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      Rob shook the plastic cup. He let the dice rattle around inside for a few moments before dumping them onto the linoleum table in the midst of a pair of empty Big Mac boxes and some discarded fries. He watched as the dice tumbled out and shivered to a stop under the dim light of an ancient lamp with a fringed, orange shade that must have come from the Seventies—three fives, a one, and a two.

      He pursed his lips. He could probably do better than that. He still had another shake left. Besides, he needed to maintain his lead, not that it would last for long. He scooped up the one and the two and put the pair of dice back in the cup.

      His gaze snagged on the sleeve of his hoodie. Some Mac sauce had dripped onto the worn, burgundy fabric, overlaying an almost artistic array of older food stains that had been too stubborn to come out in the wash. He snatched up a paper napkin to wipe at the pale-orange glob before the woman sitting across from him might notice it.

      The lingering scent of the spiced mayonnaise and salty fries overlaid the underlying mixture of aftershave, floral perfume, and traces of urine, body odor, and a healthy helping of Lysol that permeated the shadowy confines of recreation room—old-people smell. Rob would have wrinkled his nose, but he was used to it by now.

      The napkin rustled against his hoodie despite his best efforts, but his opponent took no notice. She was too busy tapping the tip of her pencil against her scorecard and muttering to herself. Rob’s eyes narrowed.

      He had a feeling he knew what was coming.

      The woman shook her silver-curled head. “Oh dear,” she said in Spanish. A faint expression of distress marred her lined, nut-brown face. “It seems my math is wrong. How did that happen? I’d better add it all up again.”

      Her pencil squeaked as she recorded a number in her running total column that was five points higher than before.

      “Abuela Rosa,” Rob said in a wry voice. His grandmother looked up, her brown eyes wide with a look of innocence he knew all too well. “You changed that three to an eight.” He dropped his napkin and reached across the table to tap the number in question with the tip of his own pencil.

      “Berto, how could you say such a thing?” She clutched at the front of her fuzzy, pink bathrobe and gave him a wounded look.

      Rob rolled his eyes at her. “Because you always cheat.”

      He ignored her use of the nickname ‘Berto.’ She was the only person he let get away with it—aside from his mother, who he had just about given up on at this point.

      “I? Cheat?” She drew herself up in her seat across from him. “I would never do such a thing.”

      She managed to maintain a straight face, but Rob could see the corners of her lips twitching and there was a glimmer in her eye.

      She had always been an outrageous cheat—even when Rob had only been a child. He had stopped playing Scrabble or any other word-related games with her long ago (unless he was in a particularly masochistic mood). She had a tendency to claim certain ‘words’ she came up with were in fact esoteric Spanish terms that Rob was not familiar with. And since the retirement home didn’t have a Spanish dictionary he could use to challenge her, she usually got away with it.

      He could have just used Leia—his laptop—to look up the words, of course. He gave the familiar bulk of his laptop bag a comforting pat from where it sat on the plastic chair beside him without thinking.

      But watching her cheat and trying to beat her fairly was at least half of the fun.

      “Did you get something on your shirt?” she asked.

      She reached across the table with a napkin of her own to dab at his sleeve with a faint ‘tsk’-ing sound—in an effort to distract him, no doubt. His gaze drifted to the large, round clock hanging from the wall in the empty recreation room. He could barely make it out in the dim light—2:25.

      “It’s late,” he said as he gently pulled his arm away. “You should probably get to bed.”

      His grandmother stifled a yawn. “Yes, I suppose so. Before I beat you too badly, eh?”

      Yes, there was a definite twinkle in her eye as she uttered the last sentence.

      She stood up with a faint scrape of her plastic chair and began gathering up the paper bag, napkins, paper cups, and cardboard containers from their meal. Rob rushed to his feet to help her. She reached up with a soft, wrinkled hand to give his stubbled cheek a fond pat.

      “Thank you for coming to see me, Berto. And for the food.”

      He felt himself flush and pulled away. “You’re welcome,” he mumbled. “Are they still feeding you OK here?”

      She shrugged. “It isn’t bad, but they have no idea how to use spices.” She gave a mock shudder. “So bland, and everything healthy—or so they say.”

      Rob gave a shudder of his own at the thought of an unseasoned meal of lean meat and steamed vegetables. He practically lived on junk food. He had no interest in cooking for himself, and his roommate Kira was no chef either.

      After they had cleaned up, Rob turned off the light, plunging the scattered tables and chairs of the rec room into darkness before escorting his grandmother back to her room. The hallways of the retirement home were lit by humming, fluorescent lights, but only every second one was turned on at this hour. They reflected dully against the beige linoleum floor.

      Rob walked with his laptop bag over one shoulder and his grandmother on his opposite arm. She didn’t need the support. She shuffled along in her slippers in a sprightly fashion, despite her age, but Rob knew she appreciated it when he played the role of gallant knight for her.

      The rest of the retirement home was silent. It had been locked up for the night hours ago, and all the staff and residents had gone to bed—an ideal time for Rob to visit.

      He and his grandmother had always been kindred spirits, and he had done his best to visit her often, especially since his grandfather had died of a heart attack a few years ago. But Rob had never been a people person, and the crowds of elderly residents that roamed the retirement home during visiting hours, all hungry to make a connection with a younger face, put him on edge.

      So his grandmother smuggled him in through her window late at night instead.

      No one else knew about his visits—not even Kira, or his parents and sisters. As far as any of them knew, he never left the apartment.

      And Rob aimed to keep it that way—much easier than having to deal with awkward questions or raised expectations. If word got out that he was leaving the apartment to visit his grandmother, everyone would expect him to start traipsing around town to socialize.

      He suppressed a shudder at the thought.

      His grandmother slid her arm free from his and ducked into her room to make sure the coast was clear. She had a roommate, but the other woman usually went to bed early, and was a deep sleeper with poor hearing. Rob waited in the shadows of the hallway.

      His grandmother reappeared a few moments later with a frown.

      “What’s wrong?” Rob asked in a low voice. He had never encountered anyone else inside the retirement home during his nocturnal visits, but it didn’t hurt to be careful.

      His grandmother shook her head. “It’s Helga.”

      Rob gave her a blank look.

      She waved her hand toward the doorway in an irritated gesture. “The woman who shares my room.”

      Her brown eyes met Rob’s with a look of concern.

      “She’s gone.”
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        * * *

      

      Rob blinked as he digested his grandmother’s words. “Are you sure she isn’t in the bathroom or something?”

      “I already checked. There’s no one there. Her bed has been slept in, but she’s not in it.” Her expression was more puzzled than worried.

      Rob slipped past her through the doorframe. The interior of the shared quarters was dark. The fragrance of his grandmother’s rose-scented perfume tickled his nose, mixed with a less familiar, soapy scent he assumed belonged to the other woman—Helga.

      He tugged his grandmother inside the room and shut the door behind her before turning on the light. He blinked against the sudden brightness.

      The room was decent sized. He had only seen it maybe once or twice before with the lights on. The center was dominated by a sitting area with a low coffee table surrounded by a battered, floral couch and a matching set of chairs. His grandmother’s neatly-made bed was at one far end of the room, along with a wooden dresser, complete with a tilting vanity mirror. He would have recognized the hand-stitched, rose print of his grandmother’s bedspread anywhere.

      Across the room, a second bed stood against the wall with a much more business-like chest of drawers. No mirrors for Helga. Her bedding was also utilitarian—plain dark green with no fanciful stitching or designs. Sure enough, the sheets were rumpled. Rob walked over to the bed to take a closer look. He placed a hand on the place where Helga had clearly been sleeping.

      It was cold.

      “Does she sleepwalk or anything?” he asked his grandmother.

      She shook her curly head. “No, not that I have ever seen. But she has been more… restless lately. I have heard her muttering in her sleep.”

      “What about?” Rob asked before he could stop himself.

      What did Helga’s restless sleep have to do with him?

      But he needed to know whether Helga had left the room on her own terms, or if his grandmother might be in some kind of danger. There were no signs of a struggle, but still…

      Dammit. I’m starting to think like Kira.

      His best friend and roommate always had a knack for finding her way in and out of trouble. On a couple of occasions, she had dragged him along with her. Just a few weeks ago, he had helped her to find and rescue an abducted young woman—this time from the comfort of their dining room table, with him parked behind his laptop while Kira did all the legwork. After some of his previous past experiences solving problems with Kira, he made a point of keeping himself out of harm’s way while she took the lead—much safer that way. Fewer people for him to deal with too.

      This couldn’t be a Kira problem, could it?

      “George,” his grandmother said, startling him from his reverie.

      “Huh?” Rob blinked at her.

      “She says the name ‘George’ in her sleep. I think it is the name of her son. He used to work here at the home as a gardener, but he disappeared almost a year ago.”

      Rob frowned. An uneasy feeling quivered in the pit of his stomach. “Disappeared, how?”

      His grandmother shrugged. “The police said he must have run off, but Helga wouldn’t hear of it. George was her only family, and she doted on him.”

      “And what did you think?” Rob gave his grandmother a penetrating look.

      As much as she often liked to put on an absent-minded act to put people off-guard (usually when she was trying to get her way with something), her eyes and her mind were still sharp.

      She pursed her wrinkled lips. “I always thought he seemed… What is the expression? Suspicious? No, shifty.” She switched to English to find the right word before launching back into Spanish again. “His eyes—they were always moving.”

      She lowered her lids and darted her own eyes back and forth to demonstrate while stooping her shoulders in a slight hunch. Rob would have laughed if the situation weren’t so potentially serious. She drew herself up a moment later.

      “I tried telling the police this when they came, but they would not listen to an old woman.”

      He sank his hand into his own thatch of curly, brown hair and blew out a sigh.

      Yup, this is definitely starting to sound like a Kira problem.

      Two people were missing. Yes, there was a chance that both George and Helga had just wandered off on their own, but somehow, Rob doubted it. (He blamed his previous experiences with Kira for his skepticism.)

      He and his grandmother hadn’t heard anything while they had been in the home’s rec room, and they hadn’t seen Helga since Rob had sneaked in through his grandmother’s window a few hours ago. If Helga had fallen or been in some kind of distress, they would have heard her in the silent hallways. And all the doors of the retirement home had been locked for the night, or at least, they should be.

      If something untoward had happened to Helga, it was probably related to the disappearance of her son, which meant his grandmother shouldn’t be in any real danger…

      But what if someone had snatched Helga in an effort to find something? What if they came back to search her things? If anything happened to his Abuela Rosa because he couldn’t be bothered to get involved…

      His shoulders slumped. He knew what he had to do. But it would mean exposing his secret outings.

      Or would it?

      His eyes narrowed. He could still try to keep things quiet. If he was careful, it might even work.

      Yeah, maybe if Kira’s had a brain aneurysm or something.

      Kira was one of the smartest people he knew. She could never touch him where computers and programming were concerned (in some part because he wouldn’t let her), but she was clever, and frighteningly quick to learn things. And she was much better at the whole people thing than he was.

      In this case, her skills were both a blessing and a curse. She would be useful in dealing with the staff and residents of the retirement home. She had even made a connection with some detective on the local force that might come in handy.

      Maybe if Rob could keep her focused on the case, she would be too distracted to ask too many questions about how he had learned about Helga’s disappearance in the first place…

      “Berto?” His grandmother said his name in a tone that made him feel like it hadn’t been the first time. He shook himself. She tilted her head at him. “What is it?”

      Rob steeled himself. “Go wake up one of the nurses and tell them Helga’s gone so they can start a search. Don’t tell anyone I was here.” He went over to the window and opened it.

      If he knew his grandmother, she would insist on joining the search herself, which would at least keep her with the rest of the staff, and hopefully out of trouble. If he tried telling her directly not to stay in her room alone, she would only end up doing the opposite out of sheer stubbornness.

      She gave him a solemn nod. “And what are you going to do?”

      Rob hoisted himself up onto the sill, careful to make sure his laptop bag didn’t bump against anything.

      “I’m going to get backup.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rob’s palms sweated against the steering wheel as he parked Kira’s car in its usual spot along the side of the street. He craned his neck to get a better look at the rear and side-view mirrors. Was the car closer to the curb than it had been before?

      Kira had no idea he used her car for his visits to his grandmother. He usually didn’t obsess over his parking job, but tonight he had an extra reason to be paranoid.

      Truth be told, Kira probably wouldn’t have minded him borrowing her little blue Corolla if he had bothered to ask her about it. She had even added him to the car’s insurance plan, in case he ever needed to use it in an emergency. But Rob still held out hope that he could keep his secret visits to the retirement home intact. He knew it was probably silly of him, but he liked having a side of his life that no one knew about—one that cemented his relationship with his grandmother and came with no obligations to anyone else.

      Abuela Rosa understood. His late-night visits appealed to her sense of adventure, and she never made him feel guilty about them. Kira probably would have understood too if Rob bothered to explain it to her, but somehow, the idea of anyone knowing about his visits made them seem less special.

      He pulled the car forward a few more inches. There. That seemed right. He shifted into park and reached out to turn off the ignition.

      Wait… The stereo had been on.

      He pressed the Play button on the car’s CD player. Kira could rarely be bothered to sync her stereo with her phone.

      Rob winced as the full-throttle, profanity-laced chorus of Nine Inch Nails’ ‘Only’ blared from the car speakers. He turned off the car and yanked the keys free with a string of Spanish curses.

      He sat for a moment with his heart hammering in his ears, waiting for lights to come on in the neighboring walk-up apartments that lined the street.

      All the windows remained dark.

      He let out a slow, shuddering breath and climbed out of the car. He hugged his laptop bag to his side for comfort as he made his way across the silent street to the front door of his apartment. He must have pressed the key fob at least three times before he was finally sure he had remembered to lock the car behind him.

      He unlocked the apartment door a moment later. Was the deadbolt always that loud? Surely, Kira must have heard it…

      He steeled himself and slipped inside.

      For a moment, he stood in the front hallway with the door still open. The streetlights in the distance behind him provided a dim source of illumination. The only other light came through the living/dining-room area, from the kitchen. Kira usually left the kitchen light on for him when she went to bed—presumably so he didn’t completely ruin his eyes by staring at his laptop screen in complete darkness.

      The apartment was silent.

      He eased the front door shut behind him and slid the deadbolt back into place. He winced as it made a dull thunk.

      No sign of movement or sound followed. He breathed out another sigh of relief. He had done it. He had made it back into the apartment without Kira finding out he had left.

      Unless she had wandered into the kitchen and that was why the light was on…

      He knew he was being paranoid, but he steeled himself to check anyway. He placed Kira’s keys onto the little wooden table that stood by the front door, where she always kept them. He slipped out of his worn sneakers without bothering to untie them to creep toward the kitchen. He caught the familiar, chemical cheese scent of his own half-eaten bag of Cheetos from where he had left it on the dining-room table with a can of Red Bull as he carefully avoided tripping over various piles of his own clothing that lay scattered across the carpet.

      He knew his sloppy nature bugged Kira, but those piles were at least partly meant as booby traps. When he got working on his laptop, he had a tendency to block out everything else. It was much easier to notice intruders in his domain if they were cursing his questionable laundry habits, or falling flat on their faces.

      The kitchen was empty—other than the pizza box he had left open on the counter sometime earlier. Better put it in the fridge, or he was sure to hear about it from Kira. Then again, it might provide a decent distraction… He decided to leave it where it was.
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