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Chapter 1: June 1, 2032
 
“Detective Travis Rusch,” my computer whispered as a small image of Travis appeared in the holo.
Ignoring it, I continued to hammer away at my work like a fiend, trying to meet my deadline.
“Detective Travis Rus….”
“I heard you,” I muttered.
“No need to get snippy,” the computer retorted.
“Come on Joy,” Travis nagged. “I’ve got to talk to you.”
“Shi-i-inty.” I smacked my forehead with my palm. “Hang on, Travis. Give me a moment.” I looked at what I’d just written. Now, just—where was I? I’d lost my thread. Or Travis lost my thread. 
“Connect,” I said, resigned to yet another setback to my current project. The image of Travis started to grow. “Small,” I ordered. The image shrank. There’s distraction, and there’s too much distraction. “I’m on deadline, Travis.”
“You're always on deadline. Look, I need your help.” 
Dang, he’s gorgeous! Ahm … don’t need that thought right now. “You need my help? Let-me-think. Ah … no.” I recalled the last time he “needed my help.”
“This isn’t like that, Joy.” He read my mind.
“Of course it isn’t. But I can’t, Travis. I’ve got work to do. I’m sure you’ll find someone else to … whatever it is.”
“It’s about Teaspoon.”
That stopped me. Of course it would. “Teaspoon? The Teaspoon?”
“Yep. The one and only.” 
That’s when I noticed in the tiny holo that Travis stood in my front yard, standing by my lilac bush. 
“You’re here.” 
 “I am.”
“Is it that important, or were you just driving by?”
“It’s important. And I was in the neighborhood.”
“Sheesh.” I disconnected from him. “Mirror.” The holo reflected my image. Not a happy picture. I ran my fingers through my hair, pretty much succeeding in making it stand up in slightly different ways than it had been. Sans makeup. Ragged plaid shirt. Ancient sweat pants. Bare feet. Well, you come without an invitation, you get what’s here. “Save document and sleep.” My words faded to nothing as the holo took a nap. 
I went out to the front porch and sat on the top step. 
Travis ambled over, taking in my skewed hair and bare feet. “Lookin’ great.”
“Sarcasm noted. Did you have an appointment?”
 “Point taken.”
“What about Teaspoon?” I demanded, frustrated. I had work to do. “This had better be good, Travis. ‘Cause if not, this trick will never work again.”
“Ariadne is missing.”
“Supplement Village Ariadne?”
“Is there another?”
“Ahhh, no. Weird. Ariadne is missing. Kind of a relief, yes?” I was a horrible person. A truly horrible person. I didn’t mean what I said, of course. But Ariadne Leysi of Supplement Village fame would not be missed by me. She created the most obnoxious ads ever imagined, often holding her bitty-little Yorkshire terrier, Teaspoon, hostage, putting the poor dog in the world’s goofiest ads, whether she wanted to be or not.
“Joy!” Travis shook his head, a small frown passed over his brow.
“I don’t mean it.”
He sat beside me on the step, pressing a button on his wrist comp. I glanced at the street and watched as the police department’s pride, a spanking new Space XXX Roadster, sighed to the ground.
“Whoa! Must be important for you to stop the steed.”
“A person is missing. That’s always important. Look, I need you to do—whatever it is that you do to get to the bottom of things—your particular brand of ….”
“Insight.”
“Right. Insight. Woo-woo. Second sight. Mystical, magical insight, to see if we can’t find her pretty darn fast before the media gets ahold of this. You know how that impinges on my work environment.”
“And yet,” I noted, “here you are, impinging on my work environment, without even a hint of apology.” I stretched my toes out into the sunlight, just starting to peek around the clouds. It would be a sunny day.
 “Well, sorry. Sort of. But still, a person is missing.”
“A high-profile person who, if not found like, right now, will make your life miserable.”
“Yeah.”
“So, what about Teaspoon?” I asked. “I still don’t want to help you look for this woman, who you’ll probably discover on a weekend whirl with one of her gorgeous boys.”
“There’s a reward.”
“I don’t care about that! Anyway, my getting my current project done will make me more ‘reward’ than the carrot you’re offering.”
“Two-hundred thousand dollars, with more pending.”
“Wha-a-at?” I paused. “Hmmm … let me see….” I drew a deep breath. “Yep. Smells like … smells like a publicity stunt. I’ll believe that ‘reward’ when I see it.”
Travis punched a few buttons on his wrist comp and up popped a document in the holo between us. He flipped it so it faced me, which said, under the blazing official icon of the Clark County Police:
Deposit: Ariadne Leysi case, Retrieval Reward: $200,000
“Wow,” I said softly. “That looks real. Who’s it from?”
“It’s real.” He shut off the holo. “It’s anonymous. But I tracked it to Supplement Village. The one on this side of town. I think it must have come from the family.”
“Yeah. Okay. Still seems like a setup. A setup for one of her goofy ads, and you’re going to be caught in the middle of it, and you’re going to look goofy!”
“Except—one word. Teaspoon.”
“What about Teaspoon?”
“The note about Ariadne’s disappearance mentioned more concern for Teaspoon than Ariadne. Anyway, the creature is alone in the house. No one to feed it….”
“No one to feed her.” I was a stickler for respecting animals and not calling them “it.”
Travis grinned his half-crooked grin. “Right. Her. Anyway, the animal has been unfed since, well, whenever. And I can’t be chasing after a dog. I’m trying to find a person. I thought you….”
“You thought I'd break and enter and rescue the little dog.”
“I’m not saying that.”
“Of course not.” I considered the gated community where everyone knew Ariadne lived. “Craptastic, Travis, I’ll have to get through that gate at her ta-ta Mac-mansion community.”
His wrist comp started rattling off some code, and he stood, rattling code back as he engaged the roadster. “You’ll figure it out.” He hurried down the path, and the Space XXX Roadster lifted into the air.
“Grrr,” I growled. He knew me too well. I could pass on thinking about Ariadne. Not because I’m completely insensitive, but because I knew Travis would find her. Probably. However, I could not do anything now but check on Teaspoon, defenseless, starving little creature.
A little dog needed me!￼[image: Ladybug-color-small.jpg]
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Chapter 2: A Loveliness of Ladybugs
 
I stepped back into the house and went to my bedroom to change—stopping in the doorway when I saw one of my red shoes in the middle of the floor. 
“Robbie! What did you do with my other shoe?” 
My robo cat came out from under the bed, shaking his head. “I don’t know. Dickens did it.”
I gestured to the bed, where Dickens-the-bio-cat slept peacefully. “Dickens is sound asleep. I’ve only been outside a few minutes.” I pointed at Robbie. “You’re the guilty party. I need my other shoe. I have to rescue a dog.”
“Rescue a dog? Oh, boy! Can I come along?” He stood up on his hind legs, putting his two front paws together, looking at me imploringly. It unnerves me when he stands on his hind legs, and I’ve told him as much. But when he’s really excited, he can’t seem to help himself.
“No, you can’t come along. Now give me my shoe!”
He stooped over, picked up the shoe between us, and handed it to me.
“You know what I mean! It’s an ord…”
“I’ve got it!” He dove under the bed and scrabbled about. I’d better look under there to see what sort of kingdom he’s building, but not right now. He came out with the other, somewhat gnawed on, red shoe.
“Robbie! Why did you chew on my beautiful shoe?”
“I apologize, Joy.” His furry grey-striped face took on an expression of contrition. “I don’t know what came over me. I simply could not help myself. I guess it’s more feline imbedding from the download. I have to say, Joy, I have no idea why a cat would gnaw on a shoe made of wood fibers and plastics. Blauggh! Awful, really!”
“Well then, don’t do it again!” I looked at the teeth marks and frowned. It was wearable, and I had to get going.
“I won’t. By the way, would you like to know what the wood fibers are?”
“Interesting—but not right now. I must rescue a little dog.”
“Little dog to rescue. Brilliant. Wish I could come.”
“You’ll probably see her soon enough. If I succeed in getting her, I suppose she’ll come home with me.”
“Even better!” Robbie spun, chasing his tail.
“Don’t overdo it.”
“Isn’t that what dogs do? Chase their tail?”
“I guess. We’ll have to wait and see if Teaspoon chases her tail.”
“Teaspoon!” Robbie cried. “The Teaspoon?”
“You know who Teaspoon is?”
“Who doesn’t?”
“Right, she’s on the holo ad nauseam. Okay, sleep Robbie.” He immediately sank, curled up on the floor, unconscious and purring. The robot cat provided great company, but I wasn’t sure how much of my private life was not private with his complicated software, all of which shut down when I commanded him to sleep.
I threw on more appropriate clothes, told my wrist comp to bring the car out front, and grabbed my AR glasses. “Robbie, wake.”
“Yeah. Who doesn’t know who Teaspoon is?” he said, picking up where he’d left off. “I’ve seen her on your holo many times!”
“Yes. Too many times, in my opinion.”
“You don’t like Teaspoon?” Robbie asked in disbelief.
“I love Teaspoon. I hate the ads.”
“Oh, well, the ads. I don’t quite get them.”
“Exactly. Me neither. Okay, guard the castle.”
“My pleasure.” Robbie yawned.
I had hesitated investing in a robot cat, but I’d needed an excellent surveillance system and not only did Robbie come with cutting-edge surveillance capabilities, but, given how much I had to be gone from home, I thought poor Dickens might like the company, even if a fake cat. 
And Dickens did, generally, seem to like Robbie. But what I didn’t expect was that Robbie was excellent company for me, in addition to being a fantastic house guard. And further, an entirely unanticipated side benefit was that he could feed Dickens, giving me even more freedom to pursue—whatever I needed to pursue. 
 
*     *
 
My retro-fitted, self-driving classic Subaru Forester purred in the driveway as I climbed in the passenger seat. No Space XXX Roadster for me. “Evergreen Estates—Ariadne Leysi’s home,” I muttered.
“Yes, Doctor Forest,” the car purred, pulling into the quiet street. 
As we sped along, I contemplated the gate we’d soon come to, and how I’d get around it. Or through it. Only ten miles distant, we soon approached the long hillside leading up to The Evergreen Estates, at the bottom of which stood a monstrous, black, Gothic-ornate, ridiculous gate. How was I to get through that?
What luck! A big, black, classic limo came rolling out just as I approached. 
I nodded at the driver of the exiting car and sailed through the closing gate with impunity. Hey! A little dog needed rescuing, and a security gate would not stop me!
My car drove among the stone facade mansions, finally coming to idle at 44455 Rock Creek Lane, in front of Ariadne’s home. Surprising! Not the least bit ostentatious. One level, with the apparently requisite stone exterior. Manicured yard. Tastefully understated.
Although I didn't see one single car on the street, I directed my car to go around the corner and stop, hoping not to attract attention right in front of Ariadne’s home.
I got out and walked the long block back to Ariadne’s house, still not seeing a single person. Avoiding the front door, I headed down the driveway to the back of the house, where I came to a wide back deck. Spotlessly clean, with a few leaves dancing about among the patio furniture in a light breeze. An inviting two-person glider and several wicker chairs gathered cozily around a stone fire pit.
It all did not seem like the Ariadne I thought I knew from her ridiculous holo ads. I shrugged and turned my attention to the job at hand—rescuing Teaspoon.
I pushed on the handle of the sliding deck door, hoping on the off chance to find it unlocked. It wasn’t. That’s when I noticed the ladybugs. All around the frame of the door perambulated ladybugs, hundreds, maybe thousands of ladybugs. Up, across, down, and back again. Big ones, little ones, red and black-spotted ladybugs, orange and black-spotted ladybugs, some ladybugs with no spots at all, bright red and bright orange—delightful! I love ladybugs, and I’d never seen so many in one place in my life.
Strange and interesting!
As I contemplated the nearly mystical appearance of so many ladybugs—bringer of good luck and jewels, as they say—I saw a tiny bit of movement through the filmy curtain on the other side of the door.
There stood Teaspoon, watching me, her little body quivering. She didn’t even bark, surely terrified of this strange person attempting to break into her ladybug protected home. Focused on getting inside, I looked under the adjacent flowerpots for a key, relieved that it was an old-style door, and not a voice or fingerprint activated lock. I hated to reach along the top of the door frame for fear of disrupting the ladybugs.
So I stepped back, activated my AR glasses, and looked around. That’s when I spied the ladybug figurine at the opposite end of the deck, which my AR glasses noted had two components. I picked it up and turned it over, discovering a little door on the bottom. Twisting the handle, the door popped open and out fell a small deck door key. Yay!
I returned to the door. “Hi, Teaspoon! I’m coming in, don’t be afraid!” I unlocked the door and slowly slid it open. The little dog stepped back, but she didn’t run away or even bark. She stood there, quivering slightly, watching me intently.
As I stepped a foot through the doorway, a shrieking alarm went off.
Little Teaspoon screamed and tore into the depths of the house.￼[image: Ladybug-color-small.jpg]
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Chapter 3: A Teaspoon of Sugar
 
Travis’s holo appeared before me. “Hey, Joy—good work! That didn’t take long.”
Yikes! He was scary—I would not want to be on the wrong side of the law with this intimidating sight. Travis was bigger than life, while the Clark County Law Enforcement emblem glowed overhead.
“Criminitly, Travis, you scared me witless, and poor little Teaspoon has disappeared into the recesses of the house.”
“You’ll find it … ah, her. I had Ariadne’s security alarm sent to me, thinking you might be successful in a B&E. Seeing that she has the most sophisticated alarm system money can buy short of human guards, I didn’t want to see you here, getting checked into our luxury accommodations.”
“Jail?! Well, thanks, I guess. Given that I’m here on your….”
“Shhh. Trying to work under cover here. Let’s not have that be part of the record just yet.”
“All righty then, kindly disarm the house while I go through it to find that little dog….”
“And any possible clues where our missing person is.”
“Sure. If clues are to be found. I’ll let you know when I have dog in tow so you can reengage the alarm.”
Travis nodded and clicked off. Whoa! Blind! I couldn’t see anything for a full minute while the imprint of the holo faded. 
Now, to find that tiny dog!
As I walked through the immaculate kitchen, I noticed teapot, teacup, and other tea paraphernalia set out on the counter, not surprisingly, with an adorable ladybug motif. I came to what I assumed to be the door to the garage and decided that would be as good a place as any to see what I could find—especially a carrier for Teaspoon.
As the lights came on when I stepped into the garage, I first noted the little red Volkswagen, familiar to anyone who lived in the area, with Supplement Village emblazoned all over it in garish blue and red. But next to the VW sat a subdued iron grey Space XXX Roadster with tinted windows. No one would know who rode in the vehicle. Hmmm, I guess she valued her privacy more than I thought. 
I turned my attention to the task at hand, Teaspoon’s carrier. I didn’t have to look far. Right behind me I discovered shelves identified as: “Teaspoon’s Carriers,” “Teaspoon’s Clothes—Spring, Summer, Winter, Fall,” “Teaspoon’s Leashes.” On a shelf at eye level, I saw a row of pet carriers that would make Your Pet’s Favorite Store envious. 
I picked up a cute little lavender carrier off the shelf muttering, “This should do.”
“I should do what?” The carrier asked.
Sheesh! Did I really want to deal with a babbling dog carrier? 
“Are you going to talk a lot?”
“Do you want me to?”
“No.”
“Then I shall remain silent except as called upon.”
“Excellent.”
I stepped back inside the house and crossed a wide stone foyer into the nearest room. Double walnut doors stood slightly ajar as I came into a library filled with real books, most of them hardcover. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.
I put the carrier down and moved close to the shelves of books to read their spines. Tidy labels discretely placed on the shelves, identified the first subject I came to as “Short Stories.” There I read the names of the great classics: Chekov, D. H. Lawrence, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Hemingway, O. Henry, even Willa Cather. And recent greats, in hardbound books. Remarkable! Listor, Melloum, S. Day, and many others. She shared my likes!
Hardly anyone I know reads anymore. Everyone has to be read to. I don’t mind an audio book when I’m tired and use it to put me to sleep, but I still prefer reading. Actual reading. I like to make the images in my mind with my own imagination, my own emphasis.
I felt a definite shift in my prejudices regarding Ariadne Leysi as I passed from the library through another pair of double walnut doors into the next room.
Wow! If I thought the library was impressive, it paled in comparison to this room. A grand piano—a real grand piano, not a baby grand—of rich, dark maple, occupied it. On its music shelf stood Nocturne in E Flat Major by Chopin.
What next?!
I raised my glance to the walls and nearly fell over as I took in original or extremely fine reproductions of some of the world’s greatest works of art.
I moved to the wall to take it all in. Edwin Austin Abbey, Eugene Boudin, Paul Cézanne, Edgar Degas—in alphabetical order with placards noting artist and title of each. Francis William Edmonds, Edmond Fabre. But then I saw a gap. No “G,” a blank space on the wall. The placard said, “Paul Gauguin, Blue Trees”.
I contemplated the bare spot. Why would only this image be missing?
There could be a lot of reasons. Theft didn’t seem likely, though, with Ariadne’s sophisticated security and only one artwork absent. Ah! I thought with insight, perhaps she had it on loan to an art gallery or some such.
Satisfied with that notion—for the moment, anyway—I continued my exploration. Stepping out of the music room and down a long hall, I cautiously opened the door to the next room I came to, assuming it to be a bedroom and feeling uncomfortably invasive. 
But it appeared to be a guest room, in muted shades of pale and dark green, with a bed that looked as if it had never been slept in and curtains that had never been touched. A dresser, a chest of drawers, a lovely but unremarkable graphic on each wall of seasonal nature. Back into the hall, I continued on.
The next door was slightly ajar. A thin line of sunlight streamed through the crack onto the
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