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            NOTE TO READER

          

        

      

    

    
      This short story anthology will probably be unlike anything you’ve read before. We’re starting out with an overarching mystery (“Murder at the Twelve Mooses Ballroom” by Becky Clark) involving a fictional Colorado icon who gets murdered at a fundraiser where he was to be honored.

      We’re calling this the “mystery merge” because the subsequent short stories—completely unrelated to the overarching mystery—will each merge for a moment, dropping a pertinent clue for you to use in solving Doctor Dictionary’s murder. Well, the stories are not completely unrelated. They all take place in Colorado during the same week as Doctor Dictionary’s murder. The characters from the other stories will hear some tidbit about the investigation from a news source of some kind—newspaper, radio, online, whatever—because you know how it is when there’s a high-profile murder … you can’t get away from the news no matter what else is going on in your life. The same is true for the characters in all these short stories.

      Use the following character sheet for “Murder at the Twelve Mooses Ballroom” and take notes as you read the anthology. By the time you finish all the stories, you should have enough information to take a stab at solving Doctor Dictionary’s murder.

      After you make your prediction, check your work by reading the denouement at the end. No peeking, Sherlock!

      We had a ton of fun creating this book and we hope you enjoy this selection of stories from some of the members of the Colorado Chapter of Sisters in Crime. Rest assured you won’t be confronted by any overt gore, violence, sex, or language in these pages. All the mysteries stand alone and cover many genres under the crime fiction umbrella.

      If you solved the murder of Doctor Dictionary, let us know by visiting the anthology page at SistersInCrimeColorado.org/anthology. (There might even be a surprise for you there!)

      If you enjoyed this anthology, please drop a review—no spoilers, though—and tell your friends!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “MURDER AT THE TWELVE MOOSES BALLROOM” CHARACTERS, IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Wendalyn “Wendy” Bilbersteen — worked with Doctor Dictionary at the local news TV station back when he was just Leo Linder. She got stuck as “Wendy the Weathergirl,” but worked her way up to News Director. She tried to get out of being the emcee for the event due to the scars she still carried over Doctor Dictionary’s treatment of her, but couldn’t. Was vengeance in the forecast?

      

      Charlotte Webb — CEO of KIDDO (Kindhearted Individuals Dedicated to Dreams and Opportunities) honoring Doctor Dictionary at their annual gala fundraiser. She fought hard for a different honoree due to her deep and abiding hatred of him after their romance soured. Was her purse Glock locked and loaded? Would this event get on her last nerve?

      

      Unknown man — skulking about the ballroom wearing an ugly, ill-fitting tuxedo during the fundraiser. How much did it cost to rent an ugly tuxedo? What was he hauling around in that big trash bag? Why all the skulking?

      

      Olivia Twist — believes Doctor Dictionary is her father, something her mother denies, because Olivia knows he shares an unusual allergy to marijuana which causes symptoms exactly like Olivia’s. Was she planning to expose him? Indulge in a bit of blackmail? Or was she simply looking for answers?

      

      Ryan Rizzuto — known online as The RizzBizz for his viral pranks. He crashed the fundraiser. Was he planning a dangerous new prank?

      

      Senator Manfred “Freddie” Pasco — using this fundraiser to try to control damage he caused himself by saying something vile during an unfortunate hot mic moment. His “Pasco Fiasco” went viral and he became the butt of many jokes, several made by Doctor Dictionary himself. Would the large donation he’d be making to KIDDO appease his critics? Would this be his opportunity to show a new side of himself?

      

      Lois LaLanne — reporter for the local newspaper covering the event. Turned up at the gala with her notebook and some marijuana-laced brownies. Would the right person eat them?

      

      Doctor Dictionary — Leo Linder left the news business to become Doctor Dictionary, beloved local celebrity, hosting Knowledge Bowls, spelling bees, geography bees, mathletic contests, and trivia pub nights, much to the delight of everyone. Everyone except the person who murdered him at the fundraising gala.
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            MURDER AT THE TWELVE MOOSES BALLROOM

          

          BECKY CLARK

        

      

    

    
      “For the ten-thousandth time, I don’t want to!” Wendalyn Bilbersteen spoke emphatically to Charlotte Webb, the CEO of KIDDO (Kindhearted Individuals Dedicated to Dreams and Opportunities).

      Charlotte sighed. “I understand completely, Wendy. But you’re the obvious choice to emcee this gala honoring him and his work on behalf of kids. You both started out in the news business at the same time and came up through the ranks together. I know there’s some animosity between you, but I was overruled.”

      If faces could talk, Wendy’s would shout, “Liar!” Luckily faces couldn’t talk, only mouths. And Wendy’s was full of the gummy worms she kept shoving in there from the sandwich baggie she clutched.

      Wendy tried to speak around her wad of half-chewed gummies, but Charlotte raised one hand. “It’s too late for you to back out now.” She checked her watch. “Two hours until he gets his award and I still have eight million things to do.” She leveled her gaze at Wendy and spoke quietly. “After tonight, you’ll never be bothered by Doctor Dictionary again.”

      Charlotte took a couple of steps before turning back and handing off one of the two plastic shopping bags she held. Wendy took it from her. “I almost forgot. I picked these up from the printer today. It’s those brochures I told you about.”

      Wendy watched Charlotte hurry away to deal with her eight million things, her lone plastic bag swinging wildly at her side. Charlotte had no idea the can of worms she’d opened when she asked Wendy to emcee this event. Wendy had drafted a polite statement wherein she’d declined Charlotte’s kind offer while acknowledging how flattered she was, but before she could send it, Charlotte had published a press release listing her as the emcee. If Charlotte only knew, she’d never have asked.

      But nobody really knew. Back in the 1980s Wendy got her first real job at Channel 8. She had planned to begin using her grown-up name professionally and was hired as Wendalyn Bilbersteen. She started at the station on the same day as Doctor Dictionary, who had yet to begin using his professional name. He was known then as boring old Leo Linder. She was hired as an on-air reporter, with the promise of moving up to the news desk. But when Leo Linder showed up, she was relegated to weather, even though she found out later she had better credentials than he did, since she had spent three years in college anchoring a local access daily news round-up.

      When she complained to the news director, he’d shrugged and said, “Complain to Barbara Walters. Besides, if you’re behind a desk, nobody’ll see those gams of yours. Weather is where you belong, toots.”

      “I don’t know anything about forecasting weather.”

      “No worries. Nobody does. Besides, nobody’ll be listening to you anyway, just checking out those fabulous gams.”

      To make matters worse, the first time Leo Linder introduced her to do the weather, he called her Wendy instead of Wendalyn and it stuck. Every time after that, no matter how often or how loudly she complained, she was always introduced as Wendy the Weather Girl. Gross.

      Leo Linder became locally famous for anchoring the news but went off to become Doctor Dictionary, hosting the Knowledge Bowl for many years. Almost every kid in town was on that show at some point, whether for spelling or geography bees, mathletic competitions, debates, or any number of brainy kid-centric contests.

      Wendy expected that with her seniority she’d be promoted to the anchor desk when he left, but she was told that someone named Wendy the Weather Girl had no gravitas. She was so furious, she’d had to leave the station before she did something she’d regret. All her rage narrowed to a knifepoint that pointed directly at Doctor Dictionary. Not only had he taken Wendalyn away from her, but he also didn’t even appreciate the honor of the anchor desk job, leaving it to run some stupid kiddie program.

      Of course, that stupid kiddie program was why he was being honored tonight, but still. Wendy had eventually clawed herself all the way up to the News Director position, but she never forgot how Doctor Dictionary made her feel.

      But instead of telling Charlotte all of this, she’d simply said, “Fine,” and shoved three gummy worms in her mouth.

      Rounding a corner, her mind still in the past, she collided with a man wearing an ill-fitting tuxedo and swinging a large plastic garbage bag. Their respective bags crinkled and squeaked as they bounced off each other. “Goodness! Excuse me,” Wendy said. The man’s eyes were so wide, Wendy wondered if he’d lost the ability to blink. He rushed away from her without a word.

      “It’s going to be one of those nights.” Wendy sighed and dug for more gummies.
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        * * *

      

      The sickly smell of Wendy’s gummies followed Charlotte across the Twelve Mooses Ballroom being set for tonight’s event. She felt sympathy for Wendy. It was clear she had some baggage with Doctor Dictionary too. Whatever it was, though, couldn’t be worse than her own baggage with him. Charlotte fought valiantly for their honoree at this annual fundraiser to be world-renowned children’s musical performer Big Red Doofus, but the board overruled her and chose Doctor Dictionary instead. She had a long list of reasons why they should honor Big Red Doofus, which she shared passionately and eloquently. She only had one reason against Doctor Dictionary—because she hated him like a cat hated baths—which she did not share passionately and eloquently.

      Her love affair with Doctor Dictionary was something she had worked hard to forget. She truly thought they were in love. Soulmates. Kindred spirits. Her Board of Directors didn’t need to know she had already asked her husband for a divorce before Doctor Dictionary broke it off out of the blue one day. Charlotte lost everything—her husband, her home, her pride, her stellar credit score.

      Charlotte thought that was all behind her until the board meeting where Doctor Dictionary’s name came up. After the vote, she wondered if the board members would have considered her position with more deference had she brandished her dainty purse Glock.

      A clattering noise across the ballroom made Charlotte snap her head then pivot at a run toward three hotel employees staring down at flowers strewn on the floor. When she reached them, she said, “I will shoot you dead if that vase broke!” A puddle of water made a dark stain bloom across the carpet.

      One young man dropped to his knee and triumphantly hoisted the unbroken vase in the air.

      “Lucky you. You can live another day. Now get that cleaned up.” Charlotte had more to say but was interrupted by a twenty-something woman wearing a fashionable pant suit. The employees took the opportunity to scatter.

      “Excuse me? I’m looking for Doctor Dictionary?”

      “Who are you?” Charlotte asked.

      “His assistant for the event? I’m Olivia Twist.”

      Charlotte huffed. “They gave him an assistant? I’m the one with eight million things to do. Who hired you? I’m the CEO of this organization and I don’t remember discussing anything about an assistant.”

      Olivia had the grace to blush. “Um … I think I have an email or something …”

      “Never mind.” There were so many details for this event, Charlotte had probably forgotten more than she’d remembered. And she didn’t have time. Charlotte pointed Olivia to a door across the ballroom. “Might be over there.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia waited until Charlotte had disappeared from the ballroom. Before she could put the plan in action, her phone rang with her mother’s ringtone. She debated about answering, but knew the calls would just keep coming. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hi yourself. You left before we finished our conversation. Doctor Dictionary isn’t your dad. Your dad is a deadbeat biker I spent a glorious weekend with and never saw again. I told you I don’t know his last name, but I’m pretty sure his first name began with an S. Steve? Sam? Snake? Can’t remember. But it’s definitely not Doctor Dictionary. That I’d remember. Okay?”

      “Sure.” Olivia laughed. “It was a pretty far-fetched theory.”

      “I’m glad we got that all cleared up. Where are you anyway?”

      “Bowling alley near the mall. When we’re done, we’re going to a movie. Don’t wait up, I’ll probably be late. Hang on a sec.” Olivia covered the phone with her hand and counted to twenty. “Abby wants me to spend the night. Is that okay?”

      “Sure. See you tomorrow.”

      “Bye, Mom.” Olivia disconnected and felt guilty for lying for the exact amount of time it took to slide the phone back into her pocket.

      She looked toward the door where Charlotte had pointed and took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing,” she muttered. She’d only taken three steps when a long-legged man walked toward her. She stared at him as he passed, eyes wide, turning to continue gaping at him. “You’re Ryan Rizzuto! The RizzBizz! What are you doing here?”

      The man turned and winked, but continued walking backwards. “I think you have me confused with someone else.”

      “No, I’ve seen your videos. They’re so funny. Your pranks are so outrageous!”

      “Thanks for watching.” He shot her with two finger guns. “But it’s not me.” He winked again.

      This time Olivia understood. “Gotcha. You aren’t here.” She used finger guns back at him.

      Olivia watched as a middle-aged man spoke to him. Ryan Rizzuto didn’t slow down. Olivia heard him say, “I don’t know, man. Ask her,” as he hooked a thumb in Olivia’s direction.

      A minute later the middle-aged man was in front of her. “Manfred Pasco.”

      “Excuse me?”

      The man looked confused. “Manfred Pasco? State senator?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know him.”

      “Him is me. I’m Senator Pasco.”

      Olivia was young, but she knew his type and groaned inwardly. Full of himself. Thinks he’s a party bag of flamin’ hot BBQ in a world of fat-free unsalted. “Can I help you?”

      “What should I do with this?” Senator Pasco thrust a large trophy in a plastic bag at her.

      Olivia took it from him without thinking. “I don’t know.”

      “Why not? You’re wearing a suit. Don’t you work here?” He dug a gummy bear from a small bag he pulled from his pocket. He counted the remaining ones, and with a sigh, popped it in his mouth.

      “You’re wearing a suit. Do you work here?” Olivia thrust the trophy back at him, wondering if he was already high on edibles. Pretty nervy, dosing in public like this. But then she remembered he was a politician. They get away with everything.

      “You could have just said no,” he mumbled, hurrying away, clutching the plastic-encased trophy to his chest.

      Olivia continued to the door Charlotte had indicated earlier. As she grabbed the knob to pull it open, someone had pushed it from the other side. She came nose-to-ruffled shirt with a man gripping a large trash bag by its neck. “Oh, excuse me!”

      The man didn’t respond, and simply scurried away without entering the ballroom.

      “Excuse you,” Olivia said under her breath. Rude and overdressed.

      Olivia saw activity across the hallway. Several people milled about, all looking like they had some important business to attend to. Doctor Dictionary wasn’t one of them, however, which was perfectly fine with her. Olivia hadn’t quite decided how she was going to handle him.

      She felt foolish in her pantsuit. She’d wanted to look mature and responsible, neither trait she possessed, but now second-guessed her choice. Everyone else really did look mature and responsible. Especially a woman not much older than herself. It was obvious to Olivia that she was a journalist because she was speaking to Senator Pasco and taking notes in a small notebook.

      He brushed off the reporter’s question, looking a bit angry. The woman shrugged, watching him stride away. She wrote a bit more in her notebook, then dropped it into a messenger bag at her feet. She pulled out a large zip-top baggie that looked to Olivia as if it contained brownies. The journalist glanced around the area before placing it on the table. She patted the brownies gently before walking away.

      Olivia continued to stand out of the way, trying to decide on a course of action that wouldn’t draw too much attention to herself when she saw Ryan Rizzuto spy the brownies on the table. After glancing around to see if anyone was watching him, he grinned broadly and pulled a brownie from the bag. He walked away eating it.

      A brownie would be a welcome treat, but Olivia glanced down at her pale blue suit, knowing the tiniest crumb would stain it. Not today, missy.

      She sighed as she watched Ryan Rizzuto take a massive bite of his brownie.
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        * * *

      

      With each chew of the brownie, Ryan Rizzuto’s eyes widened. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a pot brownie. Who made these? And did they mean to leave them out for anyone to take? And were they strong or was he simply out of practice?

      He stopped walking and turned back. Nobody was pointing and laughing so it didn’t seem to be a prank. Nobody was paying any attention at all. People bustled around, not seeming to care who was in the vicinity.

      The brownies weren’t quite in a public area of the hotel, but it certainly wasn’t any kind of restricted area. But even if it was, Ryan knew all you had to do to get past any closed door was to walk confidently with purpose and look people in the eye when you greeted them. For whatever reason, that rendered you invisible.

      And it was precisely what Ryan Rizzuto counted on tonight. At least up to a point.

      He broke off another bite of the magic brownie and dropped the remainder in a trash can.
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        * * *

      

      Senator Manfred Pasco watched Ryan Rizzuto drop half a brownie in the trash. Kids these days. So wasteful.

      Almost as wasteful as my donation to this organization, he thought. It would be worth it, he supposed, if it washed away the sin of his very public hot mic moment. He only said out loud what other people said to their friends. Only a joke, but these days nobody could take a joke. Plus, people held him to a higher standard just because he was a state senator. Hypocrites. The only thing worse than a hypocrite was a hypocrite with a cellphone. That eight-second video ricocheted around the entire world almost before he finished saying it. He wondered how long the Pasco Fiasco would be the first thing that popped up when people searched his name on the internet.

      Tonight should change all that.

      “Who ate one of those brownies?”

      Senator Pasco turned toward Lois LaLanne’s voice, a bit more shrill than when she’d interviewed him earlier. Nobody paid her the least bit of attention. Print media really might be dead.
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        * * *

      

      Lois LaLanne stared down at the brownies. She poked at the gallon ziptop bag, to make sure one hadn’t simply maneuvered around so she couldn’t see it. She bent down until her nose was an inch away. Nope. One was definitely missing. She cut her eyes left and right a couple of times, but it didn’t seem like anyone was skulking around, eating it, or worse, calling the cops.  Senator Pasco and that girl wearing the pantsuit were staring at her so she tried to act cool.

      Last night she couldn’t decide if slipping someone a pot brownie was a good idea or not. On her way to the venue this morning she was certain it was. At this moment, she was equally certain it was not.

      Suddenly a man in an ugly tux, complete with ruffled shirt, veered toward the table, acting like he wanted a brownie.

      Lois stepped between him and the table, jostling the overstuffed bag he carried. “You don’t want one of those. I heard they’re gross. Probably have nuts in them. Maybe even sugar-free.” The man didn’t respond so she threw in another “Gross,” for emphasis.

      She thought about snatching the brownies from the table but tux guy, the girl in the suit, and Senator Pasco would think she had something to do with them. She had, of course, but she preferred to keep that to herself.

      The man clomped away, trash bag bumping against his leg with every step. Lois hurried the opposite direction, crossing her fingers for luck that the right person would find the brownies before they were all gone.
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        * * *

      

      Doctor Dictionary checked his watch. While he appreciated the honor soon to be bestowed upon him, he’d rather be at the pub. Tonight was Golden Girls Trivia and he had to miss it, replaced as emcee by a millennial who probably had never even seen an episode. Couldn’t tell their Rose from their Blanche if their life depended on it.

      Everyone else was scurrying around getting ready for the event. He was told the public—well, the donors—were beginning to arrive, but not by anyone official. He’d been looking forward to catching up with Wendy Bilbersteen. She’d sure done impressive things with her career, moving from weather to news director at the station.

      He’d been surprised when he got the email from Charlotte Webb advising him that he’d be the recipient of this years’ service award for KIDDO. After their break-up, he knew she wanted to kill him, and in hindsight, maybe he could have handled the situation better. But as the kids say, he just wasn’t into her.

      He had run into Freddie Pasco, who again reminded him to show a little respect and call him Senator Manfred Pasco. It tickled Doctor Dictionary to needle Freddie, so he did it at every opportunity. This latest fiasco of his was a humdinger. He teased him relentlessly about his hot mic moment for about fifteen minutes before Freddie stormed off. Doctor Dictionary felt a little bit guilty for needling him, but if a politician had such a thin skin, they should get out of that line of work.

      There’d be time after the gala to apologize to him and chitchat with Wendy and Charlotte. But for now, he’d been asked to stay out of view until someone came to get him at award time, which was fine with him. A bunch of brownies had appeared, and he’d helped himself. They were delicious with a flavor he couldn’t quite identify. He ate three, but never figured it out.

      Suddenly his ears felt hot and he knew they were fire engine red. He took some deep breaths so he wouldn’t be on stage with bright red ears. It wasn’t working, but at least he had identified the mystery flavor. Who gave him pot brownies? And why did they make them so delicious that he kept scarfing them down? His breathing became rapid. Doctor Dictionary put a hand against the wall to steady himself. This had never happened before. His chest heaved. The heat from his ears began spreading through his body. His pulse pounded. His skin felt clammy.

      What a stupid way to die, he thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHEN TROUBLE CALLS

          

          AMY RIVERS

        

      

    

    
      Rachel glared at the television behind the bar. For more than an hour she’d zoned out blissfully, allowing the buzz of the restaurant behind her to lull her into a kind of alcohol-infused trance. Then she heard that voice, and like there was some kind of magnetism involved, her eyes fixed on the gorgeous green eyes, perfect skin, perfect hair, and obnoxious Southern accent of Laura Hansen, prime time anchor on Channel 27 News. The camera shifted to an on-site correspondent pointing a microphone at some tired middle-aged schlump in an ill-fitting three-piece suit reporting on a local murder.

      “Charlotte Webb has a concealed carry permit. Every one of us on the board of directors at KIDDO knew it. At least twenty times a day she was telling someone ‘I will shoot you dead!’ Looks like she finally did it.”

      The momentary relief that came with the change in speaker—Rachel wasn’t at all interested in the story itself—was gone as fast as it came. Her stomach clenched as Laura’s face appeared again.

      Reasons I hate Laura Hansen.

      One. The obvious. She’s too perfect. I mean, who looks like that?

      Jealousy was certainly at the top of the list. Rachel and Laura had both applied for that anchor job, and of course Laura got it. Not that she deserved it any more than Rachel. Their careers had paralleled each other since they roomed together in college, and Rachel was definitely anchor material—her tireless work ethic and level-headedness more than making up for lack of dramatic flair. Or so she’d thought.

      Two. That accent! She’s from Ohio, for heaven’s sake. Who does she think she’s kidding?

      One evening after classes, Laura had joked about women with Southern accents having more success in broadcasting. While Rachel had laughed along, she’d always loved the trace of Midwest that colored Laura’s speech, especially when she was feeling passionate about something. Which was always. Laura had always been the more exuberant of the two. Obviously.

      Rachel’s cheeks burned hot, and though she was only on her second glass of wine, she swayed on her stool, pretending to be buzzed to explain away her flaming face for anyone who might be looking at her, though nobody was. Instead, the eyes of her fellow drinkers were also fixed on Laura’s visage as she continued her report, which only made Rachel more angry and uneasy.

      Which brought her inevitably to reason three. Rachel was in love with Laura. Had been all through college and right up to the moment when Laura stole her job, sending her career into a free fall. The intensity of Rachel’s feelings had nearly swallowed her whole all the years they were together, and acted like a machete to her heart when it all fell apart. Love turned to hate, or at least that’s what Rachel told herself in her weaker moments.

      Trouble. That’s Laura Hansen.

      “Hack,” Rachel muttered. A man two spaces down the bar turned and frowned at her.

      “What?” Blood was pumping fast in Rachel’s veins and she suddenly felt like she couldn’t catch a full breath. The other patron went back to his beer, and Rachel slapped some cash on the bar and hurried away. She burst through the door onto the sidewalk, and as the blustery spring air hit, she sucked in as much of it as she could handle.

      She walked home, thankful for her tiny walk-up apartment only a few blocks away. Her phone vibrated in her pocket but she ignored it, half-jogging to her refuge, praying her heels wouldn’t send her crashing down. She hated heels.

      I’m throwing out every pair the minute I get home.

      As she walked up to her third-floor apartment her phone continued to vibrate, pausing only briefly and then starting up again.

      “What now?” Rachel grumbled. She unlocked her door, walked in, kicked off her shoes and sank to the floor, leaning against the wall. She pulled out her phone. The number was local but unfamiliar.

      Scrolling through her call history, she saw fourteen calls from that number. All were made within the last ten minutes. The phone sprang to life in her hands: call number fifteen. Rachel hesitated, then answered.

      “Rachel!”

      Laura’s shrill voice reached through the phone, grabbing Rachel’s heart in a vise-like grip. They hadn’t spoken in almost a year, but Laura’s voice still did things to Rachel. They’d never officially dated, but Rachel knew Laura felt the same way. If they’d been more established in their careers, maybe things could have been different, but in a field where reputation was everything they’d never even tried.

      “What do you want? And where are you calling from? Did you change your number?”

      “Listen to me, Rachel.” Laura’s words were slightly muffled, as though she was holding her hand over her mouth and speaking quietly. “I need you to come and get me. Now!”

      For a few seconds, Rachel wondered if she should just hang up. Refuse to be drawn into whatever drama Laura had cooked up, but the panic in her old friend’s voice left her uncertain.

      “Where are you?” Rachel asked.

      “The Cleveland Room on 17th. I’m in the bathroom. Text me when you get here.”

      Rachel was about to protest, but Laura had already disconnected. Resigned, she grudgingly pulled her heels back on and left her apartment.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel hated driving in Denver almost as much as she hated Laura Hansen. Her city apartment rendered her car nearly obsolete, but she liked to drive up into the mountains on her days off, so she kept the Honda Civic she’d had since college.

      Of course, Laura knew that. They’d gone hiking nearly every weekend. Rachel was the more athletic of the two, despite her clumsiness. She had more endurance, more stamina—traits she was pretty proud of. As she drove across town, memories of picnics by the lake and summiting the beautiful Colorado mountains almost took the edge off her mounting anger.

      Almost.

      But her memories shifted to the day last year when she’d caught Laura sneaking out of the station manager’s office. Rachel and Laura were both correspondents at Channel 27. Both competing for the open anchor spot. Both qualified. Driven. Ambitious. But in the days leading up to the decision, Laura grew distant.

      Rachel’s concern for her friend turned to suspicion as Laura’s remoteness became full-fledged avoidance. She ignored Rachel’s calls and emails, and always seemed to be busy when Rachel tried to approach her at work. When she saw Laura exiting the office that night, Rachel confronted her.

      “What are you doing, Laura?”

      Laura had jumped at the sound of Rachel’s voice, a guilty look on her face. Instead of answering, Laura quickly pushed past, making her way to the station’s back entrance. Confused, Rachel pursued. But when she walked out the door, Laura was gone.

      A few days later, Laura got the anchor job. She continued to avoid Rachel, whose sources and leads dried up. New assignments became scarce. Within a few months, she was sending out her resume. The day Rachel left Channel 27 for an online news outfit, Laura had been notably absent.

      Rachel had tried hard to shake off her feelings of betrayal. After all, there were perks to taking the new job. A raise in pay. A whole new way of delivering news not bound by time slots or word counts. More freedom to investigate the stories that mattered to her. Still, it was a step away from her career aspirations as a broadcast journalist. And leaving the station came with reduced access to sources, forcing her to shift away from several high-profile projects she’d been pursuing.

      As she approached the corner of 17th and Fairhaven, the glowing neon sign of The Cleveland Room came into view, bringing her back to the present. Rachel passed the entrance, looking for a place to park. She lucked out a block down Fairhaven, and was pulling her phone out to send a text when her back passenger door opened, causing her to jump. A dark-clad figure dove into the seat, slamming the door behind.

      “Drive!” Laura’s voice hissed from behind Rachel’s seat.

      Fighting to control her breath, Rachel said, “What the—?” But she was cut off by Laura’s frantic words.

      “Just go. Go!”

      Rachel was pulling away from the curb, when she heard yelling behind her and saw two large men running along the sidewalk. They glanced at Rachel and then took off down the block.

      As they merged into traffic, Rachel said through gritted teeth, “I’m driving to the park and then you’re going to explain what’s going on, or I’m leaving you there.”
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        * * *

      

      Rachel parked on the far side of the lot, leaving the car idling. Her passenger had been eerily silent, leaving Rachel’s mind plenty of room to spin out of control. Who were those men? Was Laura in danger? Was Rachel?

      She took a calming breath. Without a glance backward, she demanded, “Start talking. Now.”

      Laura’s head became visible in the rearview mirror. She was sitting, but kept her head low against the headrest. Her cheeks were sallow and Rachel could see deep purple shadows under her eyes. Rachel’s breath caught, but she waited.

      Finally, Laura spoke. “I don’t know where to start.”

      “How about those guys running down the sidewalk? They were looking for you, right?”

      “They followed me into the restaurant, but the ladies’ has a window that goes out to the back alley. I climbed out.” Laura chuckled grimly. “I caught my heel on the window and it slammed shut. Probably the only reason they knew I’d escaped.”

      “Who are they?” Rachel’s patience was straining at the seams.

      “I don’t know.” Silence followed, and with each passing moment Rachel’s frustration grew, until finally she couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Get out,” she said, surprising herself with the iciness of her tone.

      “Rachel,” Laura pleaded. “Please, you have to help me.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m … I’m in trouble.”

      Rachel laughed coldly. “Yes, I’d gathered that much. Who’d you piss off? Those guys looked like hired muscle.”

      Laura sniffled, and when Rachel looked in the rearview mirror she saw tears streaming down Laura’s face. In spite of herself, her anger cooled and her stomach twisted with concern.

      “You’re going to have to tell me something, Laura. How can I help you if I don’t know what’s going on?” she asked quietly. “And honestly, I’m not sure why I should. Not after …” Rachel’s voice trailed off.

      “I’m sorry,” Laura murmured. “I know I hurt you, but there was no other way to protect you.”

      “Protect me?”

      “You and I, we worked together so much. I told them you didn’t know anything, but they didn’t believe me. And the only thing I could think to do was cut you off.”

      Rachel felt the blood rush to her face, a wave of fury coursing through her body. “What are you talking about?” she asked, her voice increasing in volume.

      Laura winced. “If I tell you, you won’t be safe.”

      “I hate to tell you this, but one of those guys looked me right in the eye. It’s not going to take much for them to put two and two together.” It took all of Rachel’s energy just to keep from screaming.

      Laura let out a big breath and wiped her eyes on her coat sleeve.

      “It’s about the gambling clubs.”

      Rachel’s rage turned to fear. “Oh, crap.”
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        * * *

      

      “You kept investigating?” Rachel asked, her voice shaking. “You found them?”

      “No, but I must have gotten close. Last year, before the anchor job opened, I noticed one of my sources talking with the station manager behind the building. I barged into Connor’s office later that night. I was angry, and when I confronted him about it, he tried to gaslight me. But when he figured out I wasn’t going to let it go, he offered me a deal.”

      “A deal?” Rachel asked, but she knew where this was going.

      Laura nodded her head. “The anchor job. If I dropped the story.”

      “Which source?”

      “The bartender at Wilco’s.”

      “My source.” Rachel’s mind raced. She and Laura had been investigating a string of illegal gambling clubs in the Denver area. The bartender had come to Rachel first, offering solid information. Proof.

      Then he disappeared, and when Rachel asked around, she was met with stony silence from the whole staff at Wilco’s and everyone else she’d been working with. Including Laura, who inexplicably seemed to have lost interest in the investigation. At an impasse, Rachel had no choice but to work on other things.

      “So you took the anchor job and hung me out to dry.” A feeling of resignation and defeat enveloped Rachel. “You let Connor kill the story. What’s the point of being an investigative journalist if you’re going to cave at the first sign of pressure?”

      “It wasn’t the first sign. He threatened me, and you, and a few nights later I started getting phone calls. And someone broke into my apartment. What choice did I
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