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      For a moment, Madison Cruz could’ve sworn she saw someone inside her car. She stopped, her legs mid-stride, to stare across the hotel parking lot. Yup, there definitely was someone in the back seat. Her puzzled gaze stayed pinned to the parked car as she resumed walking across the lot. Maybe her mom sent an assistant to help with unloading?

      As she came closer, she saw it was a man with light brown hair reclining in her back seat. He appeared to be asleep, his gray-suited shoulder leaning into the window.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      The FBI would be recruiting at this year’s career fair, and Madison had volunteered to help her mother, Special Agent Ann Cruz, set up the career fair booth. She’d left her car unlocked while unloading brochures, tablecloths, FBI posters, and photos of famously solved cases.

      Having left the hotel ballroom to grab the last box of brochures from her back seat, Madison knew this was no assistant. Was he rummaging for her keys before deciding he needed his beauty rest? Well, Sleeping Beauty was about to get a wakeup call.

      As she came closer, her steps slowed. Not in fear, but in confusion. She thought she heard a soft scuffle from the other side of the car.

      The fear didn’t hit her until she yanked the door open and saw the blood.

      The guy tumbled out, a knife in his neck.

      A short scream escaped her as she jumped back, her dark hair flying briefly across her face. Her green eyes went wide as the body hit the ground.

      In the instant before she turned to run, an absurd concern occurred to her that there might be blood spray on the brochures, and people wouldn’t want to take one. Then again, it was an FBI booth. She could make it look like it was on purpose. A case in progress, and all that. But her mother, Ann, would probably never go along with it.

      Her absurd concern took all of a split second to conclude in her now-panicked mind as she spun and ran for the hotel ballroom where Special Agent Mommy I Need You was waiting. She would know what to do. Madison’s glamorous Russian grandmother, Nika, was also in there. Being ex-KGB, she would also know what to do. They each came in handy on occasion.

      Wait! Maybe he’s alive. Maybe she’s running away from someone who needs help. She skidded to a halt and ran back. How could she be so thoughtless? He might have a pulse.

      With that knife sticking out of the side of his neck? Was she nuts? And what if the killer were still lurking about?

      She spun around again, scolding herself for being so panicked, and made a mental note not to mention any of the running back and forth.

      She burst through the door of the hotel.
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      “But he was right here!” Madison stomped her foot on the pavement next to her open car door. She turned to Ann and Nika. “I don’t understand.” Her hands shook as she ran her fingers through her hair.

      Under dark red hair, Nika’s green eyes showed reassurance as she patted Madison’s back. “We will find this man. If he can walk with knife in neck, he is hardy stock,” she said in her Russian accent. “He cannot get far.” Her gaze took in the sparsely populated lot. “Or knife is fake.” She walked away, checking behind and under the few cars present in the lot.

      Ann always looked like business with her chin-length brown hair and sober brown eyes. Just now, her expression was also all business. She bent over the back seat, inspecting the car interior. Finding nothing notable, she turned to Madison. “I assume this is the side he fell from?” She examined the door that was still hanging open.

      “Yes. He was leaning on the door when I opened it.”

      “Did anyone else see him?” Ann’s gaze swept the back seat again, searching.

      “I don’t think so. I don’t know.”

      Madison noticed cars pulling into the parking lot, cruising down the aisles, choosing parking spots. That meant more people arriving, unloading carts and crates, just as Madison had unloaded earlier. The pace was definitely picking up as participants of the career fair arrived to prepare their booths inside the hotel ballroom. Soon, the attendees would be arriving.

      Nika returned to Madison’s car, examining the pavement all around it.

      Ann checked the front interior, feeling under the seats as Madison’s anxiety mounted. “Mom, what do you think happened here?”

      Ann kept her inspection on the floorboards, searching for any evidence at all. “We don’t know yet.”

      The car looked so ordinary. The lack of blood evidence was maddening. Madison’s adrenaline hadn’t quite subsided yet, and she could hardly stand still.

      Ann stood, putting her hands on her hips in thought. “What did he look like?”

      “Light brown hair, bloody, dead. He seemed like a nice guy.”

      Ann raised one eyebrow. Nika’s eyes sparkled with amusement.

      Madison rubbed her face. “I mean, I wasn’t thinking he was nice when I first saw him. It was after he flopped out with that knife in his neck. It just seemed he could’ve been the nicest guy in the world, but I’ll never know now. And isn’t it kinder if we just assume he was nice?”

      Ann pursed her lips, her gaze holding on Madison. Nika put a fist to her mouth, hiding a smile.

      “I was mad at him, and now I feel bad. He wasn’t being a Sleeping Beauty. More like Dead Beauty. Although,” said Madison, warming to this thought, “he’s dead, so that makes it sad, but dying while being a jerk is a different kind of sad, don’t you think? He won’t have a chance to straighten up now. He’s in permanent jerk mode now, right? Do we all die in the state of whatever our last mood was? Because if you think about it, we’re all a multitude of moods at different times. So, we should all die in multi-choice mode. I think I’m on to something.”

      Ann nodded at Nika. “See what I mean? This is what I tried to tell you about. Once she gets going....”

      “But little granddaughter is thinker. She can see things quicker than others because her mind takes different path to get there.”

      Madison squinted. “What are you two talking about?”

      Ann and Nika exchanged a glance, but neither of them answered her question. Instead, Ann held Madison’s shoulders. “Light brown hair plus bloody and dead is not a lot to go on.”

      “Don’t forget nice,” said Madison.

      Ann sighed while Nika quietly giggled nearby.

      Madison blushed. “Sorry. I’m still spun up.” She closed her eyes as she shook her head. “It’s like my mind is scrambled. And now the career fair will start soon. What are we going to do?”

      “I’m not worried about the booth,” said Ann. “It’s almost done. But regarding what you saw….” She gestured helplessly at the car. “With nothing to go on, no crime scene, no anything…” She shrugged. “You need to relax so you can remember more of what you saw. Otherwise, we have to let it go.”

      Nika touched the ground, rubbed something between her fingers, then sniffed it. She tasted it. Then she lifted her gaze to the grassy area at the side of the hotel, her eyes calculating. “I will come back.” She rushed away, going quickly around the corner of the hotel building toward a walkway and park benches.

      Madison wrinkled her face. “Did you see that? I swear, Nika tasted the ground before she ran off.”

      Ann seemed lost in thought, studying Madison. “I have an idea, if you’ll hear me out.”

      Madison said, “Does it involve tasting the ground? Because I’m not.”

      “When I’ve seen you play a role in a show, you seem to disappear into the character. It’s amazing to watch. Maybe it would help you relax if you got lost in the role of someone else.”

      Madison couldn’t believe what she’d just heard. “What?”

      “Think you could do that?”

      This was an odd request, especially coming from her mother. “You sound serious.”

      “I am. You’ve often said acting is like playing a mind game on yourself. Perhaps if you played that game right now and got lost in, say, the character you play in Vigilante Barista, it might help. You might remember more of what you saw.”

      Oh, lord. Madison really needed to get her mother up to date on her work. The pilot for the new TV series, Vigilante Barista, had been recorded in Seattle but hadn’t aired yet. So Ann had no way of knowing the whole script was moronic. Madison had to grit her teeth to play the role as they continued taping new episodes. Because, hey, at least she had work.

      “Uh…okay. I guess so.” She supposed it couldn’t hurt. With her anxiety level so high, she wasn’t much help. But she definitely wouldn’t use her Vigilante Barista character.

      She pulled from her memories of all the old black and white detective movies she loved so much. If she had the role of one of those old-style detectives, she’d act calm, confident, maybe a little world-weary. They behaved as if dead guys were merely part of the assignment. Purely business. Centering her mind on that attitude, she felt herself slowly relax, unclenching.

      She’d learned over the years that if she’d just pretend she wasn’t afraid, pretty soon she’d actually feel less afraid.

      She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. She still felt a little shook up, but now she wasn’t ruled by panic.

      She gave her mom a hug. “Thank you. I’m sorry I freaked out.”

      Ann hugged back. “You mean it worked? You feel better?”

      She backed up from the hug. “A little,” she said, nodding. “Yeah, I guess it did.”

      Ann looked pleased.

      Madison’s gaze settled on her car door. In her mind, she returned to the moment the body fell out. “Dead Beauty wore a light gray suit, with a white shirt. It was the kind of shirt that has small buttons at the points of the collar. I remember that because blood pooled around one of those buttons. The blood ran from the side of his neck down the front of his shirt and suit coat. I think his shoes had laces.” She shook her head. “Not sure.”

      “Good,” said Ann, as she watched Madison. “Do you remember any more?”

      Madison stared at the ground. “The shoes… it was odd because…” She looked up to Ann’s face. “I got a brief glimpse of one of the soles as he hit the ground. They were so clean I’d swear they’d never been walked in.”

      Ann tilted her head. “That’s different.”

      There was something else, something nagging at her. “I heard something just before I opened the door. A soft sound.” She replayed it in her mind. “I think someone was on the other side of my car.”

      Right then. Nika came into view from around the building, with a body draped over her shoulder. Leaning to counterbalance the weight, she wore a casual expression as she trudged across the pavement with her arms wrapped around the body’s thighs. As she came closer, the feet gently swayed with her stride, revealing glimpses of clean soles.

      Madison finally found her voice. “Someday, I will tell a therapist about this.”

      Nika smirked as she came to a stop. “Man is fake. But knife is real.” She lowered the fake man to the ground, letting him drop as Madison and Ann stared. Nika pulled the knife out to show the sharp blade, then stuck it back in, like a casual re-murder.

      Madison stared down at the bloody mess on the white shirt, her focus traveling to the knife, then the face. Lips, nose, closed eyes. “It’s a dummy?” Even now it looked like a real person. “Are you sure?”

      Nika nodded. “Is dummy. Very good one.” She brushed her hands, then pushed her dark red hair back in place. “Weighs like child. Not as much as man.”

      Madison stared at it, incredulous. “How did you know?”

      “I only knew blood was fake.” Nika shrugged. “Tasted sweet. You can use sugar to thicken fake blood and make sticky. Is dry, but still red. Real blood dries more brown than red.” She nudged the dummy’s shoulder with her toe. “With nowhere to hide dummy, I went around building. Was sitting on bench. Looked peaceful.”

      Madison stared at Nika.

      Nika shrugged. “In murder sort of way.”

      Ann nodded. “The shirt has a button-down collar and the soles of the shoes are clean. Good job, Madison.”

      Madison turned, her eyes sweeping the parking lot. “Who did this?”

      “Is there someone you’re trading practical jokes with?” said Ann.

      “No. I can’t imagine who it would be.” Madison looked back at the dummy on the ground. “I’m relieved it wasn’t a real person, but this was pretty elaborate. Why would someone go to all this trouble?”

      Ann shook her head as she took in the sight of the bloody dummy. “It looks so real. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Nika sighed as she studied it. “Hair is quality. I wish more of my men had this good hair.”

      Ann rolled her eyes. “I’m afraid to ask. What men?”

      “You know. Dates. If man is bald, he can still look dashing. But some men love bend-overs.”

      Ann tried to hide a smile, while Madison barely held in her laughter. A snicker escaped.

      Nika looked up at them. “What?”

      Nika’s way of misquoting American clichés, or mangling phrases, never ceased to amuse Madison. She nudged her mom. “You tell her.”

      “I’m not touching that. You tell her.”

      Madison shook her head. “Nah, bend-over is funnier. I say we leave it as is.”

      “What?” Nika repeated.
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      Dead Beauty sat propped on a chair at the FBI booth in the career fair. It didn’t look very professional for an FBI recruitment effort, so Madison was surprised she’d won the argument with Ann over whether it should sit out where people could see it. But Ann quickly saw that it attracted people to the booth who took brochures, studied the display of the FBI’s history, and asked questions about the various careers in the FBI. It kept Ann busy.

      As expected, the career fair had come alive immediately upon opening the doors. The hotel ballroom, stuffed with booths from recruiters, employers, and schools, filled with the sound of voices in their best business tones, seeking work or recruiting students.

      Madison scanned the faces of people walking by, hoping to spot someone she recognized. She figured the jokester would be in the crowd, waiting for Madison to relax a little more before showing themselves to have one last laugh. Besides, wouldn’t they want to take the dummy off her hands?

      Fat chance. She crossed her arms, thinking about it. She wasn’t about to laugh it off and give the dummy back until she got a major apology, with promises to never pull that stunt again. They’d scared her badly, and made her feel like a fool.

      Nika was already gone. She’d left once they’d put the finishing touches on the booth, fearing her presence brought suspicion upon Ann. Ann told her she didn’t care, but Nika left anyway.

      When Nika entered their lives last year, things became complicated for Special Agent Ann Cruz. It’s not every day that someone’s birth mother shows up out of the blue, and then turns out to be ex-KGB. Likewise, it’s not every day that the Federal Bureau of Investigation finds out one of their agents has a mother with a background like Nika’s.

      Yeah. Complicated.

      Madison adored her new Russian grandmother but now she had two lionesses looking out for her instead of one. It created its own kind of challenge at times.

      The crowd thinned at the FBI booth, leaving Ann a moment to catch her breath. She straightened the papers left scattered on the tabletop. “Find your prankster yet?”

      “No. They probably know I’m going to kill them when they reveal themselves.”

      “Maybe your friends are teasing you because of your recent success with Vigilante Barista. It’s about a barista who solves crime, isn’t it?” She sorted through all the interest cards candidates had filled out, putting them into a folder she set aside on the table.

      “Yeah, about that…I should warn you before you see the show. It’s not great.”

      “It doesn’t have to be Shakespeare. If you like it, I’m sure it’s fine.”

      “I don’t especially like it. It’s like the more I get paid, the stupider the roles are. But…well, it’s work, and I can’t complain, right?” Madison hoped she sounded like a responsible adult who knows they need to work for a living.

      “Is this like that car commercial? You didn’t like that either.”

      “That was different. I didn’t like the car commercial because they never showed my face. Just the back of my head while I yelled, ‘Wheeee!’. You always hope someone important will see your work and cast you in something bigger and better. But if no one can see you….” And if the work didn’t take any talent, well, the whole thing felt stupid and depressing. Looking up, she saw all the job seekers walking past, and knew she was lucky to have a job at all. “Like I said, I shouldn’t complain. The money was really good.”

      “You said the residuals paid more than you’d ever earned.”

      “True.” She shrugged. “The commercial stopped running, but it left me with a nice nest egg. That’s why I shouldn’t complain.” She ran her fingers over the tablecloth, then twiddled with a pencil. A restless feeling had struck her, on and off for many months now. It was getting harder to ignore.

      She wrenched her attention from herself, to her mom. “Do you run the FBI’s booth every year?”

      “No, I’ve never run it before. I was surprised when they asked me to do it. I have a case load I had to ignore for this.” Ann looked into the distance. “I take it back. I’m not surprised. Not anymore.” She sighed. “I think I’ve been given a silent demotion.”

      Madison already knew about this problem, but it still hurt to see her mother struggle with it. “Because Nika’s in your life now?”

      “They’ll never admit it. It makes me furious that I can’t love my birthmother without being seen with suspicion.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom. You’ve worked so hard for how far you’ve come.”

      A look of empathy crossed Ann’s face. “So have you. I hate to see you discouraged.”

      “Are you kidding?” Madison forced a smile. “I’m making good money now. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Well, I don’t want you to worry about me, either. I have something I’m working on. Something new.”

      Behind Ann, several booths down the aisle, a small figure peered around the crowd, staring in the direction of the FBI booth. A skinny woman? Or teenage boy? Madison looked behind herself to see what, or who, this person was looking at. When she looked back, they were gone.

      Just then, Madison’s cell phone played “There’s No Business Like Show Business.” Her agent was calling. She dug her phone from her pocket. “Hello Phil, and I’m still not interested in doing a singing telegram.”

      “My little Chocolate Mint, what made you think I was calling about a singing telegram?” In his Boston street accent, Phil sounded a touch hurt, but Madison knew better. Especially when he started a conversation by calling her his pet name, Chocolate Mint. Her black lashes surrounding her light green eyes inspired the name.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you start every call with that lately?” She smiled at her mother who smiled back.

      “Hey, I’m running a business here. I need to fill those slots, and you’ve always been so good at delivering.”

      Madison laughed. “Well, thank you but I’m not interested.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, it just so happens it’s not a singing telegram. I got you a gig in a murder mystery dinner on Friday. They lost their victim, need a replacement.”

      “Phil, you know I can’t do that. I have a shoot that day with Vigilante Barista. They expect it to go overtime, remember?”

      “Yeah…uh, about that…”

      She heard the dreaded hesitation --- the hesitation that usually signaled she’d better brace herself for bad news. “About what? What about what?” A silence that lasted a mere two more seconds hit all her alarms. “Phil! What is it?”

      “Sorry, Minty. I was just notified.” He sighed, then said, “Vigilante Barista is canceled.”

      She blinked. No words came to her for a moment as the news sank in. “How can it be canceled already? The pilot hasn’t even aired yet.” She saw the inquisitive expression on Ann’s face. Here she’d just been telling her mom not to worry about her.

      “Look at it this way,” said Phil. “You got paid, right?”

      “But no one will see me in the show. I managed to pull off a good job with that lousy script.”

      “I heard about that, Minty. Try not to take it too hard. The people who matter will remember you were great.”

      “No, they won’t.”

      “Sometimes they do. Once in a while.”

      “Phil.”

      “Okay, they probably won’t.”

      “You’re the one who taught me how this usually goes down. They always move on to the next project without another thought to the casualties.”

      “It’s just business.”

      “Exactly. No one wants to be remembered for a show that got canceled right out of the gate.”

      “Except this one never made it out of the gate. Be thankful for small favors. No one will associate you with a bad show.”

      She hung her head, sighing. “It was pretty bad.”

      “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Word got around about that, too.”

      “So now what?”

      “Do the murder mystery dinner.”

      “Seriously?” she whined.

      “C’mon, Minty. At least go talk to the guy. Name is Jeff Fairman. Needs someone to play the lawyer who gets killed on Friday. He’s shutting down the business pretty soon and wants to go out with a great show.”

      She couldn’t find any words. Phil was right to make her get back in the saddle right away, but she hadn’t had time to process the news. Worse, she realized she was now mourning a show she hated. How did it get to this?

      “Minty? You still there, Doll?”

      In a lackluster voice, she answered, “Yes.”

      “Don’t worry, Minty. I’ll send you the details on this one. And there’s always singing telegrams to bring in a little dough.”

      She forced herself not to shoot the messenger. “Thanks Phil,” she said, meekly.

      “Promise me you’ll call him.”

      She closed her eyes. This couldn’t be happening. “I promise.” She ended the call.

      “Bad news?” Ann looked concerned.

      “Vigilante Barista is canceled.” Madison shrugged. “I don’t know how to feel about it.” A weak laugh escaped her. “I should be relieved, I guess, but…I don’t know.” She shook her head.

      Of all the thoughts swirling inside her, confusion seemed to dominate. She’d been bouncing from one gig to the next, always wishing it were more satisfying than it was, always hoping the next job would be better. Why was she fighting so hard for something she didn’t enjoy? She needed to take stock, because something had to change.

      “I’m going to take a walk, if you don’t mind,” said Madison. “I want to clear my head.”

      “No problem,” said Ann. “I’m fine here and the career fair only has about ten minutes left before it’s over. I’ll start packing up.”

      Madison walked the length of the aisle, not paying attention to the booths she passed. Tears threatened to fall, but she’d be damned if she cried in public. She needed a distraction to help her get a grip. She picked up brochures for an accounting school, pretending she was interested. The only thing she was interested in at the moment was disappearing. She turned the corner at the end of the aisle.

      There seemed to be a school for everything. Culinary, cosmetology, health care, so many different careers you could train for. She felt out of place as she hurried past.

      But one school stopped her. Seattle Stagecraft.

      Oh, yeah. She’d heard of this school. They taught you everything you’d need to know about set design, stage tech, props, special effects...

      Bingo! This must be where the lifelike murdered corpse came from. She stopped and glared at the guy running the booth. He had long sandy hair, glasses, and a few days’ beard growth. His name tag read, “Lon.”

      Speaking with a few prospective students, he calmly pointed out sections within the brochure as he answered questions. She kept her eyes on him, daring him to look her way.

      He did. “Can I help you?”

      Madison crossed her arms. “Well, ha-ha!”

      He stared at her. “Excuse me?”

      “The bloody murder victim in my car.” She slowly tapped her foot.

      His utterly blank expression was her first clue. Finally, he cleared his throat. “Okay…”

      “Okay?” Her voice rose in pitch. “No, it’s not. It’s not okay!”

      He blinked a few times. “I’m sorry, did you want to borrow my phone or something?”

      “What? Why would I want to borrow your phone?”

      “To call the police?”

      “I don’t need to talk to the police.”

      “What about the murder victim in your car?”

      “That’s what I’d like to know!”

      He scratched the stubble on his chin as he watched her. “So…you already called them?”

      “I don’t need to call the police. What I need is an apology.”

      He squinted at her. “I’m sorry?”

      “Not like that. I mean a real one.”

      “No, I meant, I’m sorry as in, I don’t follow.”

      “What part of ‘I want an apology’ do you not follow?”

      “The part about why you want one, who got killed, and who the hell are you, lady?” He leaned forward out of the booth, looking left and right. “Is someone recording this?”

      She slowly deflated, her steam dissipating. “You really don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?”

      “If I did, I would apologize on my knees just to make you go away.”

      She slowly backed away. “I’m sorry. It’s a long story, but you probably don’t want to hear it.”

      He was already turning from her.

      She hurried back down the aisle. This was turning into a challenging day. A practical joke that terrified her, Vigilante Barista getting canceled, and now she’d made a fool of herself at the Seattle Stagecraft booth. Licking her wounds would be easier at home.

      After turning the corner at the end of the aisle she could see Dead Beauty sitting at the FBI booth in the distance. The knife sticking out of its neck looked ominous in this business setting. She shook her head. That stupid thing looked so real. As to who had played a practical joke on her with the real-as-life corpse, she still had no idea. But she sure as hell wasn’t going to leave the bloody dummy here for them to retrieve after she left. She had a hunch that thing was valuable. If they wanted it back, they’d have to come get it.

      Once they finished packing up the booth she gave her mom a hug, put the dummy in the trunk of her car, and drove home. The dummy was the least of her concerns at the moment. The news of Vigilante Barista being canceled unleashed a rush of confusion. How could she be so relieved and so unhappy at the same time?

      She needed to talk to someone who was not Ann, or Nika. She knew they loved her, but they would be eager to tell her what to do. For that matter, she didn’t think her best friend, Spenser, or even her crazy wonderful boyfriend, Xander, would be the right people to turn to for advice. They would each encourage her to follow her heart. But that’s hard to do when your heart is off sulking somewhere, refusing to talk to you. No, there was
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