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      I was pretty used to weird things when I walked into Violet Despuis’ house, but today, she’d taken crazy to a whole new level.

      It had been about a week since I’d heard from her, so I decided to stop by her place – it wasn’t exactly a long trek, being just down the street from mine – and make sure everything was ok. After all, I couldn’t help but think in the back of my mind that there was a very real chance that one day someone would try to kill her.

      In fact, I’d been around a few times when that very thing had happened.

      When I knocked on the door, there was no answer. She also hadn’t replied to the five text messages I’d sent her over the last couple of days. Great. I really hoped my friend’s lifeless body wasn’t in there, but at the same time, I was a bit nervous about breaking into Violet’s home. After all, I would absolutely not have been surprised if she had the place booby trapped.

      I sent Violet a text asking where she was, but when five minutes later there was no reply, I decided it was worth the risk. What if she had simply been injured in an attack and was inside, needing help? I had to make sure everything was fine.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have Violet’s skill at breaking into places. She was admittedly far better at that sort of thing than I was.

      I considered my options, then went with the old-fashioned way: taking off the scarf I was wearing – it was getting to be pretty cool in London these days as summer began to wane and fall made its appearance – I wrapped it around my hand, had a look down the street to make sure no nosey neighbors were having a peek at what I was doing, and quickly punched a hole through one of the panes of glass of Violet’s front door, wincing as the sound of shattering glass filled my ears.

      Hopefully, it wasn’t as loud out on the street as it seemed to me; I was pretty sure someone was going to call the cops on me. After all, this was one of London’s nicer neighborhoods.

      Still, there was no time to think about that now. I quickly slipped my hand through the new hole I’d created and unlocked the door, then opened it about a hundred times more carefully than I would have anyone else’s door.

      I was half expecting some sort of Indiana Jones-inspired booby trap, like having a giant boulder roll down the stairs to crush me, or having flaming arrows come out from the ground towards me, but there was, strangely enough, nothing.

      I shook my head, incredulous. Violet Despuis was probably the best detective in the world, had made, surely, thousands of enemies – in both the criminal world and in the police force – and yet by all appearances all she used to protect her home was a simple deadbolt?

      Surely, even Violet wasn’t that insane.

      “Violet?” I called out carefully as I entered her house. I knew my way around it, of course. I just didn’t know if I was about to fall through the floor into a pit of spikes or something.

      I heard some sort of movement coming from the living room, the room off to the right of the front door. Inching my way towards it, I turned the corner and let out a scream of surprise and terror.

      There was a komodo dragon in Violet’s living room.

      Why?

      A split second later, I realized that to my immense relief, the large reptile was actually in a cage. He stared at me with his big, lizard eyes, and I turned around and high-tailed it out of there as fast as I could. I was definitely not going to share the living room with a freaking three-meter-long lizard.

      Where on earth was Violet, and why was there a komodo dragon in her living room?

      Talk about questions I didn’t expect I was going to ask when I woke up that morning.

      “Violet? Are you home?” I called out again, more loudly this time. Again, there was no response. Shaking my head, I decided to check out the second floor of her house before making my way past the prehistoric monster in the living room to get to the kitchen.

      As soon as I got to the top of the stairs I opened the door to the room on the right, the guest bedroom, but a quick scan told me it was empty.

      Making my way back out into the hallway, I realized my heart was beating at over a hundred and fifty beats per minute. Was this how people in horror movies felt before something – in my case an oversized lizard, maybe – ate them?

      No. That lizard had definitely been in a cage, and he probably couldn’t get out of it, or he already would have.

      Making my way further down the hall, I went into Violet’s bedroom. It was surprisingly well made-up; I had assumed that Violet was the sort of person who wouldn’t really worry about things like making the bed in the morning, but it turned out I was wrong.

      But again, there was no sign of her. She definitely wasn’t here.

      “Violet?” I called out again, just in case. The door to the ensuite was closed, and despite my apprehension, I made my way towards the door.

      “Please don’t let there be anything too creepy in here,” I whispered. I didn’t know what I was more afraid of right now: finding Violet’s body slumped in the bathtub, or finding a family of cobras or something living in it.

      I opened the door about a foot and almost had a heart attack.

      Penguins! The bathroom was full of little blue penguins. There had to be half a dozen of them, and as soon as I opened the door they began to gakker at me – I was fairly certain I was being told to get away from their territory.

      They were absolutely adorable, despite the fact that they apparently thought I was intruding on their turf. Their fat little bodies gawked at me as I cooed towards them. This was definitely an improvement on the scale of random animals to come across in someone’s home.

      Still, the penguins offered absolutely no insight as to why Violet’s home was filled with animals, nor where Violet might have been.

      I closed the door to the bathroom and backed out of the room slowly. I wasn’t actually one hundred percent sure that I wasn’t in some sort of weird, real-life horror movie.

      I also wasn’t sure I wanted to see if there were any other animals anywhere in the house.

      Penguins, a komodo dragon… what was next? A tiger in the kitchen? I shivered at the thought.

      Wondering if I should leave this house of horrors, pretend I’d never been here, and call DCI Williams so that the police had to go through this place to see if Violet was alright, I began making my way back towards the stairs, having a good, hard look before I left the bedroom to make sure the komodo dragon hadn’t gotten out of his cage, looking for a tasty, Cassie-sized snack.

      When a voice called up to me from downstairs, I nearly had a heart attack.

      “Allo? Cassie? Are you here?”

      “Oh my God,” I whispered to myself as Violet’s voice carried up the stairs.

      “Yeah, I’m here,” I shouted back as I practically sprinted to the stairs. When I got to the landing I looked down to find a slightly amused Violet Despuis looking up at me. “Are you ok?” I asked breathlessly. My relief at finding her standing there, apparently in perfect health, was mingling with the confusion related to her new roommates.

      “Of course I am fine, why would I not be?”

      “I’ve sent you like five texts over the last few days and you haven’t answered any of them.”

      “Ah, I apologize. I was busy. I was going to respond later this afternoon.”

      “Do you know there’s a komodo dragon in your living room?”

      “Kyle? Yes, I am aware.”

      “It has a name?”

      “Of course he has a name, the employees at the London Zoo name all of their animals.”

      “Well, my next question was going to be where did he come from, and I guess if I think about it, the zoo is probably somehow the most reasonable answer to that question. Still… why is Kyle in your living room?”

      “He is awaiting transport back to the zoo.”

      “Why was he in your living room in the first place?”

      I had so many questions. So, so many questions.

      “Well, after I discovered who the thieves were, it was paramount that the rescued animals were kept in a safe location. Where is safer than my own home?”

      I shook my head. Violet was unbelievable.

      “What if I’d come in here and he’d gotten out of his cage and was just wandering around the living room?”

      “Then you would have never broken into my home again. I think Kyle makes a very good guard lizard.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “I am not the one who committed a crime by breaking into someone else’s home.”

      “I was checking to make sure you weren’t dead, since you weren’t replying to texts.”

      “You know me well enough you should know I would not be dead.”

      “How did you know it was me, anyway? You shouted out my name?”

      “You were sloppy in the breaking of the glass; there were a few red and orange fibers in the shards of the window from that scarf you have been wearing for weeks.”

      I sighed. I should have known that I wouldn’t manage to break into Violet’s place without her figuring out it was me, instantly.

      “Ok, so there’s the dragon, and there’s the penguins upstairs. Do I need to worry about getting my face mauled if I go into your kitchen?”

      “Mauled? No. Although, do be careful if you do choose to do so, as the meerkats currently in there are rather quicker than you might expect.”

      Meerkats. Of course there were meerkats.

      “So, uh, why have you decided to open up a new branch of the London Zoo, anyway?”

      Violet gave me a look that screamed ‘you should know already’.

      “Do you not read the papers? My goodness, Cassie, you must really stay up-to-date with what is happening in your city.”

      “The news is depressing,” I replied. Plus, I wasn’t about to admit to Violet that I’d spent the last few days holed up at home trying to avoid decision-making and being an adult. Not when Violet was out doing, well, whatever it is she had done that resulted in her house becoming a makeshift zoo. I’d received three acceptance letters from different medical schools in London, and to be totally honest, I’d kind of found them overwhelming, which led to holing myself up in my apartment and ignoring the fact that there was an outside world for a few days.

      “Just because it is depressing does not mean you should stay unaware. In this case, robbers had stolen multiple animals from the London Zoo, likely with the intention of smuggling them out of the country and selling them on the black market. Kyle was one of the unfortunate victims, and the penguins and meerkats are some of the others. The rest have been returned to the zoo already, except for one raccoon who escaped before I was able to rescue them, and they are sending someone to pick up Kyle and the other animals later today.”

      “That’s… actually a surprisingly believable reason,” I replied. “Anyway, I think today took about five years off my life, so I’m just going to go ahead and go home now.”

      “You are not,” Violet ordered. “I know you. You are going to take your slightly unpleasant experience and use it as an excuse to order something incredibly unhealthy. You have gained what, four pounds since I saw you last?”

      “Three,” I muttered in reply.

      “No, it is closer to four.” Ok, fine, Violet was right. It was closer to four, I just didn’t want to admit it.

      “You know, I don’t think the person with a giant lizard in their living room should be commenting on my life choices.”

      Before Violet had a chance to reply, however, we were interrupted by the doorbell ringing. Thank goodness. I really hoped this was the person from the zoo ready to take Kyle out of here.
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      Unfortunately, I was nowhere near that lucky. When I opened the front door – I was closer to it than she was – I was expecting to find the kind of burly, muscular-looking guy, possibly with an Australian accent like Steve Irwin that one would expect to come pick up a komodo dragon, a bunch of meerkats, and a small colony of penguins.

      The person standing in front of me, however, was female, no taller than five foot one, with dark hair framing a pale face. She wasn’t what I had expected, but who was I to judge.

      “Hello, are you Violet?” she asked in a soft voice.

      “Um, no, but she’s here. Come in. Are you here about the animals?”

      “Animals? What? Um, no. I was hoping to be able to speak to Violet.”

      “Oh, um, ok,” I replied, suddenly aware that if the girl wanted to speak to Violet and wasn’t here about the animals, she was also going to see Kyle. “Follow me, and uh, don’t worry about the komodo dragon in the living room. He’s securely locked in that cage.”

      At least, I hoped he was.

      On the bright side, if Kyle escaped, there was one more person I’d hopefully be able to outrun before he ate me, first.

      I led the girl into the living room, making sure to steer well clear of Kyle’s cage at the far end of the room. The girl eyed the cage warily, but to her credit, she simply sat down on the couch where I motioned for her to sit, across from Violet, who sat in an armchair, casually giving the girl the once-over.

      She probably knew what elementary school the girl had gone to by now. I was getting ready to turn and go when Violet motioned for me to sit down on one of the chairs as well.

      I did so, and as soon as I sat, Violet spoke.

      “So, you are here for help?” she asked the girl.

      “Yes,” the girl replied. “You’re Violet?”

      “I am,” Violet replied. “This is my assistant, Cassie. Please feel free to speak freely in front of her, and me. We are very discreet, I assure you.”

      The girl let out a small laugh. “Well, I can’t say discretion is particularly necessary in this case. My brother’s life has been all over the papers already.”

      “You are Isabella Knightbridge, is that not so?” Violet asked, and the girl nodded.

      “See? Even you already know my name. You probably know why I’m here, too.”

      Great. Of course everyone in this room knew what was going on except for me. I had no idea who Isabella Knightbridge was, who her brother was, or why she was sitting in this room talking to Violet.

      “I have an idea, but I do not like to – how do you say – jump to conclusions. Please, tell me everything, assuming that I know nothing of your brother or his situation.”

      Isabella closed her eyes for a minute and took a deep breath, obviously thinking hard about the words she wanted to say.

      “Alright,” she finally nodded. “Ten months ago, my brother’s girlfriend, Melissa Carnegie, was murdered in her home. The police investigated, and three days later they arrested my brother for her murder. He was tried, and convicted, and given a life sentence with a minimum term of twenty-five years. But the thing is, I know Tom didn’t do it. He’s innocent, and no one believes me when I tell them. No one is investigating. After they arrested him the police told me it was up to the Crown Prosecution Service to do anything about it, and the CPS won’t return my calls anymore. He told me the evidence proved my brother was guilty, and there were no two ways about it. No one believes me, and I have no one else to turn to. You’re in the papers. They all say how good you are at detecting. I beg of you, please find proof that my brother didn’t do this.”

      “Why do you believe in your brother’s innocence?” Violet asked, leaning forward in her chair. “After all, if I remember the papers correctly, there were allegations of abuse in the home, were there not? A woman is far more likely to be killed by her domestic partner than anyone else.”

      “Those stories were lies. I know, it’s normal for a sister to say that, but believe me. I work in social services. I know the signs of abuse, and if I thought for a moment that Tom was abusing Melissa, I would have helped her get as far away from him as possible. But the thing is, Melissa played hockey her whole life. At school she was the captain of her team, and she kept it up as an adult. So yes, that picture of her with a giant bruise on her arm was real. But it didn’t come from Tom; it came from an opponent’s hockey stick.”

      If I didn’t know any better I could have sworn I saw just the tiniest flicker of a smile on Violet’s face.

      “So you want me to prove your brother is innocent?”

      “He must be!” Isabella pleaded. “You’re my last hope. No one will listen to me. They all think Tom is this monster, but he isn’t. He is the kindest, gentlest soul you’d ever meet.”

      “And if I were to look into the case, and determine that your brother is, in fact, guilty?” Violet asked.

      “Then I’ll have to live with that, and I’ll accept that his sentence is the right thing. If he really did kill Melissa, then he deserves to be in jail.”

      Violet nodded slowly. “Alright. It is lucky for you that I have solved my previous case, and I am not the type of person who enjoys sitting idle. I will look into the case for you, but I warn you that you may not like what I find.”

      “I’m aware,” Isabella said. “Thank you. If you find out my brother is guilty, then I will accept that. But if you’re as good as you say you are, you won’t find that proof. He didn’t do this.”

      “Perhaps,” Violet said, noncommittally.

      “And, um, I don’t know what fees you charge, and while I don’t have a lot of money, I promise you that whatever you charge, I will come up with it, no matter what.”

      “Do not worry yourself with a fee,” Violet said, waving a hand away. “I operate on a sliding scale of need. You will pay nothing. A banking executive, however, will pay my full fee.”

      Isabella smiled for the first time since entering the room. “Thank you so much. That really is kind of you.”

      “Justice should not be available only to the rich, and certainly it should not bankrupt the poor,” Violet replied simply. “Now, go. I will be in touch.”

      “But… I haven’t given you any of my information.”

      “You have given me enough,” Violet said with a smile. “I know that if I require anything from you, I simply need to contact the City of London’s Early Help services.”

      Isabella gaped at Violet. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “You have read in the papers that I am a good detective. Well, the papers in this instance are not wrong. I observe. Now, go, and do not worry yourself any more as to your brother’s fate. If he is innocent, he will not remain in prison for long.”

      “Thank you,” Isabella said again, getting up from the chair. She already seemed like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. “Thank you so much.”

      She left the room, giving Kyle a quick side glance as she left. As soon as the front door closed behind her, I turned to Violet.

      “How did you know where she works?”

      “She mentioned she did social work, which narrowed it down considerably. She was dressed simply, but nicely, with no jewelry or anything that stood out particularly on her person, nor was she wearing any perfume. However, on her handbag were a couple of stuffed toys and a miniature lava lamp - the sorts of sensory toys that would very much amuse children with autism. Therefore, I determined that she works with the Early Help program, for whom helping families who have autistic children is a major part of their works.”

      “Well, now that you explain it, it sounds so simple,” I teased. “So what are you going to do now?”

      “We,” Violet said emphatically, “are going to find the original case file for Melissa Carnegie’s murder.”

      “What do you mean, we?”

      “You need to get out of your apartment more, so you are coming with me.”

      Apparently, I didn’t get a say in any of this. To be honest, though, I was kind of looking forward to it. Following Violet around on cases always led to adventures. Adventures that usually involved committing felonies, sure, but adventures all the same.
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      Unfortunately for my intense dislike of being near Kyle, we didn’t get to leave straight away; we still had to wait for the person from the zoo to come and get the animals. Half an hour later, he finally showed up, and Kyle was led out of Violet’s house, and out of my life forever. Or so I’d hoped. I was much happier looking at zoo animals from the other side of the glass, not while seeing them sitting in what looked like an oversized dog kennel in the living room of the house I was in.

      As soon as the monsters were all gone – ok, so the penguins and the meerkats were pretty cute – Violet and I headed out and hailed a cab to Paddington Green police station, where we found an exhausted-looking DCI Williams sitting at his desk as always.

      “Violet,” he greeted us with a mixture of warmth and apprehension. I smiled to myself; DCI Williams obviously wasn’t sure if Violet was here to hand him a criminal on a platter or chew him out for screwing up a case.

      “Allo,” Violet replied. “We require a case file from you.”

      “You know I’m not supposed to just hand those out to just anyone?” DCI Williams said, running a hand through his red hair.

      “And you know that I am not just anyone.”

      “You’re not a member of law enforcement, is what I meant, and you know that.”

      “That is correct; I would not stoop to so inelegant a position.”

      DCI Williams rolled his eyes. “What case do you want?”

      “The Melissa Carnegie murder.”

      “What? Why? The bloke behind it was sentenced a couple of days ago, wasn’t he?”

      “He was. I am making inquiries of my own, on behalf of the family.”

      DCI Williams groaned. “It’s that sister of his, isn’t it? I know the detective in charge of that case. He said she wouldn’t stop hounding him that her brother was innocent.”

      “Yes, well, I assure you, I can be far more annoying than Isabella Knightbridge if you do not give me what I want.”

      “Don’t I know it. Look, I’ll get you the file, ok? But I’m telling you, that Tom character did it.”

      “I do not care one way or another,” Violet said. “I am simply looking for the truth. I will be at home for the rest of the night.”

      Violet and I made our way home, and while she cooked dinner - “I imagine you have not eaten a vegetable in days, you need to eat something your body will actually thank you for” – I turned on her computer and began to read about our new case.

      As soon as I typed “Melissa Carnegie” into Google, about a million different news articles showed up. It appeared Melissa’s murder was one of those media sensations that captivated the country; it happened just a couple of months before I’d moved to England, so naturally I hadn’t heard about it before.

      Melissa had been young – twenty-eight when she was killed – with long, blonde hair, blue eyes and an infectious smile. The photos posted of her on all the news sites played up the idea of the gorgeous young woman killed by her boyfriend. They all implied Tom Knightbridge had done it right from the beginning.

      There were interviews with people he went to school with – “Always knew something like this would happen, once in year eleven he shoved one of our classmates on the ground and broke his arm” – and friends of Melissa’s – “She seemed so stressed out lately, I had no idea he had been doing things like that to her or I would have said something. I wish she’d come to me before it was too late.”

      All in all, the media narrative picked up pretty quickly on the idea that Melissa Carnegie was killed by her boyfriend, and they ran with that story all the way to the bank. Going by the number of comments at the bottom of the online versions of the articles, there were a lot of people who cared about this story when it happened. I imagined the newspapers made out pretty well with the stories they ran.

      There were also leaked photos of Melissa Carnegie, with a bruise on her arm as Isabella said there were. I knew when the English said “hockey” they meant “field hockey”, and while I didn’t know much about the sport, I knew the bruise sort of looked like what might happen when someone got hit in the arm with a stick, but I also knew it was in exactly the same spot as one would get a bruise if their partner grabbed them by the arm roughly to pull them away.

      Basically, I had no idea if Isabella Knightbridge had the right estimation of her brother or not. The media reports were pretty damning, but I also knew that just because it was written in the newspapers didn’t make it true.

      About an hour later DCI Williams stopped by and handed Violet the case file she had asked for.

      “I need this back in the morning though, so make copies of anything you’re going to need to keep.”

      “I will, thank you,” Violet said, and the two of us sat down to dinner – a vegetable-filled omelette on sourdough bread – while sharing the case file.

      We munched our food in silence while looking over the documents. I had the crime scene photos, and they certainly weren’t pretty.

      Melissa Carnegie had obviously tried to escape her attacker. Her apartment was in complete shambles, with furniture strewn all over the place. It looked like she had thrown side tables down on the ground and chucked vases and other decorations at him in an attempt to stop him.

      When she got to the bedroom, however, he had broken in and killed her. Given the shards in the door frame, Melissa’s attacker had to kick down the bedroom door.

      She had been beaten to death, and pretty extensively. I felt bad for the poor girl. Whoever had killed her had really done a number on her. I shook my head as I passed the photos over to Violet.

      “They are violent, these. They indicate a personal relationship between the killer and the victim,” Violet said.

      “I noticed that too,” I agreed. “And while there’s no obvious sign that the attacker forced his way into her apartment, there are plenty of signs that she tried to stop him, so my bet is she let the person in, which backs up the personal relationship idea.”

      Violet looked up at me and gave me a small smile. “Ah! You see, you are putting together deductions. It is good, that!”

      I smiled at the praise as I picked at my omelette, which I had to admit was pretty delicious.

      “So that would point towards Tom Knightbridge being guilty, then,” I said.

      Violet shrugged. “Who knows? Melissa likely had close personal relationships with more than just her boyfriend. It is possible it was someone else she knew. We cannot speculate before gathering more evidence.”

      “Looking at this, do you agree with the police decision to arrest the guy and send it over to the Crown Prosecutor Service?”

      Violet frowned. “I am not certain. The evidence, it is very circumstantial. Knightbridge is listed as having no alibi, Melissa’s friends mentioned a change in her attitude that may have indicated difficulty in her personal life, and he was overheard threatening her by a friend a few days before the murder. His fingerprints were found on the murder weapon, a knife from the kitchen. Knightbridge claims that is from the previous night when he helped Melissa cook a dinner at her home, but how are we to know whether that is the truth. I do believe that given the evidence they had, it was not an incorrect decision to arrest Knightbridge. However, had it been me in charge of the investigation, I would have pursued other avenues more thoroughly before coming to a solid conclusion.”

      “Ok,” I said, nodding slowly. “So what comes next?”

      “Next, we need to speak to everyone involved with the case. We research as thoroughly as possible the murder of Melissa Carnegie, and we see if we cannot find someone else who may have wanted her dead, or who had opportunity to kill her.”

      “There isn’t any mention of any other suspects in the notes, is there?” I asked, and Violet shook her head.

      “No. It appears that right from the beginning, the police were focused on the boyfriend. That in and of itself is a warning indicator; the perpetrator is sometimes obvious, but it is always more prudent to keep an open mind while investigating rather than immediately determining that one person is the most likely culprit.”

      “So we’re starting from scratch, then.”

      “Exactement!”
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      The next morning I met Violet at her home just after eight as she requested, and we began our investigation by speaking to the person convicted of the crime, Tom Knightbridge himself.

      “Won’t he taint your view of the case?” I asked Violet as a cab sped towards HMP Belmarsh, which a quick Google search told me was east of London.

      “Not if I do not allow it to,” Violet said. “I want to get an impression of the man convicted of this crime for myself. After all, in this crime, we not only have the victim and her life to look at, we also have a supposed perpetrator. That is very unique, and I would like to speak to him and see what he has to say.”

      About an hour after the car Violet had hired left Eldon Road, we arrived at the prison. To be totally honest, it looked pretty impressive for a prison. It wasn’t one of those cement blocks surrounded by barbed wire fences like you see in America. Rather, it looked almost like an old castle, made with orange and red bricks, surrounded by a well-manicured lawn. The very modern roof gave away the building’s true age, and as we got closer the industrial doors and windows shattered some of the more romantic illusions I had about this building.

      It was definitely a prison, and a high security one at that.

      As Violet and I made our way through the security and were led by a guard into the visitor’s area, I had to admit, it did not look like what I’d expect a maximum security visitor’s room to look like.

      Instead of plastic separating inmate and visitor, with only a phone for them to communicate, it looked more like a slightly-outdated university common room, or something. Dark blue walls accented a curved wooden roof, with wooden chairs set around circular tables. The only sign that it was really a prison were the guards standing at regular intervals around the room, all watching us, primed to act if anything went wrong.

      Tom Knightbridge was waiting for us when we walked in, sitting quietly at one of the tables with his hands folded in front of him. I recognized that mop of black hair, with dark, deep-set eyes from his pictures in the papers. He was still recognizable, though he looked like he’d lost about twenty pounds, and the black circles under his eyes were accentuated by a pallor to his face that wasn’t there in his older pictures.

      He looked up at us when we came in, confusion lining his face.

      “You’re the one who signed up to visit me?” he asked, and Violet nodded.

      “Yes, do you know who I am?”

      “You’re that detective, the one who’s in the papers all the time.”

      “That is me, yes.”

      “But why are you here? You can’t do anything for me, I’ve been convicted.”

      “Is there something to be done for you? Did you commit the crime?”

      “God, no. I swear I didn’t. I know you have no reason to believe me, but I’m telling you, I’ve been wrongfully convicted.”

      “In that case, who do you think killed your girlfriend?”

      Tom’s face fell. “I’ve got no bloody idea. I’ve racked my brain a thousand times over trying to figure it out, but I can’t think of a single person who would have wanted Melissa dead. She was the nicest person.  She organized a donation drive for winter clothes for the homeless every year. She ran a 5k for charity every spring. She didn’t have an enemy in the world; everyone loved her.”

      “You do realize that doesn’t exactly help your case,” I said, and Tom nodded.

      “I know, but it’s the God’s honest truth. Melissa didn’t have an enemy in the world.”

      “What about at her job?” I asked. “Not everyone gets along with all their colleagues.”

      Tom shrugged. “She worked in IT for a pharmaceutical company. Most of her days were spent restarting modems and recovering lost files for idiots who don’t know how a computer works. People don’t get killed over their internet not working for fifteen minutes.”

      “In the papers, it was very heavily implied that you were abusive,” Violet asked. “Was that true?”

      “No,” Tom replied, vehemently shaking his head. “Not a chance. I’ve never hit a woman.”

      “Really?” Violet replied, raising an eyebrow. “The papers all repeated the same thing. And they all quoted Melissa’s friends. It sounds to me as though you are the type of man who would hit his girlfriend.”

      “I didn’t,” Tom replied, shaking his head. “I never laid a hand on her. Those so-called friends, they were people she barely knew, looking for their fifteen minutes of fame.”

      “Are you certain? After all, a girl like Melissa, she was pretty, you see. Perhaps you thought that she had – how do you say – stepped out on you, in which case, I can understand if you got angry.”

      “No way, not a chance,” Tom replied. “Melissa and I loved each other, and even if she had cheated on me, I’d never have reacted that way. Not ever.”

      “Alright,” Violet said. “Who were her friends?”

      I pulled out a pen and a small notepad, ready to jot down the names Tom gave me. He looked over at it.

      “I can write them down for you if you’d prefer,” he said. I glanced over at a nearby guard, who had been listening to the entire conversation. He gave me a curt nod, and I passed the pen and pad over.

      “Leanne Smith knows Melissa better than anyone,” Tom said as he jotted the name down. “I’m pretty sure this is her phone number. Or at least was; she may have changed it with the whole media circus happening. She and Melissa met in Year Two, they basically grew up together. Then there’s Asma Khan. She met Melissa when they were both at university, doing volunteer work to help raise money for the refugees in Sudan. They would have dinner every Thursday night in the city. On the work front, there’s her boss, Martin Winters. She spoke to him more than anyone, given as her work was very individual.”

      Tom kept speaking, but I couldn’t help but notice the words he wrote on the page were just a little bit wobbly, like he wasn’t quite holding the pen properly.

      “There,” he said a couple moments later, sliding the pen and paper back to the two of us. “That’s all the people I can think of who would have known Melissa best.”

      “Thank you,” I said, reaching my hand across to shake Tom’s. I had a suspicion I wanted to confirm. He looked a bit surprised, but took my hand and shook it, and sure enough, his handshake was as limp as a wet noodle.

      A guard made his way over and scolded me for touching Tom, quickly searching him for drugs. I apologized profusely, not having realized it was against the rules. The guard, eventually satisfied that I hadn’t slipped Tom any contraband, eventually went back to his post, along with a warning not to do it again.

      Violet looked over at me, no change in her expression, but I could tell she was trying to figure out what I’d noticed.

      “Have you ever hurt your right arm?” I asked Tom. “Maybe your elbow?”

      “Yeah,” Tom nodded. “I was in a car accident about a month before Melissa was murdered. Some idiot ran a light and T-boned me. My elbow broke, and that arm hasn’t been totally right since, but it’s nothing major.”

      “Did you ever see a specialist about it?”

      “Nah, I had a cast for a few weeks and that was it. They told me to go back and have it done properly, but the temporary one seemed fine. I’m a typical male, the body is self-healing, right? What’s the use of going to the doctor for something so minor?”

      “Right,” I said with a small smile. In my medical school rotations I’d seen people die because they had that attitude. Luckily, this wasn’t quite the same sort of thing. But I had a feeling that if he’d seen a specialist, Tom Knightbridge might not be in prison anymore.

      “Squeeze my finger as hard as you can, will you?” I asked.

      Tom gave me an askance look, but agreed. “Ok, I guess,” he said.

      “Seriously. As hard as you can. You won’t hurt me, I promise.”

      Tom wrapped his fingers around the index finger I held out and squeezed. I felt barely anything.

      “What’s the point of all this, anyway?”

      “Probably nothing,” I said, as the same guard came over, the anger on his face evident. I had a feeling we were about to get kicked out.

      “Thank you for the list,” Violet said, standing. “I will keep you apprised of anything that may impact your ability to appeal the conviction, but I make no guarantees.”

      “Thank you,” Tom said, the earnestness in his voice evident. “I promise, I didn’t kill Melissa. Please find the person who did.”

      “He didn’t kill her,” I told Violet as we left the prison, having been given a stern lecture about obeying the rules and how we weren’t welcome at Belmarsh Prison anymore, and made our way back to the still-waiting car.

      “I am aware,” Violet replied.

      “Oh yeah? How do you know?”

      “Because you noticed something. Also, he did not take my bait at all when I attempted to prod him to anger. In fact, at no point during the conversation did he seem to act rashly in any way. Anyway, what is it that you noticed?”

      “Ooooh, I figured something out that the great Violet Despuis doesn’t know,” I teased. “I guess that makes me the world’s best detective.”

      A smile tugged at Violet’s lips. “Yes, yes, you, the woman who is currently wearing her t-shirt inside out is a master of observation.”

      I looked down at the hem of my t-shirt and groaned. “Why wouldn’t you tell me about this earlier?”

      “Why would you not at least glance in the mirror before leaving the house in the morning?”

      “I was in a rush.”

      “Perhaps you should have set your alarm earlier.”

      “If you’re going to keep nagging me, then I’m not going to tell you what I noticed,” I sulked, crossing my arms across my chest.

      “Fine, fine,” Violet said. “What was it?”

      “I obviously don’t know this for sure, but I’m pretty sure he has ulnar neuropathy. Damage to the ulnar nerve, which is often caused by trauma to the elbow, like breaking it in a car accident.”

      “And you think because of this he was unable to kill Melissa Carnegie because he did not have the strength to hold the knife?”

      I nodded. “Exactly. He held the pen so loosely I thought there had to be something wrong, then his handshake was limp, and he could barely grab my finger. Of course, being the type of person who doesn’t go to the doctor, he probably hid the fact that he was hurt after his elbow healed from everyone, without realizing that a diagnosis could have cleared his name.”

      Violet nodded. “That, combined with the far more subjective evidence of his calmness in the face of horrendous accusations leads me to believe that the man in that prison is innocent.”

      “We have to get him out of there,” I said.

      Violet gave me a thin smile. “It is not so easy as that. A jury of the man’s peers have found him guilty of murder. The best way to ensure Tom Knightbridge’s freedom will be to find the real murderer.”

      “Well, if getting an innocent man out of prison isn’t motivation enough, I don’t know what is,” I replied. I had to admit, this new discovery made me a little bit nervous. It was one thing to hunt down a murderer with no additional consequences if we failed. It was entirely another when failure would mean an innocent man would spend a decent chunk of the rest of his life in jail.

      I really, really hoped we’d be able to get Tom Knightbridge out of there.
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      Violet spent the rest of the car ride tapping away on her phone, while I stared out the car window and thought about our case. How much more difficult was it going to be, trying to solve a ten-month-old murder, rather than a new one? I had never done it before, but if anyone was going to be able to pull it off, I knew it would be Violet.

      “Where are we going?” I asked when the driver passed the turnoff to take us back to Kensington.

      “We will be visiting with Leanne Smith, who is currently at work, but has agreed to meet us at the coffee shop in the lobby of her building.”

      About ten minutes later we found ourselves in one of those glass-and-steel buildings in central London, with bankers and other suits rushing around as if the world was about to end, phones pressed to their ears. We made our way past the throngs to a coffee shop in the back of the lobby, where about ten people were huddled around the counter waiting for their to-go cups.

      “She will be here in ten minutes,” Violet told me.

      “I’ll grab a table if you want to order. Make sure mine is made with real milk, please. And I’d like a shot of vanilla flavor in my coffee.”

      “And there, you almost ordered something your body would not immediately reject,” Violet said. “But alright, I will order the coffee that you want.”

      Half doubting that Violet was telling the truth, I decided I didn’t care enough to insist, and made my way to the small cluster of tables at the back of the café. There were only a small handful of them; it looked like take-out made up a good ninety-five percent of this place’s business.

      Still, the chair I sunk into was comfortable, yet supportive, and the table clean, so what more could I ask for?

      A couple of minutes later Violet made her way to the table carrying three coffees – a feat I would never have been able to manage without spilling at least one of them – at the same time as a tall, thin woman with curly brown hair and a friendly face made her way over to us.

      “Ah, Leanne, please sit,” Violet implored, pushing one of the coffees towards us. Leanne took it, and took a sip before looking at first Violet, then myself.

      “So you want to talk about Melissa,” she said, more statement than question.

      “Yes, we were told by Tom that you knew her better than anyone else.”

      “That’s true,” Leanne nodded. “Melissa and I were friends since primary school. But why are you asking about her now? Tom was convicted, and he’s serving twenty five years for her murder.”

      “We have been asked to look into it by Tom’s sister,” Violet replied. “Do you believe that Tom killed Melissa?”

      The woman stared into her coffee as she answered. “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “I didn’t want to believe it. To be honest, I thought Tom and Melissa made a really good couple. I had no idea they were in trouble like that. I wish Melissa had told me what was going on. But the police, they had evidence. They wouldn’t have been able to convict him if he didn’t do it, right?”

      “The police do make mistakes. But you do not know that Tom had been abusive?” Violet asked, and Leanne shook her head.

      “I didn’t have a clue. But then, Melissa was the type of person who always played her cards close to the chest. I’m sure she wouldn’t have told even me. But I never saw any signs of abuse. But then, that’s one of the things abusers are good at, isn’t it? Keeping a façade in public, but privately being monsters?”

      “That is so,” Violet agreed. “But Tom, he did not attempt to stop Melissa from seeing you?”

      “Oh, on the contrary,” Leanne said. “Tom was lovely that way. If we wanted to have a girls’ night out, he’d happily come and pick us all up after we’d had a few and drive us home.”

      That certainly didn’t sound like typical abusive partner behavior to me. The more I heard about Tom, the more I was convinced that he probably wasn’t abusive at all, and that the papers had wrongfully painted him out to be a monster.

      “If not Tom, who do you think could have killed her?”

      “You have no idea how many times I’ve asked myself the same thing,” Leanne replied quietly. “And the honest answer is, I haven’t got a clue. But I can tell you this: in the weeks leading up to her murder, there was something different about Melissa. She was even more reserved than usual, and I’d catch her staring off into space constantly. If I asked her about it, she’d just wave a hand and tell me everything was fine, but it obviously wasn’t. I didn’t press; I figured she’d tell me what it was all about when she was ready.”

      “Do you think it was another man?” I asked, and Leanne shook her head firmly.

      “Absolutely not. If there’s one thing Melissa was, it was honest. She would have never cheated on Tom; if she’d found someone else she would have broken things off with him, first.”

      “What about her job? Do you know much about her work?”

      “No, I was always rubbish with computers,” Leanne replied. “I prefer to work strictly with numbers. I’m an economist. I was the type of person who’d have to call Melissa when I lost my password.”

      “Do you know who it is who has her personal belongings?” Violet asked. “It would be helpful to look at what she owned before she died.”

      “Sure,” Leanne nodded. “Her parents inherited all of it. They told me I was welcome to take anything I wanted, so I kept one of Melissa’s necklaces,” she continued, fingering a delicate gold-set ruby on a thin chain around her neck. “It reminds me of her. I also kept a print of her favorite poem, Xanadu. I gave it to her as a present for her twenty-first birthday, and she had it framed and kept it on her living room wall. I think the rest of her stuff they put into storage somewhere. I know they kept it, though; her mum would never be the type to be able to throw any of Melissa’s things away. Let me get you their contact info.”

      Violet took Leanne’s phone as she held it out to her a moment later and copied down the information.

      “Thank you, that is very helpful,” Violet said to Leanne.

      “No worries. Please, find the person who did this,” Leanne said, standing. “Don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any other questions.”

      She shook both our hands and made her way back upstairs. Violet tapped on her phone for a minute and then put it to her ear, walking away to make the call while I sipped on my coffee, wondering who on earth could have killed Melissa Carnegie.

      

      Violet found out that Melissa’s parents weren’t available to give her the key to the storage locker until later that night, so instead we went to see another one of Melissa’s friends, this time the one who had been frequently quoted in the paper.

      Elle Lorraine was a little bit on the shorter side, but with straight, blonde hair and a kind smile. She met us in the London Zoological Society library, where she worked. Personally, I’d had enough interaction with London Zoo’s animals for quite a while, but seeing as the library didn’t actually house Kyle or any of his friends, I figured it would be ok.

      Elle led us to a quiet corner, where we sat on some chairs.

      “Why are you asking about Melissa now?” Elle asked.

      “Tom’s sister has hired me to see if her brother really killed Melissa. What do you believe?”

      “I think he did it,” Elle replied matter-of-factly, crossing her arms.

      “Why do you think that?” I asked.

      “Well, all the evidence pointed that way. His fingerprints were on the knife. He didn’t have an alibi. And I’m pretty sure Melissa was cheating on him.”

      “Really?” I asked, my eyebrows rising. Violet leaned forward slightly in her chair.

      “Who was Melissa cheating on Tom with?”

      “Her boss, Martin something. I’m pretty sure, anyway. I reckon Tom found out about it, and that he killed her in a jealous rage.”

      “How do you know that Melissa was cheating on Tom with her boss?” Violet asked, which was exactly the same thing I was about to ask. Leanne hadn’t said anything about cheating, and she said Melissa was the type to keep things close to the chest. If she didn’t tell her best friend, why on earth would she tell someone she wasn’t as close to?

      “Well, she certainly didn’t tell me,” Elle said with a small smile. “She wasn’t the type to admit that. Melissa was absolutely a secret keeper. But a couple of weeks before she died, I was meeting her for lunch. I walked up behind her, and she was on the phone with someone. She said – what was it – that they couldn’t keep doing this, and that it was wrong. I pretended not to hear anything, but when she went up to the counter to grab our food she left her phone unlocked, and I peeked at her call history. It had been the main line to her job, and she didn’t really interact with many people there regularly except her boss, Martin. It made sense that he was the one she was calling.”

      “So you think she and Martin were having an affair,” I confirmed.

      “Well, that’s certainly the impression I got,” Elle said.

      “Were those the exact words Melissa used?” Violet asked. “Do you recall precisely what she said?”

      Elle scrunched her face up. “Yeah. We can’t keep doing this. It’s wrong, and it has to stop. Those were the exact words. I didn’t really think too much of it at the time, but then of course, she was killed a few weeks after so it kind of stuck with me, especially since I think Tom had killed her because of that affair.”

      “You were the one who went to all the papers and implied he was abusive, right?” I asked, and Elle nodded.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you still believe he was?”

      “Oh, I have no idea, really. I won’t lie to you, I played it up a wee bit to get my name in the papers, you know? Plus, the man was obviously guilty, what with all the evidence against him, so it’s not like being blamed for being a domestic abuser is really that inaccurate when you’ve murdered your girlfriend, is it?”

      “What if he isn’t guilty, though?” I asked, incredulous. Elle shrugged.

      “Well, I doubt my words would have made much of a difference to the verdict. His fingerprints on that knife probably convinced the jury quite a bit more than my slight exaggerations.”

      The more we spoke to Elle Lorraine, the more I disliked her. I couldn’t believe she’d basically made things up about Tom to get her name in the paper. Still, she had given us maybe our best lead so far.

      “Thank you, Elle,” Violet said, nodding slowly. “I think that is everything.”

      “Well, you’re wasting your time, anyway,” Elle said as she got up from her chair. “Tom did it. There isn’t a doubt in my mind about that. The jealous boyfriend going off on his girl when he finds out she’s cheating and murdering her in a fit of rage is a tale as old as time.”

      “So it is,” Violet murmured as Elle walked off.

      “Yeah, so’s breaking up with the other guy and having him get jealous about it,” I said, rolling my eyes at Elle’s retreating figure. “She’s not the sharpest tool in the shed, is she?”

      “No, she is not,” Violet said with a small smile. “All the same, her snooping has gotten us our best lead so far in finding out who really killed Melissa Carnegie. I believe we will need to speak with this Martin in the very near future.”
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      Violet told me she would organize a meeting with Martin Winters, and get all of Melissa Carnegie’s things, and that I may as well take a few hours to myself.

      I thought about the pile of medical school acceptance letters I had sitting at home – ok, pile might have been an exaggeration, but I did have three of them now – and shuddered. I totally did not want to deal with those right now. Making a decision about my future in medicine kind of seemed like the most overwhelming thing in the world.

      So instead of dealing with my problems like an adult, I took out my phone and texted Brianne, my best friend, instead.

      Hey, you around?

      A minute later, the vibration in my hand told me I had an answer.

      Yes! I was just going to text you. My shift at work finishes in twenty, meet for a late lunch?

      I smiled at my phone as I replied back, the two of us organizing to meet at one of our frequent haunts, Aubaine in Marylebone, just a few minutes from where Brianne worked at the Chipotle restaurant on Baker Street.

      The restaurant’s interior was a bit on the eclectic side: gorgeous Louis XVI chairs, old-fashioned wooden tables, exquisite molding and succulents as centerpieces were coupled with visible industrial ducts in the ceiling. To be honest, though, it gave the place a kind of cool, almost a classy steampunk kind of look. And the food was good, which was the most important thing.

      When I got there, Brianne was already sitting at a small table, pensively sipping on a Bellini.

      I slipped in next to her as a waitress brought me a menu with a smile.

      “How’s it going?” I asked Brianne.

      “Well, this is my second Bellini and I’ve only been here ten minutes, so I’ll let you take a guess.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “I got yelled at for ten minutes by someone who wasn’t happy that Chipotle in England doesn’t taste exactly the same as it does in Idaho.”

      I laughed. “Oh dear. I definitely do not miss my days of working retail.”

      “I swear, telling you about what’s going on at the hospital is the only thing keeping me sane right now.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Someone’s been stealing things.”

      My eyes widened. “Drugs?” I was well aware that a hospital was basically a candy store for drug addicts and dealers. It meant that most of the medications – especially narcotics – were very strictly kept under lock and key.

      “That’s the funny thing,” Brianne said, shaking her head. “It’s not drugs at all. It’s just food, from the cafeteria. Biscuits, and cakes, and other pastries.”

      “And none of it’s been caught on CCTV?”

      “No, whoever is doing it isn’t going to the kitchen in the back, they’re staying in the cafeteria and simply stealing the pastries that are left in the cooling cabinet there overnight, and sometimes from a few other spots, but always in the front-of-house part of the cafeteria. I know the hospital is thinking of putting in some cameras to try and catch the thief, but that’s really new. Plus, because it’s such trivial stuff, no one is actually sure how long the food has been stolen for. It was noticed yesterday, but it’s possible someone took just one custard tart and whoever came in the next day didn’t realize there were six where there should have been seven. It’s not like we keep a super strict inventory on baked goods.”

      I giggled. “That’s true. Do you want me to ask Violet to look into it?”

      “Oh God, no. I bet she’s out solving the greatest heist of the century right now, there’s absolutely no way I’m bugging her with the odd muffin going missing at the hospital.”

      “Yeah, to be honest, she does have a case right now. Do you remember the Melissa Carnegie murder? About ten months ago?”

      “Of course!” Brianne said. “It was all over the papers. That bloody abusive boyfriend of hers killed her one night, then kept denying it. Of course, the courts found him guilty. That wasn’t too long ago, was it? Why is Violet looking into that?”

      “Well, it turns out he didn’t do it.”

      “What? No! I’m going to need a third Bellini to take this all in,” she said, eyeing the waitress as she came by with my glass of wine, and I laughed.

      “Well, seeing as you don’t even own a car to drive home I think that’s alright. I want some food, though. I haven’t eaten anything all day.”

      I ordered a croque monsieur, and some merguez sausages with lime-chipotle aioli for Brianne and I to share while she ordered yet another drink. As soon as the waitress left, she leaned in close.

      “So you’re saying Tom Knightbridge was innocent? I can’t believe it! I could have sworn he’d done it.”

      I grinned. “Well, that’s the beauty of only learning things from the press. But, to be fair, twelve jurors – or however many jurors there are this side of the pond – also thought so. But no, Violet and I went to visit him today, and it turns out he had an ulnar nerve injury from a car accident a little while before the murder.”

      “So he wouldn’t have been able to grip the knife used to kill Melissa,” Brianne nodded immediately. “And no one knew?”

      “Well, I don’t think Tom realized that it would have actually cleared his name, so he never told anyone about the injury. You know, one of those guy things? Has to pretend he’s fine and doesn’t need to see the doctor. I only noticed when he started writing things down for me.”

      “I can’t believe it,” Brianne said quietly. “I read every article about that case.”

      “Violet and I don’t think he was abusive, either.”

      “But that friend, Elle something – she said he was.”

      “Yeah, it turns out Elle Lorraine is a huge liar who was only in it for the attention. I was definitely not a fan.”

      “You need to take notes whenever you’re on cases with Violet,” Brianne said dreamily. “One day you absolutely need to write a memoir.”

      I laughed. “Are you joking? Me, a writer? I’m probably the only person who failed creative writing 101 in undergrad.”

      “Oh, please. I’m sure you could figure it out. Besides, Violet’s stories are so interesting I’m sure people would forgive you if your prose isn’t exactly Pulitzer material.”

      I laughed. “I’m not even sure my sixth-grade teacher would give my writing an A. It’s definitely not going to happen. I can’t imagine myself ever putting these stories into print.”

      “Fine,” Brianne huffed. “But you, at least, have to help me find out who’s been stealing things from the hospital.”

      “Me?” I asked, my eyebrows rising.

      “Yeah, of course you. The stuff that’s going missing isn’t exactly high value, so it’s not worth actually bringing in a professional, but I’ve heard the administration at the hospital aren’t happy, and want the person doing it punished. My bet is that it’s someone with either an income issue or possibly a mental health issue, and they probably need help more than they need to spend time in jail. Anyway, if you help me find them, we can at least figure out if that’s a call we need to make or not.”

      “Ok, sure,” I agreed. I had to admit, I liked Brianne’s logic. And ok, another part of me figured that if I had absolutely no free time whatsoever, then I had an excuse to avoid dealing with those acceptance letters and making a decision about my future for at least a little while longer. It was a flawless plan.

      “Great,” Brianne said, brightening as the waitress made her way to the table with our food. “We’re totally going to figure this out.”

      “Yeah, we are,” I agreed as I dug into my sandwich.

      Who knew I now had two mysteries to help solve?
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      After finishing up the late lunch with Brianne, I made sure she got home ok – after all, she was just a little bit tipsy at that point – then made my own way back home.

      “Hey, Biscuit,” I said to my cat, who meowed his displeasure at being left alone all day. Or, probably more accurately, at the fact that it was now ten minutes past his dinner time.

      Biscuit paced next to his food bowl, making sure I was well aware that he was starving, and that if he wasn’t fed in the next few minutes he’d likely perish from hunger.

      “I know the feeling. Sorry, buddy,” I said, making my way straight to the kitchen as I kicked off my shoes and grabbed a small tin of cat food. “How about a few of those snacks you like so much to make up for it?”

      Given the voracity with which Biscuit ate the pre-dinner snack, then came over meowing while rubbing himself against my leg, I was definitely forgiven.

      I glanced over at the letters from the various medical schools I’d applied to. There they were, sitting on the small desk I had in the corner, taunting me. Urging me to make a decision; a decision I didn’t want to make right now.

      To be totally honest, I had no idea what I wanted to do. I still loved medicine, but I wasn’t sure I loved the options that were still open to me in the field now that I couldn’t do surgeries. I also knew I would never be happy if I just sat around following Violet while she solved crimes for the rest of my life. As much as I enjoyed it when I did it, and as much as it felt good solving murders, robberies, and other crimes, I just knew I needed something more for myself than just tagging along behind Violet while she lived her absolutely insane life.

      I scowled at the letters sitting by the desk when suddenly my phone buzzed in my pocket. It was Violet, texting me to come over to her place. She didn’t need to tell me twice!

      I gave Biscuit a few cuddles before leaving him to his own devices while I made my way down the street to Violet’s house.

      Thankfully, this time, not only was she home – and her front door panel had been fixed – but there were no strange animals to be seen, only box upon box of belongings piled high in the middle of the study, presumably Melissa Carnegie’s things.

      “I guess you got in touch with her parents?” I asked, as Violet dug through one of the boxes.

      “I did,” Violet replied. “And I thought you would want to help me go through her things.”

      “Sure thing,” I nodded, making my way to the box closest to me. I opened it up and found myself looking at a bunch of computer-related textbooks. I dragged a chair over and began pulling them out one by one. I smiled to myself as I noticed they were all rather lightly used; I imagined Melissa had used them all for one course when she was in college and then never used them again.

      “Are we looking for anything in particular?” I asked.

      “No. We are simply trying to discover what kind of woman Melissa Carnegie was, and if we do stumble across something which may lead to the discovery of her killer, we shall consider it a bonus. But as of now, we do not know what that item might be.”

      “Right,” I muttered as I flipped through the third textbook. There were light markings in the margins, but they were all strictly business. Definitely nothing here that would help.

      As I reached down to the bottom of the box, I pulled out a Dell laptop and held it up. “I have her laptop, think that will help?”

      Violet’s eyes lit up. I knew she was good with computers – I was a little bit afraid to ask just how good, but I had a feeling there weren’t a lot of websites or databases in the world Violet couldn’t hack into.

      “Is there a power cord?” Violet asked as I passed her the computer, and I dug through the bottom of the box before pulling it out.

      “Here.”

      “Ah, c’est parfait,” Violet muttered as she plugged the cord into the wall and powered up the computer. I left her to it while I made my way over to the next box and began to look through more of Melissa Carnegie’s things.

      I was hoping there would be a diary or something that she wrote in; if I was super lucky she’d profess her love to Martin Winters and would include an entry dated the night she died about how Martin Winters was going to come over to her place and she would break things off with him.

      Unfortunately, I was nowhere near so lucky. Instead I found more costume jewelry than I’d ever seen in my life, a handful of random USB sticks that I left on the desk next to Violet, who muttered a thank you, and some old pictures of Melissa, seemingly taken while on holiday somewhere warm. She was alone in most of them, but Tom appeared in one or two of them.

      “Come on,” I muttered in frustration. “Why couldn’t she have left us better clues as to who killed her?”

      “Then it would not be a challenge,” Violet said, listening in.

      “I don’t want a challenge, I want an innocent man to go free.”

      “I believe one of the famous English rock bands has a song for you.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I can’t always get what I want. I know. But that song also says that sometimes you get what you need, and I’m not seeing what I need here: a clue as to who killed Melissa.”

      “That is because you are not looking at her computer,” Violet muttered. “There are a lot of regular files here, the sort of thing one would expect to find on anyone’s computer. But there is one file here – it is small, and the file name is simply random numbers. It is encrypted with a key, and I cannot get into it.”

      “Really?” I asked, interested. “Is that weird, an encrypted file?”

      “Well, Melissa Carnegie worked in information technology, so in and of itself, no, it would not be strange that she should keep important files encrypted. She would understand the importance of security. However, the fact that she has been murdered makes the file important, as it is the most likely file on her computer to give us a clue as to the identity of her murderer. Of course, it may also be nothing.”

      “Then why can’t you hack it?” I asked. “You know, just type in her birthday or something and get in like that?”

      Violet raised her eyebrows at me. “The breaking of an encryption is not nearly so simple. Do you know what encryption is and how it works?”

      “Uh, it’s basically a password?” I ventured with a shrug. I certainly wasn’t terrible with computers, but I also didn’t really know a ton about them.

      “No, it is much more than that,” Violet replied, shaking her head. “When you were a child, did you play with those decoder rings with your friends? You created a message, and you encoded it, and gave the cipher to your friends. Your friends were able to decipher the message, because they had the cipher, but anyone who did not would see only gibberish?”

      “Sure,” I nodded.

      “Well, at its core, that is what encryption is. There is a password required, yes, but is encrypted, and a cipher required to decipher it. Many encryptions are also multi-layered, which can make the files even more difficult to open.”

      I frowned. “So I guess you’re not going to be able to get into it tonight?”

      “Absolutely not,” Violet said. “I will work on it, and I will endeavor to break the encryption, but until I am able to do so, we will have to continue with our other lines of inquiry in order to solve Melissa’s murder.”

      “Is it possible for the encryption to never be crackable?” I asked.

      “No. There is no such thing as a one hundred percent foolproof encryption,” Violet said firmly. “We will be able to get the files eventually, it will simply take some time, and perhaps some more investigation on our part. But, in the meantime, we continue down other avenues.”

      “I think we need to go to her work,” I said. “I didn’t like Elle Lorraine, but I don’t think she was lying to us. It sounds like Melissa Carnegie was having an affair with her boss.”

      “It sounded as though Melissa Carnegie was having an affair with someone at her work, not necessarily her boss,” Violet corrected me. “Remember, we were told that the phone number was simply the main line to the company she worked for.”

      “I saw the company’s name on some of her stuff,” I said, rummaging through the papers I’d gone through, holding up one of them triumphantly. “Here it is: Itxil Pharmaceuticals. They’re one of the larger pharmaceutical companies out there. You’d know them for sure. They make a bunch of over-the-counter drugs, like a brand name version of ibuprofen called Nixtil, and some prescription stuff, also.”

      “Yes,” Cassie nodded. “The name is taken from the Aztec god of medicine, Ixtlilton. They are the third-largest pharmaceutical company based out of the United Kingdom, behind AstraZeneca and GlaxoSmithKline.”

      “Who needs Wikipedia when you’re around?” I joked. “I assume it’s just their main head office based in London?”

      “That is correct, their factory is somewhere outside of town, I believe in the midlands if I am not mistaken. However, they do keep their corporate offices in the city, and I imagine that is where Melissa Carnegie worked. We will visit them in the morning.”

      “Ok, I’ll be here at eight,” I said before heading back over to my apartment. After the day I’d had, I was definitely ready for bed.
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      It was a quarter to nine by the time Violet and I got organized and made our way into the city. She looked absolutely perfect, but I had a sneaking suspicion that she’d spent the whole night awake and working on the case all the same.

      I knew I didn’t look remotely close to human after pulling an all-nighter – a frequent occurrence back when I was in medical school - but here Violet was, looking fresh as a daisy.

      The Ixtil Pharmaceuticals head office was located in one of London’s most famous office towers – the Gherkin, which was Brit-speak for pickle. The name definitely suited, since the building looked like, well, a formidable, 41-story, glass-and-steel, blue-tinged pickle.

      I also knew, from watching late-night reruns of old TV shows on the BBC, that this was where the host of the UK version of The Apprentice kept his boardroom. I had to admit, I did casually glance at the faces going past me as we made our way to the tower on the off chance that I got a glimpse of Sir Alan Sugar.

      I was left disappointed on that point, however, as Violet and I found ourselves alone in the elevator going to the 14th floor, one of four floors of this building which made up the Ixtil head office.

      As soon as the doors opened onto the white reception area, with everything so spick and span it was a wonder they didn’t burn the whole place down every night and rebuild it from scratch, I was instantly taken back to my days in medical school, when we dealt with pharmaceutical reps on a daily basis.

      Everything in the pharmaceutical industry was about marketing. White was the dominant color – from the pristine walls, to the fluorescent lighting with no warm or cold hue to it whatsoever, to the glossy, modern desk in front of us behind which a receptionist – dressed in white – spoke quickly into a headset while typing away at the iMac in front of her.

      It was almost too sanitized, like this place had absolutely no soul to it whatsoever. I knew a lot of my colleagues back in medical school were convinced pharmaceutical companies had no soul, and in a way I agreed with them. On the other hand, I also recognized that without them, research into many a deadly or even simply annoying medical issue would have been prolonged, and that the pharmaceutical industry was responsible for the saving of millions of lives.

      There was definitely a lot of room for improvement, though.

      “Hello, we are here to see Martin Winters,” Violet said to the receptionist.

      “Do you have an appointment?” the receptionist asked.

      “No.”

      “Well, then I’m afraid Mr. Winters is unavailable. Please make an appointment with him at a future time.”

      “I’m afraid it is about the murder of one of his colleagues,” Violet replied.

      “You’re a reporter, then,” the girl muttered, obviously wanting to get us out of there.

      “No, I am Violet Despuis, the famous detective, and believe me, you want to allow me to speak with Mr. Winters before it is the police who come and question him instead. And believe me, if the police come into your offices to question your employees, the papers will be informed.”

      The woman obviously recognized the name; her eyes widened almost imperceptibly when Violet said it. She bit her lip for a moment – the first time the veneer of her professional façade showed the slightest chip – then finally motioned for us to take a seat.

      “Let me see what we can do for you,” she said. “We may be able to make Mr. Winters available for interview.”

      I hid a smile as Violet’s ploy had absolutely worked. Apart from DCI Williams I was pretty sure no one on the Metropolitan police force knew Violet was investigating that case, and he probably wanted to forget the fact that he knew, let alone involve himself in it. We made our way to the chairs – white, leather and exceedingly comfortable, obviously. One of those chairs probably cost more than my monthly rent back home.

      Still, I wasn’t going to say no to a comfortable seat. I sunk deep into the leather and began playing with my phone while Violet casually watched everyone entering and leaving the building.

      After about half an hour – at which point I was idly refreshing my Instagram feed over and over in the hopes that someone had posted something new – a smartly-dressed woman in a navy blue suit made her way to us.

      “Hello, I’m Annie Powell. I work with Martin Winters. Please, follow me and I’ll take you to his office.”

      Violet and I got up obediently and followed Annie, who walked at such a brisk pace that the knee of mine which had been reconstructed began to twinge with displeasure almost immediately. We passed by the receptionist’s desk and into a large, rather open work area, with whitewashed walls and large TV screens advertising different Ixtil products.

      For a split second, Violet glanced down at my leg, then purposely slowed down her pace. “What is it that you create here at Ixtil Pharmaceuticals?” she asked. Annie stopped, her lips pressed tightly together, but she answered us all the same.

      “We have created a large number of different products,” she replied. “Everything from headache tablets to chemotherapy treatments for cancer sufferers. The founder and head of the company, John Albright, is now well into his sixties, but still plays a very large role in day-to-day operations.” She motioned with her head at one of the screens, which featured an older-looking gentleman in a three-piece suit laughing casually at an interviewer’s unheard joke. His blue eyes twinkled with excitement as he held up a pill bottle to the camera. I resisted the strong urge to roll my eyes.

      “Our newest product, which is currently undergoing final approval with the MHRA and with the FDA in the United States, is a revolutionary antihistamine that acts for a full week, reducing the need for constant allergy suffers to repeatedly take pills to reduce their symptoms. We expect to have it on store shelves within the next six months in both the UK and in the USA.”

      While I wasn’t much of an allergy sufferer, my mom was, and I knew how much she absolutely hated the three months or so of the year when they were at their worst, and she was taking a Claritin every single day or she’d start sneezing uncontrollably.

      We moved towards the back of the building, where all of a sudden we were met by a man whose face I’d just seen on the TV screen.

      “Hello, I hear you are investigating one of my staff in the tragic death of Melissa Cartwright,” the man said. This was obviously John Albright.

      “Yes,” Violet said, shaking the offered hand. “We are exploring every avenue.”

      “It is my understanding that the police have already convicted someone of this crime, but I know your reputation, and I know that you must have your reasons. Please, if you need anything at all from my company, do not hesitate to ask. We want Melissa’s real killer brought to justice as much as you do.”

      And with a curt nod, Albright left. I raised my eyebrows slightly. For the company to bring out a bigwig like the CEO for even just a quick visit like that was a big thing. They really didn’t want their name in the paper. I knew that was what it was all about, of course. Someone like Albright had probably never even met Melissa, let alone cared if her killer went free or not.

      Annie led us into an office that was rather on the smaller side, but still just as clean and modern looking as the rest of the offices. There were three desks here; two of them were empty, but behind the third sat a man who was the very definition of average – average height, neither fat nor thin, with brown hair, and a face that looked like it belonged on a stock photo website.

      “Martin Winters, this is Violet Despuis and…” she trailed off, looking at me.

      “Cassie Coburn,” I replied hastily, not expecting to be put on the spot like that. With that, she turned on her heel and left.

      Martin looked up at us with a mixture of curiosity and annoyance.

      “I’m told you’re here to talk about Melissa?”

      “That is correct, yes,” Violet replied.

      “She was killed months ago. And the guy who did it is in jail. What more could you possibly have to ask me?”

      “The thing is, we do not believe Tom Knightbridge to be the real killer.”

      “Well, that’s ridiculous,” Martin scoffed. “Of course he did it. Who else would have done it?”

      “That is just the question we are attempting to answer,” Violet replied, and Martin’s eyes widened as he realized that she meant he was a suspect.

      “Oh, you can’t honestly believe… no. No way. I didn’t kill Melissa. I had no reason to. Besides, I wasn’t even in the city when she was killed; I was out at the factory, dealing with a problem they were having with their networks. I’m the head of IT for the company, so when something goes wrong up in the midlands, I’m sent out to help.”

      “The factory remains only a two hour drive from London, you could have easily driven back to the city,” Violet offered, but Martin shook his head.

      “No, no. I was with the manager of the factory from six in the evening until three the next morning. He might have left me alone for a half hour or so during that time, but absolutely not for four hours. I can’t remember exactly what time Melissa was killed, but I know it was in that time frame.”

      From the articles I’d read, I knew Melissa Carnegie had been killed just after ten o’clock; if Martin Winters was telling the truth, then he did have a rock solid alibi.

      “Were you having an affair with Melissa?” Violet asked. Evidently, she was going for the shock-and-awe approach when it came to this interview. She definitely got shock as a response as Martin’s mouth dropped open.

      “Are you insane?”

      “One of her friends believed she overheard a conversation between Melissa and yourself in which she spoke of an affair that she was ending.”

      Martin shook his head so vehemently I wondered if this was a case of the lady doth protest too much. “Not a chance. Absolutely not. My relationship with Melissa was strictly professional. I’m a happily married man, and have been for fourteen years now. There isn’t a chance I’d give that all up for a fling with a coworker. Not to mention, it would be strictly against company policy.”

      Violet nodded, moving on. “What is it that Melissa Carnegie did here?”

      Martin shrugged. “General IT support. If someone had an issue – whether they couldn’t log on, couldn’t access some of the files on our internal network, had a hardware problem – Melissa would go to see them and fix the problem.”

      “Was she good at her job?”

      “Oh yes, absolutely. I never heard any complaints about her.”

      “Who did she work with in the days before she died?”

      “Let me see,” Martin said, furrowing his brow as he thought back. “No, I’d have to dig up the records and find that out. I don’t think I remember too much. I do know that the very day she died she had to fix the receptionist’s Bluetooth headset.”

      “Would it be difficult for you to access the files and send them to me?”

      Martin frowned. “I’m afraid we’re not allowed to move such items off the premises. But it shouldn’t take me long, and you can have a look here, if you’d like.”

      “Thank you,” Violet said, as Martin moved over to the workstation next to her and began typing away.

      A moment later, he turned. “Alright. I have her work logs here, is the fortnight before she died good?”

      Violet nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

      Martin stood up from the seat and motioned for Violet to take it as he moved back to his own workstation. “I have things to do, but please, if you have any questions, ask. If Tom really didn’t kill Melissa, then I want you to find out who did. I assure you, it wouldn’t have had anything to do with her work, so the sooner you can eliminate everyone here as a suspect and find the real killer, the better.”

      I scooted my chair over next to Violet’s and looked at the screen. It appeared that every time Melissa was called out to help someone, it was logged in the computer. There was a start and end time, a summary of the problem, and a checkmark noting either that the problem was solved, or that it was referred to a supervisor.

      All of the checkmarks next to Melissa’s work were under the “problem solved” column; she definitely had been good at her job.

      I glanced at the names of the people on the list that Melissa had helped, and realized that maybe instead of refreshing Instagram while waiting in the lobby I should have been looking up the company and the people who worked here. Maybe then those names would mean something.

      Still, a couple of the names jumped out at me: there was Annie Powell, the lady who had brought us in here, and Martin himself.

      “What is it that Melissa did for you?” I asked, and Martin came over.

      “For me?” he frowned. “Nothing.”

      “There is an entry here saying that you were having problems with access to the main database, and that she fixed it.”

      “That’s strange, that definitely never happened,” Martin said. “Maybe she accidentally put my name in the wrong box? She’d have to have filled out my name as her supervisor every time.”

      “That must be it,” I replied. Still, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t know what it meant, but I stored the fact away in my brain for the future.

      “Is there anything else here that appears to be out of place?” Violet asked. “Another visit to someone which Melissa likely should not have made?”

      Martin looked over the list, his eyes scanning the data for a couple of minutes, then he shook his head.

      “No, nothing out of the ordinary there at all. Frankly, I’m surprised at that mistake from Melissa to begin with. She was a very good worker, it wasn’t like her to be careless like that at all.”

      “Right,” Violet murmured, looking over the list. She glanced over at Martin Winters as he continued working at his desk, then over at me. I could tell she wanted something to happen, but I couldn’t quite make out what.

      A moment later she reached carefully into her purse, slipped something out of it, and made her way to the water fountain at the back of the room.

      “Cassie, would you like a glass of water?” she asked.

      “I’m good, thanks,” I replied.

      “Drink the water, it is good for you,” Violet replied, ignoring my refusal and handing me a disposable cup all the same. I rolled my eyes and drank, knowing that in reality Violet was right, and I was probably dehydrated as it was.

      Violet sat back down at the desk and continued to look over the files, when all of a sudden I began to feel, well, happy. Happier than I had in a long time. I couldn’t explain why, but it did feel good. A few moments later, however, I began to feel dizzy.

      “Violet,” I said slowly, as I realized what was going on. I’d seen enough cases like this in medical school. I tried to stand, but immediately fell over, and that’s when everything went black.
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      The amount of times I’d woken up in hospital since meeting Violet was far greater than what I was comfortable with. And this time, as I came out of unconsciousness, I knew exactly why I was here.

      “You roofied me,” I hissed at Violet as the memories of my last few moments of consciousness came flooding back. She was casually sitting in a chair at the side of my bed, staring off into space.

      “Ah, good, you are awake.”

      “Do you know how dangerous that is?” I asked.

      “Of course I do. It is not dangerous at all.”

      “You’re joking! You can’t have had any idea what kind of dose I needed to pass out. Why on earth did you do that, anyway?”

      “Do not worry, Cassie. I made that particular batch of gamma-hydroxybutyrate myself. I was well aware of the concentration, and calculated a slight overdose that would result in nothing more than unconsciousness based on your weight. And as you can see, it worked as intended.”

      “Why on earth are you going around carrying a vial of GHB in your purse anyway? Do you realize that’s probably illegal?”

      Violet shrugged. “If I did not have it on me, then you would not have been kind enough to cause a distraction that resulted in me having the time to copy the files I wanted from the Ixtil Pharmaceutical computers while Mr. Winters was busy getting aid for you.”

      “You’re the one who’s going to need aid,” I muttered.

      “We are in a hospital, Cassie. If you are going to attack me, I recommend you wait until you are discharged and I am further from immediate aid.”

      “Did you at least get your stupid files?” I asked, and Violet nodded.

      “Yes, while you distracted Martin Winters I was able to copy Melissa Carnegie’s last work records onto my portable drive. We will be able to examine them – and the people she interacted with, if needed – at our leisure.”

      “Maybe at yours, I don’t know how long I’m now going to be stuck in this hospital for,” I complained.

      “Not to worry,” Violet said. “I can work out of here for now. The change in environment is often an excellent stimulus for the brain, and can be quite conducive to creative thinking.”

      “You know what else helps? Not drugging your friends. Do you know when the last time I did ecstasy was? Literally never, because I don’t do drugs. Or at least, didn’t.”

      “It was just a small overdose,” Violet replied. “You were perfectly safe.”

      “I could call a nurse right now and get you kicked out of here,” I warned Violet.

      “You could, but then I could not update you on the case. Also, I believe Brianne will be coming by shortly, as soon as she has the opportunity. She seemed rather excited to see you in the hospital bed. Do you know why that would be?”

      I leaned back against the pillows and sighed. “I do. But you’re not supposed to know about it.”

      Violet raised an eyebrow, but thankfully let the matter slide. “Well, I would expect her to return rather shortly. Anyway, thanks to you we now have all of Melissa Carnegie’s work records and may be that much closer to finding her murderer.”

      “I think I would feel more joy at that sentence if I had been informed ahead of time that I was going to be given a drug overdose.”

      “Ah, if I am mistaken, I believe I hear DCI Williams arriving,” Violet said. “He texted me an hour ago asking if I was at home, and I told him where to find us.”

      “What has he got for us?” I asked.

      “I have absolutely no idea,” Violet replied as the curtain around my bed was pulled open slowly and DCI Williams poked his head in cautiously, as though he wasn’t sure what he expected to see on the other side.

      “Cassie,” he exclaimed, obviously shocked. “What’s happened? Are you alright?”

      “I’ll be fine,” I replied with a smile. “Thank you.”

      “What happened? Why are you in accident and emergency?”

      “Violet gave me a drug overdose,” I replied honestly, and DCI Williams gaped at Violet.

      “Would you like her arrested?”

      “See?” I said to Violet. “When people believe without hesitation that you would drug your best friend, that means there’s something wrong with you. Thank you, DCI Williams, but I think Violet is probably of more use to all of us outside of jail. When she’s not using date rape drugs on me to cause a distraction, anyway.”

      “Did you really?” DCI Williams started, but Violet cut him off.

      “That is all in the past, and is of no consequence. Cassie is fine, because I calculated the dosage myself. What is it that you wanted to see us about?”

      It took a second for DCI Williams to compose himself; he cleared his throat then handed Violet the plain manila envelope he’d been holding.

      “I ran Melissa Carnegie’s phone numbers – both her home and mobile. I thought you could use the info. It turns out the original detective on the case never did so.”

      “Thank you,” Violet told him, eagerly taking the information. “That is exceedingly good of you.”

      “Yeah, well, if there’s an innocent man sitting in jail right now, I want him out as much as you do, even if it makes us look a wee bit incompetent.”

      I definitely admired DCI Williams’ integrity. And it definitely was good of him to bring Violet the phone info.

      “Are you any closer to finding the killer?” DCI Williams asked, and Violet shrugged.

      “I do not know. There are avenues to explore when it comes to the life of Melissa Carnegie, that is for certain. But as of right now, the most likely suspect remains Tom Knightbridge, who was incapable of committing the crime.”

      “Alright, well, I need to head back out, but do keep me posted on any developments,” DCI Williams said. “And please don’t drug anyone else. I don’t want to arrest you, but if I have to, I will.”

      “I cannot make any guarantees as to what lengths I will go to in order to solve my case,” Violet replied, already pulling out sheets of phone records.

      “Well, I’ve warned you,” DCI Williams replied. “Cassie, I wish you the best.”

      “Thanks,” I told him with a smile as he left the room, hoisting myself up into more of a seated position as Cassie handed me a sheet of phone records. Glancing at the phone number given, I knew this was Melissa’s cell phone records.

      “You have some of her friends’ phone numbers, right?” I asked Violet, and she nodded as she handed me her open notebook, along with a pen.

      I began comparing the numbers on the sheet with the numbers Violet had. DCI Williams had also kindly enough marked which number had been Tom’s at the time. Leanne and Tom were by far the most frequent numbers Melissa called. She also called Elle Lorraine fairly often, and Asma Khan usually once a week, I assumed on Thursdays, since that was the day they met for dinner. There were also regular phone calls to a landline whose number I didn’t recognize.

      Grabbing my phone off the tray under my IV drip, I opened up Safari and typed the number into the search bar. It was the main number for Ixtil Pharmaceuticals’ head office, which made sense. It was just too bad the phone records didn’t extend to telling me what extension she had dialed.

      Once I’d eliminated those main phone numbers, I was left with only a handful of others to check.

      The first number, which I typed into Google, turned out to be that of an Indian take-out place. I marked down the name just in case, but figured that definitely wasn’t going to have anything to do with the murder.

      Next was a number that Melissa had called somewhat regularly. A quick Google search told me it belonged to a gym near Melissa’s home in Shoreditch. I assumed she had a personal trainer, or was signing up to classes.

      The next number, however, only came up once in her phone records, the morning of the day she died. The call had been short; under thirty seconds, and when I punched it into Google, I didn’t get any information about it.

      I frowned slightly. It was probably just a wrong number, but still, I had to know. I dialed the number in my phone and put it to my ear.

      “Hello?” a female voice on the other end of the line answered.

      “Hi, sorry, I’m wondering who I’m speaking with?” I asked, trying to sound as polite as possible.

      “This is Andrea Cartwright,” the person on the other end of the line replied, and my eyes widened. I recognized the name of the investigative journalist for The Guardian; she had written a huge exposé a couple of months ago about companies using data mining to influence elections in Europe and in America.

      “Oh, sorry, I think I have the wrong number,” I said, hanging up the phone. Violet looked up at me, questions in her eyes. I shrugged.

      “Melissa Carnegie called Andrea Cartwright the day she died,” I explained. “It was only a thirty second phone call, so my guess is it was the wrong number.”

      Violet motioned for me to hand over the papers, and I did.

      “It is this one? The number ending in 834?” Violet asked, and I nodded.

      “Why do you think it was the dialing of a wrong number?”

      “Well, it lasted seventeen seconds. That’s long enough for someone to pick up, realize they’re talking to the wrong person, apologize and hang up.”

      “Yes, but when you dial the incorrect number and hang up, what do you do next?”

      I shrugged. “Call the right number?”

      “Exactement. And yet, Melissa did not call anyone else immediately afterwards. In fact, she did not make another phone call for two hours.”

      I shrugged. “It was during work hours. Maybe she ended up getting called to help someone fix their email or something.”

      “Perhaps,” Violet said. “But we cannot assume.”

      Just then, Brianne flung open the curtain. “Cassie! You’re awake. How are you feeling?”

      “Betrayed,” I replied, and Brianne laughed, looking over at Violet.

      “She told me how she had to drug you to get information for a case.”

      “And I suppose you’re on her side,” I said with a wry smile. Brianne was definitely one of those people who was completely and totally in awe of Violet.

      “Well, yeah. If Violet had to drug me for anything, I’d definitely say yes.”

      I laughed. “You’re assuming she’d ask you first. Anyway, I assume that while I’m here you want me to help you with… the thing?”

      “Yeah!” Brianne replied with an eager nod. “How about we all go have a chat in the cafeteria? It’s probably good for Cassie to get up and walk around anyway.”

      I knew exactly why Brianne wanted to go chat over there and smiled as I carefully got out of the hospital bed.

      “I’ll leave a note for the attending nurse,” Brianne said, scribbling on a piece of paper and leaving it on my chart at the front of the bed.
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      As soon as we settled ourselves into the cafeteria Violet begged off, saying she was going to organize a meeting with the reporter, leaving Brianne and I to discuss the case of the missing food.

      “Could it be someone sleepwalking?” I asked. “After all, if all the theft is taking place at night, that could very well explain it.”

      “Well, apart from the obvious question: how are they getting in?” Brianne pointed to the two security cameras that had been added, each aimed at an entrance to the kitchen. “Those things are turned on as soon as the cafeteria closes for the night. They’ve looked over the footage from both doors in the morning when food has been stolen. There’s no one coming through those doors. They don’t want to pay for more than two cameras, and food’s been disappearing from multiple spots around this place, so they figured putting the cameras on the door would solve it. But it hasn’t, and the food is still disappearing.”

      “So it begs the obvious question: how are they getting in?”

      “Well, the obvious answer is they’re ghosts,” I replied with a smile.

      “Please, that’s ridiculous. Ghosts can’t steal food. They would just pass right through it.”

      I grinned. “Seriously, though, is there another entrance that’s not being covered? Is there one in the kitchen, to bring in supplies?”

      Brianne shook her head. “Nope. I asked about that, and then had a look myself to confirm: there’s no exit from the kitchen, all the food is brought in through those doors at night.”

      I frowned. “So there’s absolutely no other way to get in or out of here other than those two doors?”

      “That’s right,” Brianne said. “I have absolutely checked on it myself. I was sure there had to be an extra door somewhere, but there isn’t. I even looked in the walk-in fridge against the wall. I had to sweet-talk the lady in charge to let me do that. And she assured me as well, there’s definitely no way.”

      “Weird,” I muttered. “What about the air vents? I mean, I don’t know who on earth would go to all that trouble to steal hospital food, but you never know, I guess.”

      “Yeah, that’s the thing. It’s totally ridiculous. Besides, the HVAC vents aren’t large enough for a person to pass through, here.”

      “I can’t even imagine trying to sneak through the air vents to steal food,” I laughed. “But they have to be getting in somehow. Maybe they’re like, crawling in on their stomach, or something?”

      “Maybe,” Brianne mused. “I think we need to get access to the tapes. There was some more food stolen last night.”

      I groaned. “Really? We’re going to sneak into hospital security and look at their footage?”

      “Well, I was just going to ask to see it,” Brianne laughed. “It’s not like it’s some sort of super-secret police stuff.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I guess that makes more sense,” I laughed. “I think I’ve been hanging around Violet for too long.”

      “And if it doesn’t work, then we’ll have to sneak in and get the footage,” Brianne replied.

      “Why don’t they add even more security cameras?” I asked. “You know, cover the whole cafeteria?”

      “Rumor is it’s for budgetary reasons. But I mean, covering both entrances, the only way in and out of the kitchen, surely should have been enough, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “It’s weird that they didn’t catch anyone coming in. I agree with you. We need to get a look at that footage.”

      “Awesome,” Brianne beamed. “I’ll let you know what I find out when I go see security after my shift. Anyway, I had better get back to things. I hope you feel better soon.”

      “Thanks,” I said with a smile. I picked at the carrot muffin sitting in front of me while I waited for Violet to get back, which she did a couple of minutes later.

      “I was not able to get in touch with Andrea Cartwright directly,” Violet said. “I was hoping for a phone call; it would have saved some time. But the receptionist at The Guardian has told us that we are welcome to come by at four-thirty and speak with her.”

      “Cool,” I replied. “Let’s get me out of this hospital then, and let’s go.”

      

      An hour later – after convincing the doctor that I was fine to be discharged and would immediately return if I felt any negative symptoms – Violet and I sat in the tiny office belonging to one of England’s best investigative journalists.

      “Melissa Carnegie,” Andrea nodded. She ran a hand through her brown pixie cut, her big eyes staring back at us giving me a real Katherine Hepburn kind of vibe, but with much more manic energy. “Yes, I did speak to her. The morning she died, I believe it was. Normally, I wouldn’t remember a conversation like that, but when the person you’ve been speaking to and whose name you wrote down in your notes is murdered a few hours later and has her face plastered all over the news, it tends to stick with you.”

      “What did she tell you?” I asked.

      “That’s the thing… nothing. It was such a short conversation, I believe she got cold feet. She hung up on me after fifteen seconds. She told me her name, and that she had information that I needed to hear; that someone needed to hear. Her breathing was quick, and her voice was low, and then when I asked her if she wanted to tell me over the phone or in person – some people are more comfortable meeting face-to-face – she hung up.”

      “I assume that is not so unusual in your line of work,” Violet said.

      “No, it’s not,” Andrea agreed. “Some of my best sources initially called or met with me four, five times before they started opening up at all. I imagined Melissa would have ended up falling into that category. Of course, I do also have some people who call me once and never again.”

      “So she never gave you any indication at all about what she was calling about?” I asked.

      “No.” Andrea shook her head. “Of course, when she turned up dead and I read she worked for Ixtil Pharmaceuticals, I assumed it might have been something to do with her work. But that’s no more than just an assumption.”

      That was really too bad. If only we knew exactly what it was that Melissa Carnegie had wanted to speak with Andrea Cartwright about.

      Violet and I left the meeting, no more enlightened as to the reason for Melissa’s phone call to Andrea the morning she died.

      “It certainly sounds like she had something, though. I mean, you don’t call an investigative reporter over absolutely nothing,” I said to Violet as we left, and she nodded.

      “I agree. There is one more friend of Melissa who I would like to speak with; Asma Khan. She and Melissa had dinner every week, and they went through quite some difficult times together. I imagine that if there is one person apart from Leanne that Melissa would have confided in it would be her.”

      Since it was pretty much the close of business, and Asma Khan’s current work with a non-profit here in London had her now working only a few blocks away from The Guardian, we decided to make our way over there and see if we couldn’t have a chat with Asma right away.

      It turned out Asma Khan was still very much at work, even though it was almost six by the time we got to her office thanks to a spell of exhaustion that overtook me and Violet insisting that I drink a green smoothie to get some vitamins back into me. The receptionist at the non-profit she worked at motioned for us to pass through to the offices in the back, where we found Asma poring over a spreadsheet at a tiny, and yet pristinely organized desk.

      She looked up and smiled at us when we came in. “Can I help you?” Her dark hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she had a slightly round, friendly face.

      “You are Asma Khan?”

      “That’s me,” she replied with a nod, motioning for us to grab a couple of chairs and bring them over.

      “I am Violet Despuis, the detective, and this is Cassie Coburn.”

      “Oh,” Asma replied, surprise showing on her face.

      “We are here investigating the death of Melissa Carnegie.”

      “Well, you’re not an idiot, so you know Tom has already been convicted, which means you don’t think he did it,” Asma said, leaning back in her chair. Her smile was gone now; this was definitely not a happy subject.

      “No, we do not. And you? Do you think he did it?”

      “Mathematically, he was always the most likely. I have known so many women who were abused by their significant others, and four who were eventually murdered by them. And while I never met Tom myself – Melissa and I always had our dinners alone – he did not fit the profile of an abusive partner. He never attempted to stop Melissa from seeing me, for one thing. Melissa never said anything that would indicate that he was abusive. And yet, I’m also all too aware that what she told me could have been hiding the truth. After all, she might have been especially careful around me, knowing that I would recognize the signs of abuse.”

      “You worked with abuse victims, then?” I asked, and Asma nodded.

      “Yes, both here in England and overseas. So to answer your question, I never saw anything that would indicate Tom would have killed Melissa, but I also can’t rule it out. And I’m also well aware that the jury who did convict him likely had access to far more evidence than I did. I didn’t read any of the newspaper articles about her death; I only know what I heard from others.”

      “That is interesting,” Violet said. “I can tell you that it would have been impossible for Tom Knightbridge to kill Melissa Carnegie. He did not commit the murder.”

      Asma’s face fell. “So not only is an innocent man sitting in prison, but there’s also someone out there who got away with murdering one of the most wonderful people in the world.”

      “That is correct.”

      Asma shook her head. “What can I do to help?”

      “The day she died, Melissa called an investigative journalist. Do you know why she might have done that?” Violet asked, and Asma shook her head.

      “No. No, I haven’t a clue.”

      “So she did not tell you of knowing of anything that she would have thought needed to be exposed?”

      “Absolutely not,” Asma said. “If there was something, she wouldn’t tell me, though. Melissa always was very careful with her words; if she wasn’t completely certain about something she wouldn’t say it. But Melissa was a very ethical person. If she came across something that she thought the world needed to be made aware of, she would do it.”

      Asma paused for a second, a thoughtful expression coming over her face. “That said, I believe one of her friends was dating a famous footballer. Ellie, I think her name was. She’s not dating him anymore, but there were a few pictures of her in the tabloids. I can’t think what Ellie might have found out about him that would have warranted going to the media, but he was rather high profile. Maybe she found out something about him?”

      After a few more minutes we left Asma to her work and made our way back down into the street. I got a text from Brianne.

      Going to need your help to get the security footage.

      “Do you have any more plans for tonight?” I asked Violet, and she shook her head.

      “No. I will go home, and I will think about what we have learned today, and make another attempt at decrypting the file on Melissa’s computer. I will text you tomorrow morning, when I have determined the next course of action.”

      “Cool,” I said, replying to Brianne’s text.

      I’ll be there in 40 minutes.

      It looked like I wasn’t quite finished investigating crimes just yet.
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      I met Brianne in front of the hospital, a few minutes later than I’d expected.

      “I’m not really supposed to be here anymore,” she said. “But it’s alright, medical school students are always here at all hours anyway. I suppose it’s good practice for when we’re actually doctors.”

      “And I’m not supposed to be here at all, I was discharged hours ago,” I said dryly. “So what happened with your plan to get the security tapes?”

      “Well, I was going to use my feminine charms to convince whoever was in the security room to get them for me. After all, everyone loves an Australian accent, right?”

      I grinned. “Don’t tell me your feminine wiles didn’t do the trick?”

      “Well, it turns out the head of security working today was a woman. That, in and of itself, didn’t stop me, but she was a straight woman. Sadly, my flirtations were doomed for failure from the start.”

      I burst out laughing. “Poor Brianne. If only you were born male.”

      “I tried just being friendly with her and all, and she seemed pretty nice, but she definitely did not let me look at the videos at my whim.”

      “Gee, I’m shocked that your plan to just ask for security footage failed miserably,” I said as we made our way to a coffee shop nearby. Whatever was coming next, I was pretty sure I was going to want some caffeine to get through it.

      “The main security office is on the ground floor,” Brianne said when we got our coffee.

      “I know, I’ve been there before,” I said with a smile.

      “So you know that there’s a keypad with a code to enter to get into that room,” Brianne said.

      “I do. Is the plan to wait for someone to go in and watch them punch in the code?”

      Brianne shook her head. “I tried that, but it didn’t work. The person’s body covers up the keypad so you can’t see what they’re typing in, and there’s nowhere to hide that would give the right angle.”

      “Alright,” I said. “Well, we’re going to have to do it the old-fashioned way.”

      “When we’re in, I have a USB key that we can use to transfer the files over. That way we can look at the files at our leisure instead of worrying about being caught.”

      “Well, at least one part of this might not be super difficult,” I said with a wry smile. “Let’s go, if we’re going to get arrested tonight I’d rather get it over and done with.”

      “Please, it’s going to be fine,” Brianne laughed.

      I wished I shared her confidence.

      The two of us made our way through the hospital towards the security office; Brianne was there so often that no one gave us a second glance. Directly across from the security office door – which was, sure enough, locked with a keypad to enter – was an alternate entrance to get to the radiology department, with one of those round windows in the door. Brianne and I slipped through, then looked back through the hole.

      “There, see?” Brianne said happily. “From here we can see what’s going on over there.”

      “Yeah, but we don’t know if there’s anyone in that room right now,” I said. “In fact, wouldn’t the odds be that there is someone in there watching the security feeds right now?”

      “Definitely,” Brianne agreed. “We’re going to need a distraction.”

      “And what exactly did you have in mind?” I asked.

      “Wait here!” Brianne said, and she darted off in the other direction. Uh oh. I didn’t know what Brianne was about to get up to, but I had a feeling I wasn’t going to agree with it.

      A couple of minutes later two people dressed in security uniforms rushed out of the security room. As the door swung open I noticed that they were the only two people who had been in it; the room was now completely empty. Whatever Brianne had just done, it had worked.

      I waited about ten, maybe fifteen seconds after the two security guards had rushed out before making my way to the keypad. Looking at it, four of the numbers were a lot more faded than the others:  7, 3, 9 and 1.

      I typed in that combination in that order, but the light next to the keypad stayed red. Brianne appeared next to me right as I tried 1, 3, 9, 7, but that was also red.

      “Looks like it worked,” she said rather breathlessly.

      “What did you do?” I asked as I tried 1, 9, 7, 3. The light went green, and I grinned as I pulled the handle on the door and it swung open to let us in. It looked like I was definitely learning from Violet.

      “I may have set a small fire in a utility closet,” Brianne said to me with a wink. “Don’t worry, it was small, and I made sure it was right next to a fire extinguisher, on a floor with no patients.”

      “You really went for broke right away, hey,” I said, shaking my head as we slipped into the room and closed it behind us. “Now, do you know how to get the security footage?”

      “Sure,” Brianne said, nodding as she pulled a USB key from her pocket. “It won’t be that hard to figure out. You guard the door.”

      “And what do I do if someone comes in?” I asked. “Beat them to death so they can’t talk about us?”

      “We’ll think of something if that time comes,” Brianne said, and I shook my head, incredulous. There was like, a one percent chance that we were going to get out of this without being caught, surely.

      I peered out of the small glass hole in the door, watching to make sure the security guards didn’t come back anytime soon. Hopefully they would be out and about looking for the firebug anywhere but in their own office.

      Behind me, Brianne muttered to herself as she browsed computer files.

      “Found it!” she exclaimed triumphantly a moment later.

      “Good, now copy the files over and let’s get out of here,” I muttered. I was definitely not comfortable here.

      “Relax, it’s going to take a couple of minutes. They’re pretty high quality files, which means taking a large time to transfer.”

      “I’ll relax when we finally get out of here without having been arrested,” I replied.

      “Two more minutes, it says this is going to take,” Brianne said.

      It was one of the longest two-minute periods of my life. I would have said the longest two minutes of my life, but I’d definitely been in similar situations with Violet in the last few months.

      Just as I was beginning to regret all the life choices that had brought me here, Brianne pulled the USB stick from the computer.

      “Done!” she announced triumphantly, and I was just getting ready to yank the door open and run out as fast as possible when I saw the two guards through the window. They were coming back.

      I ducked my head so they wouldn’t see me. “Hide!” I hissed. “They’re here!”

      Brianne’s eyes widened in panic as the two of us looked around for a place to hide. I figured we had approximately ten seconds to figure out what to do before the security guards made it in here and had us arrested.

      “Behind the desks!” I hissed. There wasn’t really anywhere else to hide. The room had a set of long desks at the front of it which housed five or six computers and their accompanying monitors, along with chairs, and a projector shot security camera footage onto the wall behind it.

      Luckily, thanks to this setup, the odds of the security guards actually looking behind the desks for any reason were pretty low.

      Brianne and I darted back there, and dove behind them, sliding along the cheap linoleum as the door to the room opened.

      “I swear, the maintenance department here is going downhill fast. Who leaves a pile of paper towels right next to a heater?” one of the men asked as they walked in. I dared a grin at Brianne; it appeared her fire-setting skills extended to making it look like an accident.

      “Yeah, well, at least it got us out of these stupid chairs for a bit,” the other one replied. “I swear I’m getting back problems just from sitting around watching these stupid cameras.”

      “Well, we’re all getting fired if those cameras don’t catch the person stealing the food soon.”

      “What are we supposed to do about it, anyway? It’s not like we know when they’re going to be there. We’ve upped our checks of the kitchen at night.”

      “My bet is they’re going to make one of us spend the night in there soon.”

      “Ugh.”

      The two men sounded like they were settling in for a long stay, which was a bit of a worry. I looked over at Brianne, and she made an “uh oh” face at me, obviously thinking the same thing. How long were we going to have to sit here, crouched behind the desks, until the two guards left again? It could be hours. It sounded like these guys were pretty used to sitting on their chairs without moving.

      “Oh, that guy who likes to streak through A&E is back,” one of the guards said with a laugh. “He’s still got his clothes on so far, though.”

      “Good, let’s hope they get his meds in him fast enough that he stays that way,” the other guy replied.

      For what felt like an eternity, but the clock on the wall said was really only about ten minutes, the two men chatted about soccer, about their home lives, about anything at all, really. Then, one of them tapped the screen.

      “Looks like they’ve lost another one.”

      “Pity. A&E?”

      “Yeah, that guy who had the heart attack earlier.”

      “The one who was in his nineties?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Well, he had a good innings at least. It’s worse when they’re young, like that football player who came in a few weeks ago and had that heart defect no one had detected. He was only nineteen, wasn’t he?”

      “That’s right.

      “Then there was that other lady like a year ago, the young one with the two kids. She came in with a migraine after getting hives, and just kicked the bucket, hey?”

      “Yeah, she was a stunner though, even with two kids.”

      I looked over at Brianne, who rolled her eyes. I nodded in silent agreement. I couldn’t believe these two were talking about how hot the poor young mother who had died was. I was almost willing to risk getting arrested just so I wouldn’t have to listen to these two idiots anymore.

      Luckily for me, however, I was rescued from having to make that choice by the sound of the radio.

      “Anna here, looking for Jake and Alan,” a woman’s voice cackled.

      “Yeah, we’re here,” one of the men replied.

      “You’re needed down in A&E immediately,”

      “Copy that,” the man said, and the other one sighed.

      “If it’s that bloody streaker again, I swear, I’m going to make sure he really needs A&E.”

      The two of them got up, still muttering about their bad luck, and made their way out the door. Basically as soon as it swung closed behind them, Brianne and I flew up from our hiding spot and darted out into the hall behind them.

      “Walk casually,” I hissed at Brianne as we made our way back to the entrance of the hospital. As soon as we swung open the doors to the outside and breathed in fresh air once more, I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.

      “That was so fun!” Brianne exclaimed.

      “I don’t think you know what that word means,” I replied back, incredulous. “That was horrifying!”

      “Well, yeah, but it was such an adrenaline rush! I was sure we were going to be caught.”

      “Me too,” I said dryly. “Anyway, do you at least have the files?”

      “Yup!” Brianne said triumphantly. “Now we can see exactly what was on the security camera footage that night.”

      “And if we’re lucky, no one will think to look at today’s footage from around the security office closely.”

      “Nah, they’d only look at it if they thought something weird had gone on, and those two idiots probably wouldn’t have noticed if we’d walked out the door in front of them.”

      “I dunno, they probably would have stared at our boobs, going by the conversation they were having.”

      Brianne snickered as we made our way to Whitechapel, the nearest tube station, hopping onto the next District line train to Gloucester Road.

      We picked up some take-out on the way back to my place – I couldn’t help but wonder if this was going to be my last meal as a free woman, if someone happened to look at the security footage – and settled in front of my laptop to look at the footage Brianne had downloaded.

      What we found were two videos of a closed door. The videos were each ten hours long – from the time the cafeteria closed at 8pm, until it opened again at 6 the next morning – and while the timestamp showed that it was from one of the nights when food went missing, literally nothing happened.

      We watched them in slow motion, twice, each.

      “That was so not worth it,” I complained when we finished.

      “Well, at least now we can confirm for sure. Someone is getting into that kitchen without going through either of the two actual entrances.”

      “So now we just have to figure out how they’re getting in there,” I mused.

      “Exactly,” Brianne said with a grin.

      “I’m going to turn on the TV, eat some food, and pretend today never happened,” I replied, Brianne laughing as she grabbed her own plate and joined me on the couch.

      This investigation into the hospital food thief was definitely not going well.
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      I got a text from Violet the next morning, informing me that she did not crack the encryption overnight, and that we were going to continue investigating today.

      Making my way over to her place, I found Violet tapping away at the computer, looking frustrated.

      “No luck with the encryption?”

      “None,” Violet muttered. “She was good with computers, Melissa. It is rather rare that an encryption is so good that I am unable to crack it without the key. There is no backdoor access that I can find.”

      “Well, what’s the key, then?” I asked.

      “It is a password of sorts. But, the problem is, we do not know what she would have used as a password. It could be any of a million different things.”

      “I’m way out of my league here. So what are we doing today? Are we going to try and find out what it was Melissa wanted to tell the reporter? Should we check out that football player that Asma mentioned?”

      “Oui, that is correct. But first, I would like to stop at her offices and see if there is any indication there as to what she might have used as her encryption key.”

      “Did you find out who Elle Lorraine was dating?” I asked Violet as we sped along in a taxi to the Ixtil Pharmaceutical offices.

      “Yes. Her boyfriend was Liam Montague.”

      I shrugged. “Never heard of him.”

      “That is because you are American, and you do not understand the European obsession with football. While you may not know the man’s name, you have undoubtedly seen his photo multiple times around London.”

      I took out my phone and did a quick Google search. Sure enough, the head with close-cropped brown hair, two days’ worth of stubble and glimmering brown eyes was definitely familiar to me. I’d seen an Adidas billboard a few times with this guy in the middle of kicking a soccer ball.

      “Oh, ok, yeah. I know the guy. So he’s pretty good, huh?”

      “He is reputed to be on par with Beckham at his prime, skill-wise.”

      That qualified as “pretty good” in my book, for sure.

      “We will go to the field where he practices after we have visited the pharmaceutical company once more,” Violet told me. “I am hoping that Mr. Winters can shed a little bit of light on the encryption used by Melissa.”

      A few minutes later we arrived at The Gherkin once more. This time, as soon as the receptionist saw us, her eyes widened a little bit, but she immediately motioned for us to sit down. About two minutes later, Mr. Winters himself came out to meet us.

      “I didn’t expect to see you back so soon,” he said in a quiet voice, worry etched on his face. “I thought I gave you my alibi.”

      “Do not worry, Mr. Winters,” Violet said. “We do not come here looking to make trouble for you. We come here asking for your help.”

      “Oh, well that is a relief. Please, come back to my office, I’ll do whatever I can for you.”

      As we made our way through the halls, I noticed Annie Powell glaring at us from one of the rooms where she spoke with a subordinate. I supposed we weren’t exactly popular here, given that the last time we’d come in it had been to investigate one of their IT supervisors for murder.

      Martin Winters motioned for us to follow him into the same room as the last time, and we did so, each of us taking a chair as I made a mental note not to accept anything from Violet while we were in this room. I wasn’t about to let myself get roofied twice.

      Violet pulled out her phone, scrolled to her photos and showed Martin Winters a picture of her computer, with the encrypted file open on it.

      “Do you recognize this encryption?” she asked.

      Martin’s eyebrows rose slightly. “I do, yes. It’s our proprietary encryption program. Did Melissa have something encrypted with it on her personal computer?”

      “She did,” Violet confirmed. “Was she not supposed to?”

      Martin shook his head. “No. There were strict rules against it. The encryption software was designed by the company, exclusively for the company’s use.”

      “And I assume it was to protect the most sensitive documents developed by Ixtil?”

      “Of course. As I’m sure you know, the pharmaceutical industry is incredibly competitive, and we have trade secrets to be kept from prying eyes. It would be a disaster if those sorts of files were to be uncovered.”

      “Do you know if there is a backdoor to access the encryption?” Violet asked, and Martin shook his head fervently.

      “No. There absolutely is not. That encryption software cannot be broken into without the key. I guarantee it.”

      “But how can you be so certain?” I asked.

      “Because I built it,” Martin Winters replied.

      Yup, that was definitely a good reason.

      “Ah,” Violet said with a small smile. “So can you tell me how it works, exactly?”

      “Sure,” Martin nodded. “The file the person wants to encrypt has to be run through the encryption program. Afterwards, they’re prompted to create the private key, the only way to decrypt the file. The private key has to be between sixty-four and one-hundred-and-twenty-eight characters long.”

      “I suppose Melissa did not leave any clues as to what her private key may have been?” Violet asked, and Martin gave her a knowing smile.

      “You obviously know a thing or two about computers yourself, so you know very well that no, Melissa would have known much better than to write anything down that might hint as to her key.”

      “It was worth a try all the same. Sometimes the answers to even the most obvious questions can be surprising,” Violet replied with a sad shrug.

      “Why don’t you have a look at her work station?” Winters asked, pulling an old laptop out from a cabinet. “No one really wanted to use this computer after she died. There isn’t really much of anything on it; the files were mostly wiped by the company after it was taken out of use, but who knows? You might find something on there.”

      The computer’s background was a fantasy-type image of a dome-topped castle surrounded by waterfalls leading into a large river. It was pretty cool looking, but decidedly not what we were here for.

      Violet immediately began opening folders and scrolling through them, her fingers moving faster than I possibly could have imagined. The one thing I could tell, despite my rather limited experience with computers, was that there wasn’t much left here to see.

      One file, however, Violet clicked on.

      “Mr. Winters, could you please tell me what this is?” Violet asked the man, who leaned over her shoulder to have a better look and frowned.

      “That’s strange,” he said.

      “Why is that?”

      “Well, it’s an order to test a substance in our lab. It must have been missed when I got one of the interns to delete all her files. But that’s not the strange part, what’s odd about it is there’s no reason why Melissa could have needed a substance tested by our lab.”

      “What was it tested for?” I asked, looking closely.

      “Chemical composition,” Winters replied.

      “Look at the date,” Violet said. The top corner was where I found it: the request was dated six days before Melissa died.

      “She would have received the results a day or two before her death,” Winters said quietly. “It generally takes the lab about four days to test a low-priority sample like this one and get the results.”

      “Would it be possible for me to get a copy both of what she requested be tested, and of the result?” Violet asked.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Winters said slowly. “It may be difficult to get that past the legal department.”

      “Your best efforts would be helpful, as a man’s freedom and a murderer’s capture may very well depend on that information.”

      Winters nodded gravely, his face paling as the seriousness of the situation dawned upon him.

      We parted ways, with Violet stuck deep in thought as we left the building. I couldn’t blame her. This visit had definitely invited even more questions. What had Melissa Carnegie sent for testing? Why had she done it? Was the test result the reason she had called Andrea Cartwright?

      The more we learned about Melissa Carnegie’s life, the more questions I had.
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      We didn’t have too long to think about what it was Melissa had sent out for testing at the lab; we were due to meet Elle’s ex-boyfriend at the soccer field where he practiced.

      Globe Town FC were one of England’s most successful soccer teams. In fact, one of the papers in the window of a convenience store we’d passed that morning advertised the fact that they’d beaten Manchester United the night before by a score of two to one.

      They shared the London Stadium, the brand new building built for the 2012 Olympics, with West Ham Football Club, and as we made our way towards the stadium, I couldn’t help but notice the West Ham United blue and maroon colors competing with the Globe Town FC’s black and gold on the large signage outside the building.

      Despite the fact that it was just a late morning short practice for the team, the day after a win right here in the stadium, security was pretty tight. I wasn’t a huge sports fan, but I was pretty sure you didn’t have to show ID and be searched for weapons when you went to check out the 49ers practice.

      Eventually, Violet and I were led into the public viewing area. As soon as we stepped into the stadium, my breath was taken away by the sheer size of it. It had to fit fifty thousand people, easily.

      I wasn’t sure what was more impressive: the sheer expanse of the building, or the way the players were casually kicking the balls to one another, doing tricks to one-up one another as they began making their way to the dressing rooms.

      Ok, I was sure which one was more impressive: it was the players. I had trouble even kicking a soccer ball straight through the goal posts. These guys were casually kicking the ball up, kneeing it a couple times, knocking it up and heading it to another player.

      At one point one of the balls reached Liam Montague; I recognized him from the billboards. He casually took the ball off his knee, bounced it off the top of his foot a few times, then kneed it over his shoulder and bounced it off his heel like it was nothing.

      I could have tried that a million times and still never done it successfully.

      “I see you are impressed,” Violet said, as I noticed my mouth was hanging open as I gaped at the skill level. The other guys were good, but Liam Montague was next level. He eventually kicked the ball with his heel directly into the open ball bag, and was met with cheers and high-fives from his teammates as we approached.

      “Liam Montague?” Violet asked.

      “Yeah?” he replied, looking over at us. He gave Violet a very obvious once-over, then decided she was worth his time. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “What can I do for you? Would you like an autograph?”

      “I would like you to prove to me that you did not kill Melissa Carnegie,” Violet replied, and Liam Montague took a surprised step backwards.

      “That chick that got herself killed, like a year ago?”

      “Yes, that one.”

      “I didn’t kill her. I had no reason to.”

      “You were dating one of her friends at the time of her death.”

      “That’s right, Elle. I knew that crazy bitch would come back to haunt me.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Why exactly do you say that about her?”

      “Oh, she was nuts. An absolute stunner, on the streets and in the sheets, but totally insane. That’s why we broke up; she was nuts. I’d look out my window at night and see her sitting in her car, parked outside my apartment, just watching. When I asked her about it, she said she was checking up on me to make sure I wasn’t cheating on her. Then, when I broke it off with her, she used makeup to fake bruises and sent pictures to all my mates warning them that I was an abusive piece of crap. I’d bet she went to the papers, too, but they probably saw straight through her. No one has bruises that shimmer.”

      I couldn’t help but let a giggle seep out at that one. Once, in the fourth grade, I’d used some black eyeshadow to pretend I’d gotten a black eye and get some sympathy. It had actually kind of worked, but then standards were a lot lower at ten years old than they were at thirty-something.

      And to be honest, I could totally see Elle Lorraine doing that sort of thing. She hadn’t seemed like the greatest human being alive when we’d spoken to her.

      “Did you know Melissa Carnegie?”

      “Sure, I met her a few times. Once at a club, once she and Elle came here to watch me practice, and once at a party at my place.”

      “What did you think of her?”

      Liam shrugged. “Honestly? She was pretty quiet. I can’t say I really know anything about her at all, other than she was friends with Elle. She seemed pretty straight-laced, not the kind of girl I usually hang out with. Or the type I’d have expected to see with Elle, really.”

      It certainly didn’t sound like Liam Montague had any reason to kill Melissa. It sounded like maybe it was just happenstance that they knew one another.

      “Thank you, Mr. Montague,” Violet told him.

      He gave us a quick nod and stalked back off towards the change rooms.

      “So that’s it,” I said. “He probably didn’t do it.”

      “Do not be so naïve as to believe everything everyone tells you at face value,” Violet replied. “Did you notice his arms?”

      “That his biceps were huge? So he works out a lot. It’s not like he looked like Arnold.”

      “No, he did not,” Violet admitted. “Although these days, performance enhancing drugs are far more subtle.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it; we didn’t really study that sort of thing very much. I know how they work, of course, and how to test for them, but that’s about it. I did notice the needle marks on his arms, but I figured that was just from the B12 injections.” Top-level athletes frequently injected vitamin B12 in doses far higher than what us normal humans would take, as it’s a perfectly legal way to increase athletic performance in the short term.

      “Perhaps,” Violet replied. “But perhaps not. After all, we have a woman who had a sample of a substance sent to test at a laboratory, and only days after receiving the result, phoned an investigative journalist before being murdered. While it may simply be a coincidence, and the events are not related, it would be remiss of us not to investigate further.”

      “That means we’re totally not leaving here right away like normal people, are we?” I asked, my heart dropping. I was going to have to add yet another felony to my list of accomplishments since moving to London.

      Violet gave me a small smile, and I immediately knew the answer.

      “Alright, what’s the plan?”

      “We need to find where the team doctors store the vitamins for the players, we need to steal a sample, and we need to test it ourselves.”

      “Great,” I muttered as I followed Violet down the hallway towards the locker rooms. All of the other players and coaches were gone by now, all of them presumably in the locker room going over how their practice had gone. An assistant was gathering the rest of the discarded balls and putting them in bags, but he had no time for us and didn’t even notice when we slipped through the tunnel ourselves.

      Even though we weren’t in any area that was generally open to the public, it was still pretty flashy. The walls of black and gold had the Globe Town FC logo on the walls, and inspirational quotes abounded. The door to the locker room was closed and guarded by a huge dude who just nodded at us as we walked past; evidently, he didn’t care what we did so long as we didn’t try to get to the players.

      Around fifteen feet further down we passed a black door labeled “staff”, along with the same black and gold logo. It looked very promising, but as I slowed down to have a look, Violet grabbed my arm and we continued until we passed through a set of glass sliding doors and found ourselves in an undecorated area, the grey cement blocks and ground completely exposed. We were definitely no longer in the cool people area.

      “Why did you pull me away?” I asked.

      “We were no more than three meters from the man guarding the door. He may not have had any problem with us walking past the locker room, but had we broken into the staff room in front of him, he may have acted differently.”

      Ok, that was a good point.

      “So what do we do? Wait for him to leave?”

      Violet shook her head. “No. I do not want to have to stay here for hours, and besides, there is a much easier way. You must go back around, through the other tunnel, go back towards him the way we came, and tell him something. You are lost, you need to use the facilities, anything. Just ensure that he speaks to you for at least thirty seconds, and that you keep his gaze towards the field, not towards the door where I will be entering.”

      “I don’t know how to keep someone talking,” I said.

      “Well, the alternative is for you to break into the room and steal the vitamin vials,” Violet said.

      “Ok, fine. I’ll distract him. But I can’t promise you any more than thirty seconds.”

      “That will be plenty,” Violet said. “I will meet you back outside, where the cab dropped us off.”

      I nodded and made my way away from the glass doors we’d just come through. I eventually found another entrance back towards the field, and doubled back into the tunnel from the field. This time, when the man saw me walking past, he gave me a confused look.

      “Sorry,” I said sheepishly, looking over at him. “I’m afraid I’ve gotten just a little bit lost. You see, my friend and I, we’re exchange students over here from America, and it’s our first time in England! And we absolutely love it here, and it’s amazing, and a friend of mine who works here part time managed to get us in to watch the practice, since we could never actually afford tickets to a game. And watching the players was absolutely incredible, and the most amazing thing ever, but I’m afraid I went to the bathroom – sorry, you guys call it the loo, don’t you – and I promised my friend I’d meet her outside, but I just can’t for the life of me find the exit. Sorry – the way out.”

      I didn’t exactly have a lot of experience playing the ditzy redhead, but I figured that my method of making my voice an octave higher than normal and shifting my weight from one foot to the other while smiling nervously up at the guy was the best I was going to be able to do. I also hoped my diatribe had lasted longer than thirty seconds. I hadn’t exactly been keeping track in my head, and I didn’t dare look towards the door Violet was breaking into for fear that the man would follow my gaze.

      “Of course,” the man nodded with a slightly amused smile. “London really is lovely, isn’t it?”

      “I love it so much!” I gushed. “I never thought I’d have so many adventures when I moved here!”

      “Well, if you just head down the rest of the tunnel,” the man said, turning and pointing, “you’ll pass through a set of glass doors. Take a left, and maybe fifty yards down, on your left, will be one of the exits.”

      To my immense relief, when the man turned around, Violet wasn’t there.

      “Thank you sooooo much,” I gushed, flashing the man a smile that I hoped looked more sexy than manic, before heading back out the tunnel and following his instructions to leave the building.

      I met Violet, whose face was as impenetrable as always.

      “So, did you get them?” I asked as she hailed a cab.

      “Of course,” she replied. “Your stalling method was very effective. Thank you for the help.”

      “No problem.”

      “Now, we go to test the composition of these vials,” Violet said, patting her purse gently as we stepped into the taxi.
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      “My initial instinct was to assume you don’t have the equipment to test the chemical composition of a fluid at your house, but then I realized that’s actually exactly the sort of thing you would have,” I said as the cab began driving.

      “Sadly, while I have some basic scientific equipment at home, I do not have what is required for this experiment in question. Could you please take us to St. Bartholomew’s Hospital?” Violet asked the driver, who nodded.

      Just then, I got a text from Brianne. I have an idea. Meet me at the hospital?

      “Can you manage without me?” I asked. “I have to go to the hospital to help Brianne out for a bit.”

      “Of course. Please, can you drop my friend off at The Royal London first?” she asked the driver, who nodded. “I will text you when I have the results. It should be sometime tonight.”

      “Thanks,” I said to Violet. I sent a quick text back to Brianne.

      Sure, be there in half an hour or so. This had better not involve anything illegal.

      Barely illegal came Brianne’s reply a minute later. Inwardly, I groaned.

      Still, to be totally honest I was kind of curious as to who was breaking in and stealing food from the Royal London. Especially since we’d seen with our own eyes the security footage that showed no one entering through either of the doors.

      I met with Brianne in the cafeteria. She looked haggard; obviously she’d just finished a long stint at the hospital, but energy still shone bright in her eyes.

      “Look what I’ve got,” she whispered to me, pulling what appeared to be a light switch out of her purse. My eyebrows rose.

      “I think you’ve lost it, Brianne.”

      “Of course I haven’t, silly. This isn’t actually a light switch. It’s a camera.”

      I looked closer at it and saw that sure enough, the end of the switch reflected just a tiny little bit, enough to give away that it was a camera if one looked closely enough.

      “Cool,” I said. “Where are you going to put it?”

      “Well, that’s the thing, I’m not quite certain. After all, we don’t know how the thief is getting in, so how do we know where to put the camera?”

      “It has to go on a wall,” I mused. “Otherwise, it would look ridiculous and out of place. Do you know where most of the food has gone missing from?”

      Brianne nodded. “The pastry cabinet, over there.”

      I looked directly across from it. The wall on the other side of the room had a garbage can against it, but was otherwise pretty inconspicuous.

      “Over there,” I said, nodding with my head, not wanting to make it obvious what we were looking at. “That way, the camera will catch footage of the thief. Is it a good quality camera?”

      “Decent,” Brianne nodded. “I got it from a friend who works in a security store part-time. It records in 1080p, but it’s also wide angle, so if we put it on that wall it’ll have to zoom in considerably to see the face of whoever is stealing the food.”

      “Still, I think it’s worth the risk,” I said. “If we put it by the other wall to get a side-on view of the pastry cabinet, it’s a much more trafficked area, since all of the staff have to walk past that wall to get to the back area. It’s much more likely that one of them will notice a random light switch that doesn’t actually turn anything on.”

      “Right,” Brianne said. “I think you’re right. Let me just take the tape off the back and I’ll go stick it over there, and hopefully no one will notice.”

      I glanced around the room. It was pretty full; it was just after lunch time, after all, but everyone seemed to be pretty engrossed in their own conversations.

      “Be careful,” I told Brianne. “If you get caught, I’m pretending I don’t know you.”

      She grinned at me. “Fair enough. But don’t worry, I got this.”

      I watched as Brianne got up, taking her coffee cup with her, and with a single confident motion, dropped the coffee cup into the garbage can and put the fake light fixture webcam on the wall nearby. I had to admit, she pulled it off quite a bit better than I would have.

      Prancing back to the table, Brianne plonked herself back onto the chair with the confident look of a woman who’d just pulled it off. And she definitely had.

      I clapped for her silently. “I have to admit, that was really well done,” I said.

      “Why, thank you! Perhaps I should go into theft as a career. I hear there’s a lot of money in that.”

      “Only if you don’t manage to get Violet coming after you.”

      Brianne laughed. “You’ve got that right. It’s a wonder anyone dares to commit any crimes in London with her around. Speaking of, how’s your investigation into Melissa Carnegie going?”

      I shrugged. “It’s ok. We have a couple of leads that we’re following up on. Well, one major lead, really.”

      “Really?” Brianne said, eyes shining. “Who did it?”

      “We don’t know that yet,” I replied. “But we think she might have been killed for something she wanted to tell a reporter. We’re not one hundred percent sure what that was yet, but it might have had to do with doping in high-level soccer.”

      “Wow,” Brianne said, her voice hushed. “That’s so cool! Other than, you know, the woman being killed.”

      “Well, we’re not totally sure about anything yet.”

      “Of course. And you know whatever you tell me won’t make its way to anyone else.”

      “I know,” I said. “That’s why I didn’t even bother warning you not to tell anyone.”

      “Anyway, let me show you how this camera works,” Brianne said, pulling out her phone. She tapped something into it, and then showed me the screen. I was looking over the cafeteria now, but from a different angle. And sure enough, directly in the middle of the frame was the pastry cabinet from which things kept disappearing.

      “I’ll email you the link to access the feed,” Brianne said. “It uses the hospital wifi to send the signal to a secured site. I can set it to record any amount of the video that I want, so I’m going to set it to record whenever the cafeteria is closed.”

      “Good idea,” I nodded. “Thanks.”

      “No problem,” Brianne said. “We’re going to get this guy.”

      For what was probably the first time since we started this investigation, I actually believed Brianne. The webcam was a genius move, assuming no one figured out what it was and threw it out. Once we caught the culprit, we could ask them how they got in, and solve that puzzle as well.
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      When my phone buzzed at two in the morning, I groaned and rolled over. The second text a minute later made me realize they just weren’t going to stop coming, and I might as well look at them.

      Biscuit, who was curled up next to my knees, let out a little meow of disapproval as I reached over to the nightstand to grab my phone.

      “I know, Biscuit, I don’t like two am texts any more than you do,” I muttered as I pressed the home button and squinted as my eyes got used to the light.

      The texts were from Violet, obviously. No one else thinks it’s socially acceptable to text people in the middle of the night when they’re not plastered.

      We have the results.

      Come over at your convenience.

      I tapped away at my phone to form a reply.

      Violet, it’s 2am. My convenience is after a full night’s sleep. I’ll be there at eight.

      A minute later a reply binged away.

      My apologies, I did not notice the time. Eight am will be fine.

      I smiled to myself as I lay my head back down against the pillow and closed my eyes. Only Violet would be so engrossed in her experiment that she wouldn’t notice it was the middle of the night when she was finished.

      I woke up once more at the much more reasonable hour of seven-thirty, and half an hour later was let in to Violet’s house, where she handed me a green smoothie, which I looked at suspiciously.

      “Is this poisoned with anything? Will I end up at the hospital again?”

      Violet sighed dramatically. “I only did it to you once.”

      “Twice. You also poisoned those brownies that time.”

      “Brownies which you ate without my permission.”

      “They were just sitting on your kitchen table!”

      “To answer your question, no, there is nothing here which will poison you. In fact, your body may thank you for feeding it something healthier than tater tots for breakfast anyway.”

      I narrowed my eyes suspiciously at Violet. Had she been in my apartment, going through my freezer, or was it just a very well educated guess? I could never tell with her.

      Still, I took the smoothie and took a sip, tasting kiwi and pear. I tried to ignore the fact that there was definitely spinach in here, even though I couldn’t taste it, and followed Violet into the study.

      “What did your tests show?”

      “That those “vitamin” shots,” Violet said, using air quotes, “have an additional component to them.”

      “And I’m guessing it’s not a component that’s entirely legal.”

      “Indeed, it is not. Not in the game of football, anyway. FIFA introduced the “biological passport” – where every country’s player submits to a blood test – before the World Cup in 2014, but to be quite frank, football is very much behind other sports such as cycling when it comes to testing for banned substances. Such tests do happen, but not quite so frequently. Many football players do not believe that doping would be useful. Their argument is that football is too complex a game for the player who uses banned substances to truly benefit, rendering the testing for them useless.”

      “So like, their argument is that if someone takes steroids to build their muscles they’ll lose endurance, which would negate any strength gain?” I asked.

      “Exactement,” Violet nodded. “But there are still substances which are valuable, such as prednisolone.”

      “The steroid? It’s used to treat allergies, some autoimmune diseases, arthritis and a few other things.”

      “Yes, it does all that, but to athletes it is a very effective short-term booster of performance, which is why athletes are banned from taking it on the day of competition. However, with a biological half-life of two to three hours, and limited testing in the first place, it is really quite simple to take and get away with it.”

      “What if a guy happens to show up on the day, though?” I asked.

      “I have sources who tell me that it is indicated to training staff when testing is to happen beforehand.”

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “I have sources in a wide variety of places. Anyway, the fact remains, only one player in the English Premier League has ever been banned for taking a performance enhancing substance. The odds are quite high that a significant number of other players are doing the same thing.”

      “Fair enough,” I agreed. “So that puts Liam Montague at the top of our suspect list.”

      “It puts Melissa’s potential knowledge of the doping at the top of our motive list,” Violet corrected me. “Remember, it is not necessarily Montague who killed her. It may have been a team doctor, or a trainer, who did not want to be caught.”

      “Alright,” I nodded. “So what’s the next step?”

      Before Violet could answer, however, there was a knock at the door. Violet made her way over and answered it, then stepped aside as Elle Lorraine moved past her and into the room.

      “Elle,” I said, a little bit surprised. Of all of Melissa’s friends to be more helpful and see us again, I had least expected her.

      “I heard you’ve been going around speaking with my ex, Liam,” Elle say coyly.

      “We go where our investigation takes us,” Violet replied, motioning for Elle to sit. “It does not mean he has done anything.”

      “Oh, well I wouldn’t be surprised if he did,” Elle said in a conspiratorial whisper, even though the three of us were the only people in the house.

      “And why is that?” Violet asked.

      “Liam has a temper. He doesn’t really show it in public, but when you get to know him, you know, really know him, you see that side of him.”

      “Ah,” Violet said.

      “But that’s not the real reason I came by,” Elle said. “You told me to let you know if anything else came to mind, and it did last night. Melissa told me once that she kept important documents hidden in her apartment; that she had a special place for them. It was just the sort of thing that came up in a conversation, and I never thought anything of it, but then when it came back to me last night I thought maybe you should know.”

      “Thank you, Elle, that is helpful,” Violet replied. “Do you know what she kept there?”

      Elle shook her head. “No. It really was just a comment in passing. I assumed – I still do, really – that she just meant her passport and that sort of thing, but I mean, I don’t know that for sure. And I’d feel like a right idiot if I hadn’t told you and the box had the secret all along. I don’t know if it was found when her parents had her stuff moved, but I just wanted to let you know.”

      “Thanks,” I said to her.

      “No problem. I have to get back to work. I’ll tell you if I think of anything else. But trust me, I think you’re very much on the right track when it comes to Liam. That man is bad news.”

      Violet led Elle back to the door, and when she came back, there was a small smile on her face.

      “Well, it is time for me to phone the parents of Melissa Carnegie once more.”

      

      Two hours later we stood in front of the front door of Melissa’s Shoreditch apartment. Violet had called her parents, and discovered that while their plan had been to sell Melissa’s apartment after having her things put into storage, they just couldn’t bring themselves to do it just yet. Instead, the apartment had sat empty, the parents making the monthly mortgage payments, until the day they would decide they were finally ready to let it go. So, we stopped by their place and borrowed the set of keys, then made our way to Melissa’s apartment.

      Number 56 Haberdasher Street was a one-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment in an older-style, but obviously well taken care of building. Quite frankly, what impressed me the most was the street name: Haberdasher was a wonderful name for a street. Violet and I made our way into the building.

      The interior was actually quite nice. The apartment was split-level, with high ceilings and plenty of windows that let in the light. It seemed rather empty with absolutely no furniture in it, but I imagined that it would have made a nice home for a young woman living on her own in the city, especially since it was just a five minutes’ walk from Old Street station, in one of London’s more fashionable neighborhoods, particularly for someone in IT. I had heard of the Old Street Roundabout being referred to as the “Silicon Roundabout” more than once. There was surprisingly little dust for somewhere which had been sitting empty for so long, and my heart ached for Mrs. Carnegie, who I imagined probably still came to her daughter’s home from time to time and dusted.

      As I made my way into what had obviously been the living room, I tried to look at this place the way Violet would have. Almost as though she could read my thoughts, she stood beside me.

      “What is it that you see here?”

      “Well,” I started, focusing. “Against the far wall over there is a tiny dent in the wall at about the height a couch would be, and a bit of scuffing on the ground where the legs went, so I would say that was where Melissa’s couch was.”

      “Good,” Violet nodded.

      “So I think it’s safe to assume that over there was a TV, probably on a stand since the wall doesn’t look as if there have been holes patched and painted over.”

      “Ah, très bien,” Violet added, obviously impressed. I looked around and tried to get a little bit more info.

      “Over there, I think she might have had a desk,” I said, pointing to the far corner of the room. “There’s some scuffing on the floor where she would have moved the chair back and forth getting in and out of it, and the paint is less faded in a rectangular shape above it, so there would have been a painting or something hanging there.”

      I was totally nailing this whole being a detective thing.

      “Ah, mais Cassie, your powers of observation, they are improving,” Violet said with a smile. “Those were all very good deductions, and I agree with all of them. With that setup, she would have been able to listen to the television while she worked at her computer at the desk.”

      “But where would she hide important documents?” I mused.

      “Most likely in the bedroom,” Violet replied. “It is the most private part of a person’s home, and so when someone is looking to hide something, that is where they go first. But, it is important to analyze everything. If we were to look in the living room, I would look for a loose floorboard underneath where the sofa had been, as that would have been the most hidden part of this room.”

      “That makes sense,” I nodded. “Let’s go upstairs then and look at the bedroom.”

      The room was actually kind of spacious for a one-bedroom apartment, and by using the same technique as before I was quickly able to figure out exactly where the bed had been in the room. Wordlessly, Violet and I each went to separate corners and began testing the wooden slats in the floor. I came upon a loose one that had been under the bed.

      “Here,” I called out to Violet, who made her way over as I pried the piece of wood up and revealed a small compartment underneath.

      Inside was a simple cardboard box, thicker than and about twice the size of a shoebox. It certainly had about ten months’ worth of dust collected on it, and I opened it carefully. What I saw made me gasp.

      Inside was a single empty vial that looked exactly like the ones Violet had stolen from the Globe Town FC training room.

      “Wow,” I said breathlessly, looking at the vial. I picked it up and turned it around in my hand. It definitely looked exactly the same as the ones that we had. “That’s the same vial, isn’t it?”

      “It appears to be, yes,” Violet said, looking at it carefully. “Is there anything else in the box?”

      “Yeah,” I said, pulling out some papers, but they definitely weren’t related to this. “But it’s just important stuff of Melissa’s. There’s her birth certificate, and her transcript from university.”

      “Ah, so nothing related to this vial at all?”

      I shook my head no, and Violet nodded slowly.

      “So what now? That confirms our suspicions, doesn’t it?”

      “Ah, but Cassie, you are – how do you say – jumping the gun just a little bit. While it is exceedingly likely that this is what Melissa ordered to have tested by her company, we have yet to confirm it. Assuming would be a big mistake.”

      My shoulders slumped. “This means we’re going to break into somewhere again, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes, but do not worry. You will not be doing any of it, and it is not the sort of breaking in that you are thinking of.”
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      We made our way back to Eldon Road soon afterwards, and despite my questions, Violet wouldn’t tell me exactly what she had in mind. I gave up pretty quickly, and as we took the tube back to Kensington, I looked out into the dark tunnel, thinking the case over in my mind.

      When we made our way back into Violet’s house, she immediately sat down at her computer, and I pulled up a chair and sat down next to her.

      “Now are you going to tell me what we’re doing?”

      Violet smiled. “Alright. I want to ensure that this vial is what Melissa had tested by the company, and I will be doing so by hacking into their records. So you see, we are breaking in, but not quite in the way you might have imagined.”

      “Fair enough,” I said as Violet’s fingers flew over the keyboard. “I don’t understand though. I mean, there’s a guy who’s innocent of murder rotting away in jail. Can’t we just take our pretty good assumption and go from there in the interest of getting him out faster?”

      “We want to ensure that we manage to get him out of prison in the first place,” Violet replied. “Once a man has been convicted by a jury of his peers, the amount of evidence required to have him released increases considerably. We do not have the luxury of assumptions or loose ends; we must have an absolutely airtight case that proves that Tom Knightbridge did not kill Melissa Carnegie. It may take us an extra day or two, but that is the price of a thorough investigation which must, at all costs, be successful.”

      “I guess that’s a good point,” I conceded. Violet did know how to run one of these investigations a lot better than I did, anyway.

      “I am in,” Violet said about ten minutes later. I peered over her shoulder to see her looking at a bunch of folders.

      “Was it really that easy to hack?”

      “I would not say it was easy,” Violet replied. “After all, pharmaceutical companies spend an enormous amount of money to ensure that their files are kept private. And I guarantee you that the most important files at that company are kept on a secure internal server that we would require physical access to the building to access. However, I have hacked far more security-conscientious organizations in the past. Ixtil Pharmaceuticals was not simple, but it also was not exceedingly difficult to hack. I believe – and hope – that a basic laboratory report analyzing an outside product would not be subject to immense scrutiny and will be found somewhere on these servers.”

      Violet scrolled through the folders, then eventually began meticulously looking through file after file, each one of the reports being a laboratory one.

      “Aha,” she finally said, and I began paying close attention once more.

      Sure enough, it was a lab report made by Ixtil Pharmaceuticals. A Dr. Mary Appleton had signed off on the report, and as Violet scrolled down, it showed that the test in question had been a composition analysis from a small vial, requested by employee Melissa Carnegie, dated a few days before her death.

      Primary composition: cyanocobalamin, prednisolone

      There it was. Cyanocobalamin was the scientific name for vitamin B12 – at least, the man-made version which was common for use in injections - so at least it looked like Liam Montague was actually getting his vitamins along with his steroids.

      Underneath was a list of secondary composition components – things like the preservative sodium chloride, sodium hydroxide, and a few other chemicals required for the stability of the injection, but none of them seemed in any way out of the ordinary.

      “Yup, that’s a vial full of steroids and B12,” I said to Violet, who nodded. Still, I couldn’t help but notice she was frowning slightly.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I am not certain,” Violet said. “I do have a suspicion, however I do not want to air it until I am certain.”

      “Well, the information is there,” I said. “It shows that the vial tested was in fact the same as the composition of the one you stole.”

      “Indeed,” Violet muttered, almost to herself.

      I threw up my hands in frustration. “Ok. So you’re going to keep your ideas to yourself. So what’s next?”

      “Next, we visit the Ixtil Factory. I hope you are ready to see another part of England.”

      “I definitely am. Especially if the entire trip involves doing legal things.”

      “That, I cannot promise you.”

      “Great,” I muttered.

      “I believe we will stay overnight,” Violet said. “Meet me back here in ten minutes. And pack something that would pass for business attire.”

      “Ok,” I said, making my way back to my apartment just down the street.

      Fifteen minutes later, I was back in Violet’s apartment, packed, and having left instructions with Mrs. Michaels to make sure Biscuit was fed, and to take him for a walk if she felt so inclined. She assured me that my cat was so adorable that not only was he bound to get a walk, but if I didn’t mind he was welcome to spend the night at her place for a sleepover. Biscuit was in very good hands.

      Violet and I took the train to the industrial town of Walsall, in the West Midlands. The train only took two hours from Euston Station, changing once in Birmingham, not far from Walsall.

      When I learned it was an industrial town, I kind of expected to see smoke stacks, coal-covered buildings and lots and lots of concrete. I was pleasantly surprised to see that in England, even the industrial towns had a lot of charm. The brick buildings were well-maintained and quaint, and at one point we passed through a Victorian arcade that made me look up at the ceiling in awe.

      “Given your propensity against law-breaking, I will leave you to do as you please this afternoon, and I will meet you back at the hotel later,” Violet suggested.

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “I mean, as much as I complain about it, if I can be helpful I’ll come.”

      “I know, and I was mostly simply teasing you. For what I am doing this afternoon, I believe that it will go better if I do it alone.”

      “Ok,” I nodded. “Text me when you get back and we’ll grab dinner. Somewhere that doesn’t spell milk with a ‘y’,” I added, earning a small smile from Violet.

      “Perhaps we can find a middle ground between my regular health food café and the tragedy you call a meal,” Violet replied. I decided to spend part of my afternoon finding a place that fit the bill.

      My wanderings around town eventually made me realize one thing: this place had a ton of Indian restaurants, and while London was definitely not lacking when it came to good Indian food, any town this size with this many Indian restaurants had to be pretty good.

      I grabbed a couple of menus, and when Violet wasn’t back by 8 o’clock, I decided to just order take-out for both of us, from a place near our hotel called Golden Moments.

      By the time Violet walked back into our two-bedroom hotel room, I was busily munching down on an assortment of delicious Indian specialties. I had a mouthful of chicken Handi Lazeez in my mouth as Violet walked in.

      “‘Ow dit ‘o?” I asked with my mouth full.

      Violet frowned at me. “Usually by the time children reach the age of five they learn that speaking with their mouth full is not socially acceptable.”

      I swallowed hard. “Yeah, well, you knew what I meant. Besides, if you bug me I won’t let you share.”

      Violet looked at the curry, then smiled. “Alright. My plan went well, and tomorrow we are ready to investigate further. Now, is that white Jalfrezi that I see?”

      I grinned. “It certainly is.” It looked like I had made the right choice for dinner after all.
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      We spent the rest of the night eating delicious Indian food and going over our plan for the following day. As the next morning dawned, we rented a car and drove to the Ixtil Pharmaceuticals factory, which was just a few minutes outside of town. Violet stuck an employee parking pass on the dashboard – how on earth she had gotten a hold of it was beyond me – and we made our way into the factory.

      We were both dressed on the smarter end of business casual, and I did my best to look confident and knowing as we made our way through the front doors and showed our employee badges to the security guard. Violet didn’t tell me how she’d gotten a hold of these, but it didn’t matter. The security guard scanned them, and then motioned for us to go on through.

      My heartbeat basically began to double in speed as we began walking through the halls towards the laboratory. This was a pharmaceutical company; I was pretty sure the security here rivaled that of some small nations. I was half expecting that at any moment someone would realize we didn’t belong, hit a panic button somewhere, and a loud alarm would go off while red lights flashed and snipers took us out for being intruders.

      And yet, none of that happened. No one even gave us a second glance as I followed Violet through the building. She obviously knew exactly where she was going, and after a couple of minutes we found ourselves on the third floor, standing in a laboratory where a number of white-coated workers were busily using a variety of equipment to do some testing.

      When we entered the room, a short, plump woman with brown hair and a firm face looked up at us and came over.

      “Yes?”

      “Karen Knight, quality assurance,” Violet said in a perfect English accent, holding out a hand. “And my colleague, Rose Mulligan.”

      I shook the woman’s hand as well; she had a firm grip, and gave me a serious look. “Jennifer Frank, I run this laboratory. What can I do for quality assurance this morning?”

      “We need to look at the files of the analyses you have done recently.”

      “Of course. Please, follow me.”

      Jennifer walked off and led us to a small room attached to the main lab which featured about a half dozen state-of-the-art computers. A white-coated scientist was busy at one of the workstations transcribing handwritten notes into digital format, but the rest of them were free.

      “Please, let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Thank you,” Violet replied with a smile as she sat down at the workstation, and I grabbed a chair next to her.

      She tapped away for a few moments and this time I recognized what Violet was doing immediately – she was going through the company’s internal records to have a look at the analysis files, the ones we’d seen when we hacked into their servers.

      “Why are we doing this again?” I asked in a low voice so the person on the other side of the room wouldn’t be able to overhear.

      “We are double checking to ensure that the report is legitimate,” Violet replied in an equally low voice, still putting on her fake English accent.

      I didn’t understand why Violet thought it might not have been real, but then, there were always a lot of things I didn’t understand about Violet. What I did know is that there was no way she would risk faking identification to break into a pharmaceutical company’s headquarters if she didn’t have good reason.

      However, a moment later, she double-clicked a PDF file, and sure enough, it was the same report as we’d seen in her apartment.

      “So it is real, then,” I muttered, and Violet frowned.

      “It appears so.”

      “Don’t be such a downer, you’ve just uncovered a major scandal in English soccer, and now we have our main suspects.”

      “That is true,” Violet conceded. “It appears that Liam Montague – or someone around him – very much had a reason to kill Melissa Carnegie.”

      I tried not to think about the fact that if we’d just stayed at home and assumed the report was real in the first place, we wouldn’t have had to break into the factory here just to double check their files.

      Just then, the woman who had been transcribing stood up, and I recognized the name emblazoned in dark blue script on her lab coat.

      “Excuse me, Doctor Mary Appleton?” Violet asked as the woman walked past us, evidently having noticed the same thing.

      “Yes, that’s me,” the woman replied, a slight look of confusion on her face. Violet smiled.

      “We’re here from quality assurance, just doing a routine check. I’m wondering if you could answer a couple of questions about this report you’ve written. It’s just one picked at random.”

      “Of course,” Mary said, glancing over at the screen. Then, she frowned.

      “What is it?” Violet asked.

      “No, nothing. Go ahead.”

      “Could you please tell us what method you used to determine the chemical composition of the vial tested here?” Violet asked, specifically showing only the top part of the report, which gave a general overview of the test, including the date.

      “I’m afraid I can’t quite remember. We do a lot of tests here. If I could just see what the vial contained,” Mary offered, but Violet just smiled and shook her head.

      “Do not worry,” she told the woman. “You are not going to be in trouble for this. But you don’t remember this test, do you?”

      Eventually, Mary shook her head; she had no other options. “No, I’m afraid I don’t.”

      “Did you perform it? It was ten months ago. Please, it is important that you answer honestly.” This time, Violet motioned for Mary to look more closely at the report. Mary glanced at it, squinted, and frowned before shaking her head.

      “I’ve got to be honest. I have no memory of having performed this test.”

      “Are you certain?” Violet asked. “Please. It is very important. You will not be in trouble, regardless of your answer.”

      “I’m quite certain,” Mary replied. “Besides, just the way the report is written has some differences to the way I would have done it. I absolutely didn’t write this report.”

      “Thank you,” Violet told her. “Please, do not speak of this with anyone. It is of the utmost importance as we conduct our investigation. Do you understand?”

      “Of course,” Mary said, rather breathlessly. “Why is someone putting my name on reports that aren’t mine?”

      “That is one of the things we will be investigating. Please, tell no one, not even your supervisor.”

      Mary Appleton nodded, then Violet motioned for her to get back to work. She scampered out of the room, obviously shaken up a little bit by this new revelation.

      I raised my eyebrows at Violet. “Looks like your instincts were right. She didn’t write that report. Which begs the question: who is it who did put that report there, and why?”

      “The why is an easy one to answer: someone wanted it to appear as though Melissa Carnegie had the vials tested.”

      “Wait, so she didn’t get them tested at all?”

      “I do not believe so, no.”

      I frowned. “But why go to all this trouble?”

      “To hide the real reason she was murdered,” Violet replied. “This has been a very enlightening trip.”

      “I don’t know; I feel like we got more questions than answers by coming here.”

      “Yes, but now we know that we are asking the right questions,” Violet said as we left the room. She thanked Jennifer Frank for her time, and told her that everything appeared to be in order, and we left the same way we came in, with everyone still believing we were legitimate employees of the company.

      As we took the train back to London that afternoon, I couldn’t help but feel like we’d opened Pandora’s Box. There were just so many questions leaping out at me, and it felt like every time we answered one question there were three more where that came from.

      At least there was still hope, as well. For now, anyway.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      A couple hours after we got back to London and I got Biscuit back from Mrs. Michaels, who told me that they went for a few very good walks, I got a text from Brianne.

      Got the footage from last night. Come over and we’ll watch it together.

      Sure, be there in twenty, I replied. I quickly gave Biscuit some food which he was happily munching down on as I left and made my way to Brianne’s small apartment. She buzzed me in and I found her eagerly waving me over.

      “Some food went missing again last night, so there should be some footage here of the person who did it. Let me plug this into the TV and we’ll watch it at high speed.”

      I settled myself down on the couch, and Brianne joined me a minute later as the TV screen was filled with the sight of the pastry cabinet at the hospital cafeteria.

      Brianne tapped a couple of keys on her laptop, speeding up the recording, although there was really nothing visible at all; nothing changed on the screen.

      After about five minutes I was starting to get bored. “Come on, just come eat the food already,” I muttered at the TV. That was when something began to move on the screen.

      “Stop it there!” I exclaimed, but Brianne had also seen it and was already leaning forward to stop the playback and rewind it. She moved the timer back a couple of minutes and pressed play again, this time at real speed.

      A minute later, our thief appeared, and I couldn’t believe my eyes. His white face was partially covered by a black mask around his eyes as he moved and then climbed out of one of the ceiling panels, climbed down a pipe along the wall, darted over to the cabinet, and quickly began to take food from it. His claw-like hands shoved muffins into his face as he hurriedly fed himself, looking around furtively the whole time. Then, when he was finished, he took a caramel slice, presumably for the road, and left it in his mouth while he ran back up the pipe and into the ceiling tiles, put the tile back, and left everything exactly as he’d found it, minus a handful of pastries.

      I looked over at Brianne and the two of us burst out laughing. Our thief wasn’t a person at all: he was a raccoon!

      It appeared that the two of us had accidentally solved the question of what had happened to the escaped raccoon from the zoo. He was living in the walls of the hospital, and stealing from the cafeteria at night to feed himself.

      “Well, that certainly wasn’t what I expected,” Brianne said eventually.

      “It solves the question of how he was getting into the cafeteria without going through the front doors, at least,” I replied.

      “What even is that thing? It looks like a kind of weird possum.”

      “It’s a raccoon,” I explained. “They’re a really common animal in North America. They generally make their living by going through peoples’ trash. They’re considered a huge pest, but I guess in other parts of the world they’re pretty exotic.”

      “He was kind of cute, really,” Brianne said. “Did you see his little hands picking up the food?”

      I smiled. “Yeah, I did. I always kind of liked raccoons, despite their bad reputation back home.”

      “If they’re a North American thing, how on earth did it get to London?”

      “That one I can answer. Some thieves stole a few animals from London Zoo a few days ago. Violet was enlisted to get them back, and she got all of them except the raccoon, which the robbers told her escaped by itself a day earlier. Knowing raccoons, I can believe it. They’re crafty little buggers.”

      “And he made his way into the hospital somehow, and is now living in the ceiling tiles.”

      “Exactly. They’re nocturnal animals, so it makes sense that he would be eating the food from the cafeteria at night when there’s no one around.”

      “So what are we going to do about it?”

      “Well, we can’t tell hospital administration,” I replied. “Do you realize what kind of uproar there would be if it turned out a raccoon was stealing food and living in the ceiling tiles at a hospital? I wouldn’t be surprised if they decided to just shoot it.”

      Brianne nodded. “I agree. We need to get it out of there before anyone else realizes what’s stealing the food.”

      As much as I absolutely didn’t want to be involved in this, I knew Brianne was right. If the food-stealing culprit simply disappeared by itself, then eventually the people in charge would assume it was a patient who ended up discharged, and it would get written up as one of those weird things that happens in hospitals and eventually forgotten.

      “Time to figure out how to sneak a raccoon trap into the hospital.”

      “And more importantly, how to sneak ourselves in there, too,” Brianne said. “We need to do it fast. There’s rumblings that management want to start leaving security guards in the cafeteria; my bet is they’re going to start doing it in the next day or so.”

      “That means we have to do this tonight,” I said. “Ok. Time for a plan.”

      

      Brianne and I spent the next few hours working out our plan, and buying supplies. A quick trip to a local pet store got us a crate big enough for a medium sized dog, and a trip to the bakery got us some enticing treats that hopefully the raccoon would go for. If we could get this crate into the hospital without being spotted, that was.

      Eventually, we sat outside A&E, waiting for a big enough emergency to come by. It didn’t take long before an ambulance arrived with the occupants of a bad highway crash. The victim had been driving a motorcycle when he slipped on the wet pavement and slid into the oncoming lane, where he was hit by a car.

      I hoped he was going to be ok, and I knew he was in the hands of some of the best surgeons in the country, but for now, he was also an excellent distraction.

      A crowd of doctors and nurses loaded him off of the stretcher in the ambulance and onto a wheeled bed as they rolled him towards the operating room. Brianne and I made our way in behind the crowd, making sure to stay well out of the way. Everyone in the area was paying so much attention to the poor motorcyclist that no one noticed us walking in with a dog crate full of baked goods.

      “That’s step one done,” Brianne said to me in a low voice as we made our way through an empty hallway at the back of the hospital, heading towards the cafeteria.

      “Now, we just need to hide well enough that no one in the cafeteria sees us,” I muttered in reply.

      I made my way into the cafeteria, which was pretty much empty, seeing as it was now only a few minutes before closing time. I knew Brianne would be watching through a crack in the door, and as soon as I distracted the one woman working the main area – the cashier, who looked incredibly bored and happily began chatting with me as I bought a muffin to go – she would sneak in and hide the dog crate in the bathroom, in one of the storage cupboards under the sink.

      I thanked the woman after a couple minutes of chatting and began to make my way towards the door on the other side of the room, nearest to the kitchen entry. I looked behind me as I opened the exit door, and saw the woman was reading something on her phone. Smiling to myself, I darted back towards the kitchen as I let the door close. The woman would have assumed that I had left, when really I was simply sneaking into the back area.

      The doors to the kitchen had little round windows, and I peered through them before entering. There was one person at the back washing dishes, and another walking into a pantry. This was my best chance. I slipped inside carefully, then darted underneath a long metal work bench, crawling behind some industrial sized tubs of flour, keeping myself out of sight.

      Now all Brianne and I had to do was wait.

      I set my phone to silent and sent her a text.

      All good here. You?

      Yup. We should be safe to come out in about half an hour or so.

      Unfortunately, half an hour feels a lot longer when you’re sitting in a cramped position on a concrete floor behind some tubs of flour with absolutely nothing to do. When the workers both finally left and I made my way out from my position, I groaned as my now-tight muscles complained about the work I’d been making them do.

      “I know, I know,” I said to them. “I didn’t want to do that, either.”

      Brianne and I met in the main part of the cafeteria, both of us careful to avoid the doors, on which the cameras were now trained.

      Brianne held up the cage full of goodies. “Alright, where are we going to put this?”

      “I think we should put it near his pipe, the one he comes down,” I suggested. “That way, he’ll come across those goodies before he’ll make his way to the cabinet itself.”

      “Good plan,” Brianne agreed, nodding. We carefully set up the crate, making sure the custard tarts we were offering as a bribe were well and truly at the back of the kennel, before propping the door open. We discussed various forms of trapping, but eventually decided the best way was probably going to be the old fashioned way: pouncing on the door and closing it while the raccoon ate the treats inside.

      That plan also meant that one of us needed to hide out of sight of the raccoon, but still close enough to be able to reach and close the door to the dog kennel in about a second.

      “I was so cramped hiding in the kitchen I’m pretty sure my muscles have died,” I admitted when we discussed who was going to do it. “Do you mind?”

      “Sure. Unlike you, I actually exercise occasionally, so sitting in a cramped space for a little while will be fine.”

      I stuck my tongue out at Brianne, but deep down I knew she was right. “You’re always welcome to come to my yoga classes if you want,” she replied.

      “I’ll definitely pass,” I replied. From what I’d seen on TV, yoga was where super fit people went and did insane things with their bodies, whereas I struggled to stay upright while trying to do a downward-facing dog.

      “Sure thing. I’ll just casually hang out down here while you hide in the kitchen. I’ll let you know when we’ve got him.”

      “Will you be able to stay awake long enough?” I asked.

      “I will if you pass me a Red Bull from that fridge over there,” Brianne asked from her new spot underneath the counter. “I’ll pay for it in the morning.”

      I made my way to the kitchen at the back, wondering if there was any way I could sneak a gurney in here and at least have a somewhat comfortable place to nap for a couple of hours. Eventually, I managed to get somewhat comfortable in a corner of the pantry, and I was tired enough that I drifted away pretty quickly.

      I woke up to the sound of scurrying footsteps above me. At first, I thought I was dreaming, but when I realized what it must have been I woke up immediately, standing up in the pantry, knowing that I couldn’t leave but straining to hear what was going on.

      A couple minutes later I heard the sound of metal-on-metal, and I triumphant “Got him!” coming from Brianne.

      I made my way out into the room and found the raccoon in question sitting in the cage, still happily eating his food despite our presence.

      “Awesome,” I grinned. “Now, if only we’d thought about how we were going to get him out of here.”
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      “Allo?” Violet answered when I called her. She sounded so incredibly lucid, like I’d called in the middle of the afternoon rather than three in the morning.

      “Do you sleep? Ever? Or did they forget to add that function in when they programmed you?” I asked.

      “You did not phone me at three in the morning to check to see whether or not I was asleep.”

      “I didn’t, but now I’m curious.”

      “I was asleep, yes.”

      “Why don’t you sound like you were asleep?”

      “Because I am a functioning adult who is capable of putting together full sentences even when I am not at my full mental capacity.”

      I ignored the jab at my own responses to her three am phone calls.

      “Alright, well, Brianne and I need your help.”

      “And yet, your first instinct was to imply I am an artificial intelligence?”

      “Technically, I implied you were a robot,” I replied. “But yes. Will you help?”

      “Of course I will help. What is it that you need?”

      “We’re trapped in the Royal London cafeteria with your missing raccoon in a cage, and we need to get out, but there are security cameras on both doors to the exits now.”

      “And you did not plan an exit strategy before you entered?”

      “We can’t all be the world’s greatest detective. If we wait until the cafeteria opens for the morning and the cameras get switched off, someone’s going to come in here and find us.”

      I could practically feel Violet’s smile through the phone.

      “Alright,” she replied. “I will be there shortly. Stay there, I will call or text you with further instructions.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “If you are a robot, you’re a very good one.”

      Violet laughed and I hung up the phone, grinning at Brianne.

      “Our savior is coming,” I told her. “She says she’ll text when she’s ready for us to come out.”

      Brianne and I watched the raccoon for about half an hour, until Violet finally texted me.

      Come out via the east door, take the hallway to the back of the building, and get in the car waiting in the ambulance bay.

      I read out the instructions to Brianne, who nodded.

      “Here’s hoping Violet knows what she’s doing,” Brianne said.

      “She does,” I replied as we left through the door, finding that the hallway Violet had talked about was dark. The backup generator was on, and a little bit of light filtered through the emergency lamps on the walls, but that was it.

      “You were right,” Brianne said as we crept through the hallway, before making our way out the back and to the ambulance bay in question. A silver Corolla was idling in the bay, with a familiar silhouette behind the wheel. I didn’t even know Violet had a car.

      I really, really hoped she hadn’t “borrowed” it from some unsuspecting neighbor.

      “Thank goodness, this little guy is heavier than he looks,” Brianne said as she put the raccoon in his cage on one of the back seats then got in the other side.

      “His name is Alfred,” Violet replied.

      “Well, Alfred, you’re going to have to lay off the pastries, you’ve obviously put on a few,” Brianne said as she put her seatbelt on and I hopped into the passenger seat. As soon as we were in and all the doors were closed, Violet took off.

      “Do not worry, Alfred will soon be back to being fed his nutritious meal daily, perhaps with the occasional inclusion of a custard tart,” Violet said.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “First, we are dropping Brianne off at her apartment. Then, we go back home, where Alfred will spend the night before I call the zoo in the morning, alerting them that their missing animal has been found.”

      “How do you not have more questions about this, anyway?” I asked. “Frankly, if you called me at three in the morning and asked you to break me out of a hospital where I was keeping an escaped zoo animal captive, I’d need more information before just going ‘ok’.”

      “It was a time-sensitive situation. Besides, I am well aware that the two of you were investigating the mysterious disappearance of food in the Royal London, and I had my strong suspicion that Alfred was behind it the entire time.”

      “How could you possibly have known about it, and known that it was Alfred?”

      “One of the hospital’s administrators came and spoke to me about it the other day. He told me that despite the installation of security cameras that they have been unable to determine who the culprit is, or how they are entering the cafeteria. He wanted me to look into it for him, but I had to decline, as frankly getting an innocent man out of jail is more important than missing custard tarts.”

      “Yeah, but I mean, Alfred could have been anywhere.”

      “Except that I told you the animals were being kept in an abandoned warehouse in Shadwell, which is just south of Whitechapel. It would not have been difficult for a raccoon to have made his way the short distance from there to the hospital.”

      “Well, whatever the reason, I’m glad Alfred here is going to be well taken care of,” Brianne said. “I wouldn’t have wanted him to have met an untimely death due to his love of custard tarts.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “I wasn’t the biggest fan of raccoons growing up, but he was just trying to keep himself fed.”

      “I am certain that he will be very spoiled by the zookeepers who have missed him for a number of days now,” Violet said.

      “I can’t believe you knew without us even telling you about the case,” I said. “It was so obvious, in hindsight, that it had to be an animal coming in, who wouldn’t need to use a door. I mean, the answer was staring us in the face, and we just couldn’t figure it out.”

      Violet’s eyes suddenly widened.

      “Say that again.”

      “I can’t believe you knew-”

      “No, no, after that,” Violet interrupted.

      “Umm, the answer was staring us in the face, and we just couldn’t figure it out.”

      “C’est ca. C’est bien ca,” Violet muttered to herself. “Brianne, I hope you will forgive me, but we are not going to your flat. We are going straight to my home. However, I can offer you a spot in the guest bedroom.”

      “Sure, no worries,” Brianne said agreeably.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I am not certain, but I want to test something,” Violet said. It looked like this crazy night wasn’t quite over just yet.
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      As soon as we got home, Violet left Brianne to deal with Alfred as she rushed straight in, with me following after her. She rushed to her computer and turned on the screen.

      “You’ve figured out the code to decrypt the file, haven’t you?” I asked. That was surely the only thing that could make Violet this excited.

      “I am not certain, yet,” Violet replied. I grinned. That was definitely the track she was on, anyway.

      “What is it?”

      “What you said… it was staring us in the face the entire time. What did Melissa Carnegie have staring her in the face all the time?”

      I shrugged. “A wall?”

      “Think back to her apartment.”

      I did so, and remembered the spot on the wall that was a little bit lighter than the rest.

      “A picture. That’s right; there was space for a hanging picture. But how do we know what was there?”

      “Ah, but we have been told!” Violet exclaimed as she opened up the encrypted file, and it asked her for a key.

      Violet began typing.

      Inxanadudidkublakhanastatelypleasuredomedecreewherealphthesacredriverranthroughcavernsmeasurelesstomandowntoasunlesssea

      Violet pressed enter and I held my breath for a split second until a folder appeared. We were in!

      “That was it!” I exclaimed, and even Violet couldn’t hide the grin on her face.

      “Yes, it appears it was,” she replied.

      “How did you know that was what was on the picture?”

      “Leanne told us that what she had kept was the print of Melissa’s favorite poem. It having been her favorite, she would have likely kept it most often where it would be easily seen, such as directly above her computer station at her home. I do not know how much of the poem was on the print, but as we needed something between sixty-four and two-hundred-and-forty-eight characters long, I figured the first verse would do.”

      “I didn’t take you for the kind of person to have memorized English romantic poetry.”

      Violet smiled. “It is good to see I can still surprise you.”

      “You surprise me every single day.”

      “Well, the fact of the matter is, we have decrypted the file which Melissa Carnegie thought was important enough to hide from outside eyes using the best encryption method available to her. Let us see what it was all about.”

      “Is this about that murder?” Brianne asked, coming down the stairs.

      “It is indeed,” Violet replied as Brianne made her way over to us, peering over Violet’s shoulder as she opened the only file in the folder: a random PDF file.

      I hadn’t even realized I was holding my breath as Violet opened the file. What could be in here? The secrets to curing one of the world’s most lethal ailments? Proof that someone was embezzling money? A letter from someone threatening to kill Melissa?

      It turned out the PDF was none of those things. It was just a list of names. By reading the header, it was obvious they were subjects in a double-blind test of an antihistamine the company called Polgone. It must have been that one Annie Powers had told us about.

      I frowned as I read the list of names. Kelly Mueller, David Ross, Louise Jansen, Karen Frankton, Mark Swift, Lester Pierson. There were dozens of other names on this list, and I didn’t recognize a single one of them.

      “Why did Melissa Carnegie think this was so worth hiding?” I asked Violet, who shrugged.

      “I do not yet know. However, there must have been a reason. She would not have gone to this extent for something insignificant.”

      “Ok, well, you do that. I’m going to sleep on the couch, wake me up if you find something interesting, but not until at least 8am,” I replied, making my way to the couch and grabbing a throw blanket.

      “There are extra guest rooms upstairs if you would like an actual bed,” Violet told me.

      “Too much effort to climb up the stairs right now,” I answered, covering myself in the blanket and closing my eyes. “Good night everyone.”

      I was pretty sure I was asleep before Violet or Brianne even had a chance to reply.

      

      I woke up the next day to the smell of ham wafting through the air. It could only mean one thing: Violet had made omelettes for breakfast. She didn’t even use bacon, like a normal person, to make hers.

      I groaned and got up off the couch, my back complaining about my decision to sleep there instead of the comfortable bed upstairs.

      “Yeah, well, I was tired,” I grumbled at my body. “Deal with it.”

      Making my way to the kitchen, Brianne was already happily munching down on an omelette along with toast that looked like it was made from birdseed rather than flour.

      “Morning,” Brianne greeted me. “How’s it going?”

      “My back is sore, but I wasn’t attacked by an escaped raccoon overnight so I guess I should consider it a success.”

      “Yoga makes your back feel better,” Brianne teased, and I stuck my tongue out at her.

      “Did you figure out what the file was about?” I asked.

      “I did not. Despite your teasing, I, too, require a certain number of hours of sleep every night. After we have eaten breakfast, I plan on hacking the Ixtil Pharmaceuticals servers once again, and I will see if I cannot discover what it is about that particular file that Melissa Carnegie thought it was so deserving of a strong encryption.”

      Violet slid an omelette on a fresh plate for me as well, topping it with chopped green onions, and began reaching for the bread.

      “I don’t suppose you have any plain white bread to go with that?” I asked, and Violet gave me a look that just screamed “while Komodo dragons are an acceptable thing for me to keep in my house, plain white bread is not.”

      “Fine, I’ll take the squirrel food,” I muttered.

      “Squirrels eat a natural diet plentiful in nuts, you should not use their diet as an insult.”

      “Squirrels don’t care what their food tastes like, but I do.”

      “You are always welcome to not eat it at all,” Violet said, and my stomach chose that exact moment to betray me by letting out a loud gurgle. Violet smiled. “Ah, you see? Your body craves not only food, but also the nutrients that this bread will give that will allow you to function like a normal adult today, despite the less-than-ideal amount of sleep you got last night.”

      “Fine, I’ll take the squirrel food,” I conceded, taking the slice of bread and sitting down next to Brianne to eat. To my intense disappointment, the bread wasn’t even that bad. The omelette was delicious, however, and I quickly devoured the whole thing while Violet went into the other room and began putting her hacking skills back to good use.

      “I have to be at the hospital again in an hour,” Brianne said. “At least now we know Alfred isn’t going to fall prey to an overly enthusiastic hospital administrator.”

      “We should go visit him at the zoo sometimes,” I suggested.

      “Ooh, that’s a good idea. It’s nice to know that he’s going somewhere where he’ll be well taken care of.”

      “Cassie! Come here,” Violet called out a few minutes later. I gulped down the last of my omelette and made my way over to her in the study.

      “I’m out of here,” Brianne called out. “Text me later if you solve a murder, I want to hear all about it.”

      “Will do,” I said to Brianne with a wave as she passed by the two of us on her way out the door. “Right, so what are we looking at?” I asked Violet.

      “Melissa’s file was evidently something that came from the company,” Violet replied. “Therefore, it is presumably a file with a matching, or at least a similar file, somewhere in the company’s servers.”

      “Ok, I can understand that.”

      “Well, I found the file on the Ixtil servers.”

      Violet double clicked a file, which opened a PDF that looked identical to the one that had been encrypted by Melissa Carnegie: Kelly Mueller, David Ross, Karen Frankton, Mark Swift, Lester Pierson, and about one hundred other names.

      Suddenly, I frowned. “Wait a minute. There are names missing off this list.”

      Violet nodded. “Exactement. Eight names, to be exact.”

      “Louise Jansen was on that list Melissa encrypted,” I said. “I remember that much.”

      “Yes, and her name is missing from the new list.”

      Violet opened another tab and typed the name into Google.

      The first couple of results were Facebook and LinkedIn profiles, but afterwards there was an obituary from a London paper.

      Louise Pauline Jansen passed away suddenly last Wednesday at the age of thirty-one at a London hospital. She is survived by her two loving children, Josie and Paul, and her husband Nathaniel.

      A picture showed that Louise Jansen had been an absolutely gorgeous woman, and I was suddenly reminded of a conversation two security guards had had that Brianne and I overheard.

      “I think I overheard two security guards at the hospital talking about her,” I told Violet. “They said it was a shame she’d died because she was so hot, and mentioned the fact that she had kids. They said she’d taken something for an outbreak of hives, and when she got a migraine she went to the hospital, where she died not long afterwards.”

      “Now that is interesting,” Violet muttered. She went back through the two lists, and found another name that was on Melissa’s list and not the company’s list: George Newman. Typing his name into Google showed he had died thirteen months earlier.

      I raised my eyebrows at Violet, whose face now held a very somber expression. I was pretty sure we both knew exactly why Melissa Carnegie had kept this file so secret.

      Violet continued to find names that were in one file and not the other, and soon we had a list of eight of them. Eight people, out of a test group of one hundred, who had died while testing the new antihistamine Ixtil Pharmaceuticals was about to put on the shelf.

      This was not good.
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      “We need to make sure that whatever the UK equivalent of the FDA is knows about this. And the FDA as well. Didn’t Annie Powell tell us that they were making a big push into the US market?”

      “Yes,” Violet said, nodding. “We must absolutely ensure that this product is not granted any sort of license to be sold. It has an eight percent death rate. Millions of people use antihistamines every year. Putting this product on the shelf would be catastrophic. I know someone who works at the MHRA. I will send this information to her.”

      “And I don’t know anyone at the FDA, but I can email one of my old professors at Stanford who I know is connected there,” I added.

      “Good. I will make a phone call, while you email the file to that person.”

      I sat down in front of the computer and sent out the email. Professor Hailey Wicks had formerly worked at the FDA before going into teaching, and I knew she would do the right thing. I couldn’t believe that a pharmaceutical company was willing to put a product on the shelves that killed people, all in the name of short-term profit.

      Violet came back into the room a few minutes later and emailed the file to her contact at the MHRA as well.

      “Well, if you’d asked me yesterday if I thought we’d come up for a better motive for murder than uncovering a doping scandal in British soccer I’d have said no, but here we are,” I said quietly.

      “Yes,” Violet replied. “Melissa was almost certainly killed over her knowledge of this file existing. She must have come across it somehow while helping someone with their computer, and realized somehow that it was not identical to the file that was submitted to the FDA and the MHRA.”

      “So she kept it safe by encrypting it to make sure it couldn’t be deleted without her, and then she told someone she shouldn’t have,” I said.

      “Do you remember what Elle Lorraine told us? How she thought that Melissa Carnegie was having an affair?”

      “Yeah, about it being wrong?”

      “We can’t keep doing this. It’s wrong, and it has to stop.”

      “That’s it.”

      “I no longer believe she was talking to a lover about an affair. I believe she was speaking with someone at the company about the drug being deadly.”

      “And whoever she was talking to killed her,” I agreed.

      “That is most likely, yes.”

      “We have her phone records, but it only shows that she called the main line at the company, it doesn’t tell us what extension she dialed.”

      “That is too bad, it would have made our job far easier,” Violet said.

      “There really can’t be that many people who would have known about the deaths, though. I mean, there’s the head of the company. He would have had to know. That’s most likely who Melissa Carnegie would have gone to, right? After all, she would have gone as high up as she could.”

      “Yes, that is a good point,” Violet agreed.

      “But what would the head of the company have to gain?” I asked. “I mean, all that would happen is they release the drug, they sell a ton of it, eight percent of the people who take it die, and they end up losing everything in a class-action lawsuit.”

      “You have obviously not met the disillusioned criminal,” Violet replied. “It is very simple for one to convince themselves that there will be no consequence. After all, they would argue that both the FDA and the MHRA would have approved the drug after years of extensive testing, and therefore there was no way for them to know that the drugs were actually deadly.”

      “But that’s ridiculous. The only reason they don’t know that is because they hid the data from the regulatory agencies.”

      “That does not stop criminals from thinking they are bulletproof,” Violet said. “No, we must go speak with John Albright.”

      

      An hour later, Violet and I found ourselves once again at the Ixtil Pharmaceuticals head office, and despite the fact that we weren’t about to do anything illegal – that I knew of, anyway – my heart still pounded in my chest. I had never experienced so many surges of adrenaline in my life as I did since starting to spend time with Violet.

      The receptionist gave us a tight smile; a sure sign that she was getting a little bit annoyed by us.

      “Martin Winters once more?” she asked as we entered.

      “No, this time, we require to speak with John Albright,” Violet replied.

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” the receptionist replied. “Mr. Albright is in meetings all day.”

      “Well, you will have to cancel one of them, because trust me, you want me to be able to speak with Mr. Albright about what I have discovered before I go to both the police and the media.”

      That threat definitely did the trick, because the woman typed away for a few minutes before motioning for us to sit down.

      “Someone will be here to receive you, eventually.”

      About half a second after we turned away to sit down, the woman’s eyes turned back to her computer and she continued to tap away. If someone offered her a fire hose right now she probably would have happily turned it on us in an attempt to get us as far away from this place as possible.

      I played around with my phone while we waited to be taken to John Albright’s office. In an obvious attempt to make us leave without seeing the man, we were made to wait for about ninety minutes. I was getting pretty impatient; I had never been good at sitting around and waiting for things to happen, but Violet didn’t seem bothered by it in the least.

      I figured she probably had a lot of stuff she could be thinking about as she sat there, not even looking at her phone, simply lost in her own little world, thinking about whatever it was Violet thought about.

      Eventually, however, the click of high heels made its way to the reception area, and a tall, skinny brunette who looked to be in her early thirties with her hair tied back in a ponytail made her way to the waiting area.

      “Violet Despuis and Cassie Coburn?” she asked, although it came out more statement than question. “Come with me.”

      Without another word she turned on her heel and headed back into the Ixtil Pharmaceutical offices while Violet and I got up and followed. We made our way all the way to the back of the offices, where the woman stopped in front of a large mahogany door, her hand on the handle.

      “Please, do not bother Mr. Albright for longer than is strictly necessary, he has a very busy schedule and has limited time to accommodate… whatever this is,” she said, looking down on the two of us, and I was tempted to let out a giggle. It couldn’t have been more obvious that the people at Ixtil Pharmaceuticals didn’t want us here.

      Frankly, I didn’t blame them. I had a feeling they were all about to regret letting us in fairly shortly.

      The woman opened the door and let us pass.

      “Violet Despuis and Cassie Coburn, sir,” she said before closing the door behind us. I struggled not to let out a gasp as I looked at John Albright’s office. The office itself was pretty nice – white on white, just like everything else in this building, and super modern, but the entire back wall was made up of floor to ceiling windows that looked out over London.

      I could see the Thames in the background, and the big tower known as The Shard on the other side of the river. The Cheesegrater – I didn’t really know the real names of most of these buildings – not far away seemed so incredibly majestic when seen up close from this high up. The view was absolutely incredible.

      It was too bad that in order to get it, Albright had been willing to put millions of people’s lives at risk.

      “Yes, Ms. Despuis. I do hope you’ve found Melissa Carnegie’s killer. What is it that I can do for you?” Albright asked, motioning for the two of us to sit on the white leather chairs in front of his desk. A couple of glasses filled with water sat in front of him, waiting for us, but I wasn’t about to drink the water from here again. Not after last time, even though it had been Violet’s fault.

      “You will be happy to know that we have found Melissa Carnegie’s killer, and it is not Tom Knightbridge,” Violet said slowly.

      “Oh no?” Albright replied. “Well, I’m glad to hear it. And who, may I ask, is the real killer?”

      “You are,” Violet said, leaning forward in her seat.
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      To my surprise, Albright simply laughed.

      “My dear, I’m afraid you’re delusional. What possible reason could I have had to kill a woman I barely knew?”

      “This one,” Violet said, handing him a USB stick. Albright took the stick, carefully, as though it could burn him, but stuck it into his computer.

      “If this is some kind of joke,” he warned, but Violet interrupted him.

      “I assure you, I do not joke when it comes to murder.”

      The file on the stick loaded up, and I was able to pinpoint the exact moment when John Albright realized what was on the USB stick. His face went from jovial and friendly to pale and aghast. The smile dropped off his face as he realized what he was looking at, all the color draining from it. When he looked up at Violet and myself, the eyes that had been glistening with polite friendliness a moment before were now cold and hard.

      “Where did you get this?” All semblance of politeness was gone from his voice as well; it was now cold as ice.

      “Melissa Carnegie encrypted a thumb drive containing only this file. We both know what it represents: the original list of people in the trial of your new antihistamine. Including all the ones who died.”

      “How dare she?” Albright muttered, and Violet gave him a grim smile.

      “My bet is that she left an unencrypted copy on her computer, am I correct? That way, when you sent in your hired goons – or perhaps you did it yourself – after you killed her, you did not suspect that she had hidden another copy, on a thumb drive whose encryption even I had trouble uncovering.”

      “That bitch!” Albright snarled. “There was another file on her computer. She left it right on the desktop. I deleted it myself, then wiped her hard drive just to be safe. I didn’t even think to look in her collection of thumb drives.”

      “That is because Melissa Carnegie was a more intelligent person than you,” Violet said. “She knew that her life was in danger as soon as she told you what had happened and you did not act in the way she thought you would.”

      Albright laughed, a cold, cruel laugh. “You should have seen her reaction. She thought I had no idea! She thought that someone in research decided to hide the results to stop themselves from getting into trouble, and that as soon as I was made aware of the real death toll of the drug that I’d yank it from production. She really had no idea of the economics. Sure, there would be group litigation, but that wouldn’t be anything compared to the huge sums of money I’d make in the meantime, until the deaths were linked to the drug, which would take quite a bit of time as it had always taken hours after ingesting the drug before those people fell ill.”

      “Well, if that’s not the justification of a psychopath, I don’t know what is,” I said.

      Albright shrugged. “If a few people have to leave their pathetic little lives for me to make all the money I do, then so be it.”

      “You should tell that to the people with whom you share a cell in prison. I am certain that they will appreciate your point of view,” Violet said, but Albright just laughed.

      “Please. I’m not going to prison.”

      “Someone should tell him what the penalty for murder is,” I told Violet, who smiled.

      “Yes. You killed Melissa Carnegie. That, in and of itself, is murder. Not to mention the deaths of all those people in the clinical trial.”

      “Please. You can’t prove I murdered Melissa. I made sure the crime scene was clean, and I did a pretty good job planting some clues about that dumb boyfriend of hers. Besides, the people dying isn’t a crime. I didn’t know our drug was deadly, so I’m not responsible. There are always risks with clinical trials. And even if I did know, no one goes to jail for white collar crime.”

      Violet smiled. “It was intelligent of you to have us thrown off the trail by the implication of the football player, as well.”

      “What are you talking about?” Albright asked, his brow furrowing slightly.

      “Ah. You know nothing of that?”

      “No. What does football have to do with any of this?”

      “Alright. Well, in any case, I will allow you to turn yourself in to the police if you so wish. After all, you know my methods, I am certain. You know that I am always successful, that I do not lose. If you choose to continue this charade, you live with a knife hanging over your head, knowing that at any minute I will discover enough evidence to have you locked away for the remainder of your natural life. And if you know of me at all, you will know that it will not take me long to discover the evidence required to have you convicted of Melissa Carnegie’s murder.”

      Violet’s tirade got more and more intense, to the point where when she was finished she was standing, towering above the seated Albright, who simply laughed in reply.

      “I might be afraid, if I thought the two of you might ever leave this room,” he replied with a small smile. Reaching into a drawer, he pulled out two things: a vial of pills, and a gun.

      Violet scoffed. “Please. As though you would get away with shooting the two of us in this office. That thing does not even have a silencer on it.”

      “I only plan on shooting you as a last resort,” Albright said with a disgusting smile on his face. “No, the two of you are going to take two of those pills, and you’re going to die right here in my office. It won’t be a painful death, or an ugly one, and your bodies will stay in storage until tonight when I’ll have them removed. I’d really rather not use the gun, since not only will it make quite a bit of noise, but I’ll have to make it a far more painful death.”

      Violet reached over to the vial of pills and poured them out, handing one of them to me and giving me an almost imperceptible shake of the head.

      Not that it was necessary; there was no way I was putting this thing in my mouth. If Albright wanted to make my death painful, that was fine. It couldn’t be worse than what I’d gone through in rehab after my car accident, and at least being forced to shoot me would increase the odds that he’d be caught and jailed.

      I took a look at the pill. It was a clear pill meant to be dissolved by stomach acid, filled with a clear liquid.

      “Cyanide?” I asked Albright, who nodded.

      “Yes. Prussic acid. The same type spies used in the Second World War and the Cold War when they were captured. They’d rather die than be captured. Don’t worry, it’s a rather quick and painless death compared to other options.”

      Violet was carefully looking at the pill as well, and I really hoped she had a plan. She smiled and reached into her purse.

      “Well, if you are going to kill us, we might as well do our best to kill you as well,” she said, and it was at that moment that I realized Violet had a packet of matches in her hand, obviously what she’d reached into her purse to get.

      “You do not know enough about chemistry,” Violet said to Albright. “Which is frankly, quite pathetic for a man in your line of work. Hydrocyanic acid is not only extremely flammable, but it produces a very toxic gas, the inhalation of which is deadly to all who come across it.”

      Ok, so Violet was exaggerating just a little bit. While it was true that hydrocyanic acid in its gaseous form was pretty much just as poisonous as the liquid form, there wasn’t nearly enough of it in those vials to kill a human in a room this big; the gas would just disperse itself too quickly.

      Still, going by the look on Albright’s face, he didn’t know that. As Violet lit the match and dropped it into the vial in a single quick motion, he let out of a shout of terror and leapt towards us.

      The vial exploded almost immediately; hydrocyanic acid was extremely flammable in liquid form. I dropped to the floor, knowing that as soon as it became a gas it would be lighter than air and rise to the ceiling; the floor was the best way to stay away from it.

      Albright coughed in panic and I watched from my spot on the floor as Violet reached across and grabbed the gun from Albright’s hand. It was easy, with the man more worried about being poisoned to death than anything else.

      Violet began to laugh as she stepped away from the vial.

      “You really should have paid more attention in chemistry class. Do not worry, you are unlikely to have symptoms worse than a headache and a little bit of vertigo, so long as we leave this room in the next ten minutes or so,” she said, trailing the gun on him. “And seeing as your alternative is a bullet – and I promise you, I will not kill you with them, but I will make your life miserable – I suggest you follow me.”

      I got up and made my way back towards the door with Violet as Albright, still coughing, and looking like he’d just lost the most important thing to him, followed us dejectedly.

      “DCI Williams is waiting to arrest you in the waiting room,” Violet said. “You made the same mistake with me as you did with Melissa: I made sure that as soon as I knew about the file, multiple other people did as well. The MHRA has been emailed a copy of the report as of ten minutes ago, as per my instructions to a friend, and the FDA will learn of it shortly.”

      Violet marched Albright past all of his employees, the gun trailed on him, while whispered rumors filled the halls behind us. As soon as we reached the reception area, DCI Williams jumped up and arrested the man, to the obvious distaste of the receptionist.

      “Please tell me you’ve got a license for that gun,” DCI Williams said to Violet.

      “It is not mine, this Neanderthal attempted to threaten us with it. We have a whole list of charges that we can add to Melissa Carnegie’s murder, including the attempted murder of Cassie and myself.”

      “Right,” DCI Williams said. “Are you alright, though?”

      “We are fine. I perhaps have a touch of cyanide in my system at the moment, but it will not be enough to do any lasting damage. Also, there is a hazardous fire in Albright’s office, but it is small.”

      “Christ,” DCI Williams muttered, before reaching for his radio and calling for firefighters at this address, and for them to be careful of the hazardous materials.

      “We will stay here and alert the firefighters to the situation,” Violet told DCI Williams. “We will come by later so that you can take our statements.”

      “Thanks,” DCI Williams said. “I’ll start the paperwork to get Tom Knightbridge out of prison.”

      As soon as DCI Williams left, along with Albright in handcuffs, I plopped myself down on one of the reception area couches.

      “That little fire won’t start anything too bad, will it?” I asked, and Violet shook her head.

      “No. It was quite small when we left the room, and most of the floor was made of fire-resistant material. It certainly will not spread in the time it takes the fire department to get here.”

      “Good thinking to light the cyanide capsules on fire.”

      “I am glad that you thought to lie on the floor as soon as I did it.”

      “Well, I’m not quite as brave as you, reaching over it to grab his gun. Are you feeling alright?”

      “I am perhaps a little bit light-headed, but I am otherwise fine. There is no real risk to me from that fire, we were not exposed to it for long enough.”

      “Fine. I’d still feel better if you went to the hospital.”

      “I, on the other hand, would not.”

      I rolled my eyes. I figured Violet was probably right anyway, and I’d be better off saving my insisting that she go to the hospital for times like when she was stabbed, or shot. I couldn’t believe I was going to let a minor case of cyanide poisoning slide, but when it came to insisting Violet went to the hospital I really had to pick my battles.

      And frankly, after an afternoon of almost being killed, I was just ready to go home and relax.
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      The next day, I was lying down on Violet’s couch, just hanging out while we waited for DCI Williams to arrive and take our statements. I figured after helping to solve a murder that got an innocent man out of prison and almost being forced to take a cyanide pill that would kill me I was allowed a mid-afternoon nap, especially since DCI Williams was uncharacteristically late. He’d told us he was going to be there at noon, but it was now just before two and he wasn’t here yet.

      I was just reading a newspaper article on my phone about how London Zoo’s beloved raccoon Alfred had been captured by some quick-thinking citizens who wished to remain anonymous, then I went over the events of the previous day in my head once more.

      “Hey Violet?” I called out. She was on her computer, typing away at goodness-knew-what.

      “Yes?”

      “You know yesterday, when Albright said he didn’t know anything about the soccer drug scandal?”

      “Yes?”

      “Then who was it who led us that way? I mean, someone had to go pretty far out of their way to fake some documents to keep us going that route.”

      “They did, that is true. I have my suspicions, but I will tell you when I am certain.”

      “I swear, this case is like one, long, never-ending mystery,” I muttered. I went back to my phone and looked at the news once more.

      Liam Montague Suspended by Globe Town FC Amid Doping Scandal

      I recognized the name on the byline. “Hey, did you tell that reporter about the drugs?”

      “I did, yes,” Violet replied.

      “That’s not what Melissa was going to her for though, was it?”

      “No. Melissa was absolutely going to tell Andrea about the antihistamine being deadly, after Albright brushed her off. Unfortunately, she was killed before she got the chance. However, I did like Andrea, and it is always good when reporters owe you a favor.”

      I smiled slightly. “So you gave her the report about the vials.”

      “I gave her not only my report, but also the extra vials, yes. She has quite the story on her hands, now. Besides, as much as I do not care about sports in the least, I do not believe in cheating.”

      Just then, the doorbell rang, and I jumped up to let DCI Williams in. His face was somber as he made his way into the room.

      “Ladies,” he nodded.

      “Ah. Congratulations on your arrest of yet another murderer,” Violet told him.

      “Don’t go congratulating me just yet. John Albright is dead.”

      My mouth dropped open. “What? How?”

      “Last night, not long after he arrived at the prison, he was stabbed. It was just outside of the views of the cameras, and of course no one is talking. Luckily, he admitted to everything on the way. Seems he was looking to make a deal with the Crown Prosecution Service. Tom Knightbridge was released late last night thanks to the confession, and is back to being a free man.”

      “That’s good news, at least. Did they catch the person who killed Albright?”

      “No, and they will not,” Violet answered. DCI looked at her strangely.

      “Please do not tell me you had anything to do with it.”

      “Of course not,” Violet replied. “I could have easily shot the man yesterday, and I would have been justified in doing so, if I had so desired.”

      “Then how do you know the details of how he was killed?”

      “I know who was behind it, and I know how they operate.”

      “So you can give me a lead?”

      Violet shook her head. “Do not waste your energies. You will never cut off the heads of this particular hydra.”

      DCI Williams looked over at me, and I shrugged. I actually had a little bit of an idea of who Violet was referring to, but I knew that if I was right, then so was Violet. There was no chance DCI Williams was ever going to get to the bottom of the conspiracy.

      “Fine,” he said. “I’m going to find out who did this, with or without your help.”

      “No, you will not,” Violet said. “I am telling you this as someone who appreciates your skill: this particular person is a criminal far beyond you, and you would be better off attempting to solve murders that you will be able to solve.”

      “If they’re such a good murderer, how come they’re in jail?” DCI Williams asked, and Violet rolled her eyes so dramatically I struggled to hold in a giggle.

      “The murderer himself is in jail, but the person behind the murder is not, and has worked very hard to keep it that way.”

      “Have it your way then,” DCI Williams said, a little bit sulkily.

      “I do not mean that you are a bad detective,” Violet said. “You are not. It is simply that there are criminals masterminds out there that the police do not even know exist, let alone have locked up. This person falls into that category.”

      “Alright. Well, if you have anything more to tell me, you know where to find me,” DCI Williams said. “There’s no use in taking your statements now that Albright is dead.”

      I gave the detective a sympathetic smile and led him back to the door. “Take care,” I told him.

      “You too,” he replied with a nod as he left.

      “Is it her?” I asked when we came back inside, and Violet nodded.

      “Yes. It cannot have been anyone else. We will know very shortly, if I know her at all, we should expect a visit from her in the next couple of hours.”

      “Well, in that case, I’m going to head on home, because your sister creeps me out, and I can definitely live happily without ever seeing her again.”

      The knock on the door just then, however, made me all too aware of the fact that it wasn’t going to happen today.

      I let out a groan.

      “You are welcome to hide upstairs if you would like.”

      “No, no. I’m here now, I’m not going to run and hide from your sister like some kind of animal,” I replied. Still, I waited for Violet to make her way to the front door and answer it rather than doing it myself as I had with DCI Williams.

      “I cannot believe you live in this hovel you call a house,” Lily Hunter said casually in a perfect high English accent as she sauntered into the room. “Oh, and you let your pet onto the furniture. How adorable.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Ooooh, I’m so insulted.”

      Lily was basically an evil version of Violet, in every way. She had married into one of the richest families in England before her husband died on their honeymoon. The police never so much as insinuated that there were suspicious circumstances, but I knew Violet believed her sister had killed her husband, and I absolutely wouldn’t put it past her.

      Lily was also not a very hands-on type of person. She ran her evil empire, as I liked to think of it, from afar, never getting her hands dirty enough for a criminal conviction. In fact, I agreed with Violet when she said that there was never a chance of DCI Williams figuring out that she was the mastermind behind the killing of John Albright.

      “Do not pout, sister dear, the look does not suit you,” Violet said. “Just because I cost you a lot of money is no reason to be a baby.”

      Lily’s eyes flashed with anger. “You did so much more than cost me money. I had a trusted client whose money was also invested. We needed the Ixtil stock to jump up from the bump with their antihistamine before we could sell for a massive profit, and short the company before revealing the truth about the deadly pills.”

      “Ah, so you were aware of the drug being deadly to its users.”

      “Of course I was; I offered up a lot of money to get that information. As soon as I noticed you were snooping around that woman’s death, I planted the lab report and the vials in her apartment to throw you off the scent. I was going to keep that particular scandal to myself for a while, but I figured it was worth the sacrifice, and you still didn’t fall for it.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to have to tell you that your plan to profit off the death of thousands of people has failed. Perhaps in the future you may consider less horrific means to supplement your substantial income.”

      “I don’t think you understand just what you’ve cost me with your little stunt.”

      “If by stunt you mean putting a guilty man in prison until you had him murdered, and allowing an innocent one to go free, as well as blocking the release of a drug that would have killed thousands, then you are wrong there. I know exactly what I did. And while I did not know for certain that you were involved until after Albright was killed, I would do it again in an instant.”

      “Stay out of my business,” Lily growled.

      “I will do so when it does not cost people their lives,” Violet replied. “Your psychopathy does not require innocent people to die for your schemes.”

      “So what? A few thousand idiots die. The planet is overpopulated anyway.”

      “No kidding, I can think of one person the planet could go without,” I muttered, and Lily turned to glare at me before continuing her tirade.

      “I will go now, but do not for a second think this is over, little sister.”

      “Oh, but it is,” Violet said, standing. “You will crawl back to your little hole, and you will find some other scheme, and you will leave this one alone because you crossed a line, here. You attempted to thwart my discovery of a deadly drug that was about to be put on the shelves in pharmacies across the country. That is absolutely unacceptable, even for you. So go, apologize to your client, and keep your head down because when you make a mistake, my sister, I will be there to have you arrested. I promise you that.”

      “Go to hell,” Lily seethed before turning on her heel and storming out of the room. Violet had a self-satisfied smile on her face as the front door slammed behind the older Despuis sibling.

      “Well, at least she didn’t try to kill us,” I offered.

      “She would not have been so stupid,” Violet replied. “But she certainly is angry. We got to her, with this investigation. Lily has not been to this house in nearly eight years; she does not come here unless she has absolutely no other options.”

      “So she did mastermind Albright’s death.”

      “She did, yes. My suspicion is that Albright knew of her scheme, and possibly was involved in it in some capacity, and he was killed so as to prevent him from telling the police about Lily.”

      “That’s cold.”

      “That is what psychopaths do.”

      “So that’s it then, for this case? We’re never going to prove that Lily had Albright killed, so we’re finished.”

      “Yes,” Violet nodded. “And as far as I am concerned, we did very well. We had an innocent man released from prison, and now that deadly drug will never be on the shelves.”

      “And you only tried to poison me twice.”

      “Well, once was in an attempt to save our lives,” Violet replied with a small smile.

      “I guess that makes it ok,” I replied. “Anyway, I’d better get home. Biscuit is going to want to go for a walk.”

      I said goodbye to Violet, and as I made my way down the steps towards my front door, I saw Isabella Knightbridge walking down the street, arm in arm with her brother. I smiled to myself. Even if Lily was still on the streets for now, Violet was right. Overall, we definitely had done good.

      

      Book 6: Cassie’s adventures continue in Killed in King’s Cross. When a body is displayed publically in King's Cross Station, the Metropolitan Police quickly find themselves embroiled in a media circus, and pull out all the stops to find the killer - including begging Violet for help.

      
        Click or tap here to order Killed in King’s Cross (Available December 2018) Now
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      First of all, I wanted to thank you for reading my book. I well and truly hope you enjoyed reading this book as much as I loved writing it.

      If you enjoyed Stabbed in Shoreditch I’d really appreciate it if you could take a moment and leave a review for the book on Amazon, to help other readers find the book as well.
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