to meet the owner? Did they ever!

      Emily and Jack were nearby, Jack in his tuxedo and Emily in a beautiful sparkling black gown that probably cost more than my apartment. Already you could barely tell she had been pregnant just a couple of months before. Personal chefs and personal trainers have that effect, apparently.

      I introduced them all. Then the next stage of Rosie’s and my cunning plan was put into action, with a little help from my friends.

      “You absolutely must try this food,” Jack told them. “These little meringues and the mini-huckleberry pies are absolutely exquisite.”

      When the billionaire owner of a fancy casino and hotel, among other investments, tells you to try something, then you do it. Especially if you’re people like Chuck and Wendy.

      Rosie, Emily, and I made a show of exclaiming how absolutely delicious the food was as we wolfed down a couple of the little meringues and mini-pies each.

      “This truly is divine,” Wendy said. “It reminds me of when we were in Paris.”

      “Better than anything we had in Paris,” Chuck said. He was probably just indulging in a little not-so-subtle flattery, but considering how tasty it was, he may well have actually meant it.

      “A Michelin starred chef, I assume?” Wendy said.

      Jack raised his eyebrows and leaned in like he was about to impart a great secret. “Not yet. I have an undiscovered star.”

      “Then you must lock them down!” Chuck recommended. “You should hire him on an exclusive contract.”

      Jack laughed. “It’s a her, and unfortunately, they’ve been offered an apprenticeship with a genuine Michelin starred chef, at the Plat d’Or, one of the better restaurants in town. Would you like to meet her, though?”

      Chuck and Wendy declared that they would absolutely love to meet her. Jack gave me the nod. I nudged Rosie. Rosie raised her hand and waved a colored handkerchief in our pre-arranged signal.

      And then, the young but expert chef appeared.

      Krista approached her parents shyly.

      “Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad.”

      They both just looked confused. Ridges ran across their foreheads, and their eyes went back and forth between Jack and Emily and their daughter, Krista. How did she know this billionaire? Why was she catering a grand event? What the heck was going on?

      “It’s me,” Krista explained. “I did the food. I haven’t been going to college like I said. I’ve been going to culinary school.”

      Wendy and Chuck looked at each other like their heads might explode. I could tell their immediate reaction leaned toward fury, but seeing the respect their daughter was getting from such important figures was making them rapidly reconsider.

      “Ah! Krista! There you are.” A stunning blonde in teetering heels and a dress that was probably a little too form-fitting approached us. It was Penelope aka Natalie aka the glamorous cooking school teacher who Stone definitely wasn’t interested in. She smiled at Chuck and Wendy. “Are you her lucky parents?”

      “Lucky?” Wendy repeated blankly.

      Penelope nodded. “You must be incredibly proud. Krista is the most talented chef of her generation. She’s already secured an apprenticeship which will be the envy of all her peers. It was supposed to just be an internship, but when the chef tasted her food, he declared he just had to have her as his apprentice to carry on his legacy.”

      “It’s unbelievable,” Krista said quietly.

      “Yes,” Chuck said. “Yes, it really is unbelievable, isn’t it, dear?”

      Wendy nodded in support of her husband.

      “So?” Krista asked. “Are you mad?”

      Jack stepped in.

      “They couldn’t be mad to have talent like yours being recognized.” He caught their eye, his look pure innocence. “Right?”

      “Uh, right,” Chuck said. Wendy nodded alongside him. “So you really want to be a, uh, caterer? A cook?”

      Krista shook her head.

      “No. I want to be a chef. A globally recognized chef. I want multiple Michelin stars. I want television shows and a chain of restaurants across the globe.”

      “And there’s money in that?” Wendy asked her daughter.

      “The chef she’s going to train under drives a Lamborghini,” Penelope said helpfully. “There’s money for the top tier. And Krista would be among them in no time.”

      “We don’t only care about money, you understand,” Chuck said. “We just know the happiness that security can provide. That’s what we really care about, Krista. Not your happiness now, but your happiness in ten, twenty, thirty years.”

      “Then this is what I need to do. Mom, Dad, let me do this, please?”

      Krista’s parents looked at each other. They winced. They grimaced. Then they nodded.

      “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!” Krista enveloped her parents in a pair of hugs.

      While the lies were disposed of and the family reunited, Rosie and I made our getaway.

      We hadn’t solved that case, but the outcome we achieved was far better than what our clients hired us to do.

      “We did it, boss. We got Krista her career.”

      “We sure did, Rosie. I think we can count it as a win.”

      “Definitely. I’m going to get some more mini huckleberry pies. Want some?”

      “No, thanks, Rosie. I better mingle.”

      Rosie slipped away and I mingled my way to the back of the room, and then mingled my way out of the door.

      Stone was there.

      Waiting.

      For me.

      “Ready to go?”

      “Am I ever.”

      Hand-in-hand, we left The Tremonte and headed out into the bright lights of the Strip.

      Despite living in Vegas my whole life, it was like I was seeing it for the first time. Like I was a vacationer from the Midwest who’d never seen lights like it before.

      Had Stone and I wasted time getting together?

      No. It just took us a little while to realize what we truly wanted.

      And now, we had it.

      Stone and I walked away, melting into the crowds, disappearing into the brilliant lights of the Las Vegas night.

      The evening was just for us, and we were excited about what the future was going to bring.

      Together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        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 Final Femme Fatale 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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