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      The three cats were sleeping in the bright morning sun in the large living room of the condo. Retired Detective Debra Pickett just stared at them as she sipped her coffee in the kitchen, amazed that they didn’t get too hot in the bright Las Vegas light.

      Sarge’s two orange cats, Pet and Ree flanked her cat, Nose, on the big brown cloth couch, all spaced evenly apart. She and Sarge had gotten the cats a year before as kittens, but now they were at full size. Nose, a black and white tuxedo cat was the girl and considerably smaller than the two orange male cats. But Nose seemed to run the house and the boys didn’t seem to mind at all.

      And all three of them were in top shape considering how much running they did through the two combined condos and up into the loft above the big condo. One thing both Pickett and Sarge had learned was don’t get in the way of any of the cats when they were running. It was always a losing proposition.

      “I see the morning napping in the sun has begun,” Sarge said as he came down the hall. He always let her have the bathroom first and for that privilege she fed the cats and made the coffee.

      Pickett kissed him and handed him his cup.

      Retired Detective Ben “Sarge” Carson was the most handsome man Pickett had ever seen. He had deep hazel eyes that didn’t seem to miss a detail, thick silver-gray hair, and a square jaw that gave him a slight movie-star quality. And he was in top shape for a man in his sixties. In fact, he was in better shape than most men of any age.

      She was much shorter than he was and four years younger at sixty-one. Her hair had not turned gray, but was still a rich brown for reasons beyond her imagining. She kept it short and easy to manage. Every other day they both worked out in the complex gym together and they walked as much as they could to stay in shape.

      Today both of them were dressed in their normal way. They both wore jeans and tennis shoes. She had on a silk gray blouse with a running bra under it while he had on a blue dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up.

      Both of them had their badges on their belt and their guns in a gun holster under their arms. When they went out they would both wear light jackets to cover the guns and badges.

      Every day she was amazed they had been so lucky to get on the Cold Poker Gang task force. It was a group of over twenty retired detectives who met once a week to play poker. During the week they all worked on clearing cold cases. The task force had cleared so many cold cases that the Mayor had given them special status to carry their badges and guns.

      And the really nice thing was that they could work on the cases at their own pace and never had to do paperwork. When they made headway on something, they brought in an active detective to take point. She loved that part more than anything else. They got to do all the fun work of solving the cases without all the crap of command and paperwork.

      And the regular detectives loved the Cold Poker Gang because not a one of the Gang wanted credit for anything. When one of the Gang cleared a cold case, they just stepped into the background and let the active detectives take the credit.

      However, at the weekly poker game, clearing a case always got a standing round of applause from the other retired detectives.

      She and Sarge worked with Retired Detective Robin Sprague, Pickett’s old partner when they were active. The three of them made a perfect team. Pickett and Sarge did the legwork, Robin did the computer work. They had closed a ton of cases over the last year or so they had all been together.

      Today Pickett hoped they would get information that would close another. They had gotten the case file from Andor at the poker game a week ago. Andor was the retired detective who was the direct connection between the Gang and the Chief of Detectives. Andor picked the cases for all of them.

      This time he had given the three of them the cold case of a body found two years ago after a fire in the remains of the old Moulin Rouge Hotel and Casino. The Moulin Rouge had only been open for six months in 1955, but during those six months it was the first integrated hotel and casino in the city. For six months it had the top entertainment stars of the time there, not only to perform, but as guests.

      The casino had blazed a burning trail through the racial problems of Las Vegas in the 1950s. It hadn’t solved them by a long ways, but it had at least forced open a few doors that led to progress.

      It had to be one of the most famous casinos of all time, even though it had only been open for a very short time.

      There had been dozens of attempts to remodel and reopen the place, especially after it was put on the historic register. But no luck for decades and a series of fires had pretty much left very little of the place remaining.

      A body was uncovered during the last fire, clearly dead for a very long time and somehow hidden in the walls of the old hotel. The fire hadn’t done the mummified corpse any favors, so all forensics pretty much managed to get was that it was a woman.

      The woman’s DNA was not in the system and there was just no telling how long she had been in that wall.

      After two years the case of the body in the wall had gone cold, so Pickett and Sarge and Robin got it.
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