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The only time I ever met Jonah Long he was wearing a fake beard, a blue pin-striped captain’s outfit, and a toy pipe that blew soap bubbles. He did not seem like someone who was about to change my life.


“I have a proposition for you,” he told me. Admittedly, that does sound like the kind of thing a life-changing person might say. It’s right up there with “It’s dangerous to go alone—take this!” and “You are the chosen one.” But a plastic bubble pipe really takes the edge off this sort of thing.


It was a nautical-themed party, which partly explained his ridiculous outfit. I thought he was hitting on me. “I’m in a non-dating phase,” I told him. Not entirely true, but I repeat: bubble pipe.


“A financial proposition, Dahlia.”


I had no idea who he was. I was irked that he knew my name, but it was clear from the way Charice was hovering over him that my roommate was involved. She was wearing an oversized mermaid’s outfit that made her look faintly seal-like—especially with her mugging at me as Jonah spoke. Eh? Eh? I felt like I should throw a fish at her.


But really, what could I do? I had seventeen dollars and twenty-three cents in my bank account at the time of this exchange, with less in savings. I could only use ATMs that dispensed tens. Despite my correct sense that Jonah was (1) ridiculous and (2) trouble, at the phrase “financial proposition,” he had my undivided attention.


“Come into my office,” I told him.


I didn’t have an office, to be clear. Actually, this is a good time to come clean on all the things I didn’t have, just to get them taken care of, right up front.


Things Dahlia Moss Did Not Have:


[image: image] a job


[image: image] an internship


[image: image] cheerful prospects of finding a job


[image: image] a reliable car


[image: image] a boyfriend


[image: image] supportive family members


[image: image] rent


[image: image] any skill or experience as a detective


Honestly, that’s just hitting the highlights, but I feel they look less depressing as bullet points. Still with me? If you are, you can’t say I didn’t warn you.


Anyway, no office. What I did have was a room—or more technically, Charice’s room, which she let me sleep in for free.


“Quite a place you’ve got here,” said Jonah.


He was referring to the fact that there were no decorations of any kind, just cheap, misshapen furniture and blank beige walls. This is what happens when garage sales keep you financially afloat.


“What’s your financial proposition?” I asked, gesturing for Jonah to sit in a sagging director’s chair while taking the luxury of the folding bed for myself. At business meetings, I had read, it was best to take the position of power, although I doubt a folding bed is what Forbes had in mind.


I could tell that Jonah was getting serious, because he took off his beard.


“I want you to recover the Bejeweled Spear of Infinite Piercing.”


This is the kind of statement that makes one pause, and it is especially the kind of statement that makes one pause when it immediately follows a debearding. First, the debearding: It was like one of those teen movies where the ugly girl takes off her glasses and is revealed to be a bombshell. Except that here we were moving from community theater sea captain to J.Crew model, which I would argue is a greater distance.


“The Bejeweled Spear of what?”


“Infinite Piercing,” said Jonah solemnly.


“How can something be infinitely pierced?”


Jonah was not interested in this sad and overly literal question. “It’s been stolen from me, and I want you to recover it.”


“Maybe an earlobe shaped like a Klein bottle?”


But earlobe-based math puzzles were not why Jonah was here. “Don’t get lost in the weeds,” he said. “The important thing is that the spear was mine, and I want you to recover it from the thief who stole it away from me.”


And here Jonah looked deeply satisfied and proceeded to blow bubbles from that damned plastic pipe. The noise was appealing, but it looked ridiculous.


It bears mentioning that this was not the first ridiculous boy that Charice had funneled through our apartment. Charice specialized in ridiculous, and so I got guests not unlike Jonah with relative frequency. They didn’t usually have quests for me, but I’ve seen lots of strange birds pass through. Charice favors odd theme parties that just sort of happen, like flash mobs. Literally, I’ve gone to the bathroom for a span of time and come back to find three people dressed like vampires in our sitting room. My general strategy for dealing with Charice’s parade of guests was to treat them as a sort of living theater. Occasionally, they were.


“All right, fine. Tell me more about the spear,” I told him, only half holding back a sigh.


“It’s an item from the Kingdoms of Zoth,” said Jonah.


Ah. Now I saw where we were going. It still didn’t make sense, but I could at least recognize the general destination. I waited for an explanation from Jonah, not because I didn’t know what the Kingdoms of Zoth were, but because I had hoped that he would imagine I was the sort of person who didn’t know what the Kingdoms of Zoth were. He didn’t. Ah well.


Zoth is an MMORPG. That’s Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game. One of those computer games with a million people playing at once. In this case, imaginary avatars dressing up in knights’ armor and parapets and killing griffins—that sort of thing.


The truth is, I knew quite a bit more about it than that. Zoth was a niche game—there are other, bigger games you’ve probably heard about. World of Warcraft, or EverQuest, or The Lord of the Rings Online. Those were games that had commercials on Hulu. Inviting, easy-to-learn. Zoth was a game for the hard-core. There weren’t commercials, because they didn’t want everyone playing. This game was for the serious, for the connoisseur. For the type of detail-oriented guy who would put together an elaborate and expensive sea captain’s costume, complete with bubble pipe.


“You want me to find a stolen item from an imaginary world?”


“Not imaginary, Dahlia. Digital. These are entirely separate things.”


The conversation had gotten weird, even given my usually high standards. To recap: A man dressed as a sea captain had sneaked away from one of Charice’s nautical-themed parties and wanted to hire me for detective work in a video game. There were countless reasons to question this proposal. And even blinded by the prospects of an ATMable sum of money, I found a couple of them myself.


“Why hire me for this? Surely you can find someone more qualified.”


Jonah clearly had been anticipating this question, because he answered in a smooth and curiously rehearsed way. “Oh, I think you’ll do. I’ve heard that you’ve played Zoth yourself. And that you have some experience working for a detective agency.”


That last bit was very carefully phrased. I wondered who had fed him the line and had to assume it was Charice. “Some experience working for a detective agency” is technically true if we understand that “some” means two days and “experience” means answering the phone as a temp. I explained this to Jonah, who did not seem to regard my confession as a revelation.


“It’s immaterial,” Jonah told me, “because I’ve already got everything all worked out. I already know who took the spear.”


My grandmother used to say that there was nothing worse than trust-fund kids with plans, and I find myself thinking of her now as I type this account. Jonah had both in spades, although at the time I understood neither the depth of his wealth nor his designs on me. I just thought I was being presented with a suspiciously well-wrapped package. Emphasis on “suspiciously.” But who were we kidding; I was a pauper, and I needed the package.


“What is it, exactly, that you would like for me to do?” I asked with a glimmering notion that this was the sort of question a drug mule might pose.


“I want you to meet up with the thief and shake him down.”


I was looking at Jonah, and he was clearly making the sort of face that Satan makes when he’s on the cusp of adding a new soul to his collection. There I was, watching the mischievous gleam in his eye and thinking this was surely some kind of trap, but I couldn’t escape the gravitational pull of money. Jonah could sense it too, because he volunteered details on payment without my even asking.


“One thousand dollars, right now. Another thousand after you’ve met with the thief. That’s my offer; take it or leave it.”


One thousand dollars buys a lot of ramen. Things had gotten so rough for me in the past few weeks that I had to walk to job interviews because I could not afford the bus. There was no choice here, not really.


“Well, Jonah. You just bought yourself a detective.”


[image: image]



Jonah handed me an envelope.


“Open it,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. The kind of sparkle you’d find on Santa’s face. Or a mental patient’s.


I opened it. It was brimming with twenties. One thousand dollars in twenty-dollar bills. Hundreds would have been more sensible, but the weight of the twenties made me feel rich, and I suddenly couldn’t stop smiling. I don’t know if it was Jonah’s intent, but nothing quells skepticism like money.


“There’s a note as well,” said Jonah.


And so there was. When I got over my euphoria, I discovered a small sheet of paper folded into thirds. I unfolded it and read the message.


To: KRISTO


From: REVENGE


What comes around goes around.


I recognized the font, a serif that screamed high fantasy while only whispering legibility, as being from Zoth, and so I asked:


“You’re Kristo?”


“I am,” said Jonah. “Level-sixty human thief at your service.”


“Someone sent this to you after the spear was burgled from your account?”


“Exactly,” said Jonah. “I can see that you are just the person for this sort of thing.”


There was something patronizing in his tone of voice that I frankly should have wondered about, but I had made one thousand dollars in five minutes, and for that price I would take the patronage. Instead, I found myself wondering who would steal a spear and then leave a snarky note. It could only increase the risk of getting caught, and for what? A punch line?


“So you want me to figure out who Revenge is?”


“I know who Revenge is. His name is Kurt Campbell. I think you’ll like him; he’s very charming.”


This was kind of a non sequitur, but I let it slide.


“How do you know that he stole your spear?”


This was a question Jonah had wanted me to ask, because his answer was another of his prepared speeches.


“Up until three weeks ago, he was my roommate and classmate, but through a series of entanglements”—and here Jonah put particular emphasis on the word—“Kurt lost his place in our graduate program. Following that, he lost his job, his income, and from there it was a short trip until I asked him to move out. He did not take it well.”


I was more than a few months behind in rent, and I hoped Jonah did not know that I was living on Charice’s largess.


“You aren’t hurting for money,” I said, gesturing to my envelope of twenties. “You don’t need a roommate to contribute to rent. Why kick him out?”


“Oh,” said Jonah, bored. “The principle of the thing.”


“We’re not talking drug addiction or something ugly here?”


“Ho, ho, ho,” said Jonah, which was an incongruous laugh for someone in a sea captain’s costume. Even beardless, one expected some sort of yarr. “No, Kurt’s not that sort of guy.”


“How did he lose his job and his spot in school in one fell swoop?”


“Entanglements,” said Jonah.


I had somehow known that’s what he was going to say.


When I was a second-grader, my older brother, Alden, was deeply into Dungeons & Dragons, and talking to Jonah suddenly reminded me of Alden’s stories. He would design these elaborate adventures and was so desperate to have someone play with him that he would occasionally try to make me fit the bill. I loved playing—I always idolized Alden, plus the game had horses—but I never seemed to go where Alden wanted me to. He’d present me with a quest, and rather than killing the dragon, I would linger about the princess’s castle. He’d always get all clammy on the details whenever I was somewhere he hadn’t planned on me being. What’s the throne room look like, Alden? I don’t know…gray? Is there a banner? I guess. What does the banner look like? It’s also gray. Are there pictures of flowers on it? No. But when you went to where Alden wanted you to be, you were drowning in description.


The roommate losing his job was a gray banner in a gray room. So I did what I had done with my brother. I tried to figure out where he wanted me to go.


“So,” I said. “You ousted your roommate, and you think that he stole some bauble from you in Zoth as retaliation. Was anything else stolen?”


“No,” said Jonah. “Just the spear.”


“Did you play Zoth with Kurt?” Surely yes. I had played Zoth only a little, and the idea of breaking into someone’s account and stealing something of value seemed daunting. How would you know what had value? Oh, the Bejeweled Spear of Infinite Piercing sounded impressive enough, but Zoth was one of those games in which everything sounded impressive. You’d load Truesilver Arrows of Unerring Path into your Wildwood Bow of Goblin Striking while sipping on Improved Plumberry Tea of Mana Replenishment. This was at level two.


“We played together, yes. He was part of my guild, the Event Horizons.”


“A very techie name for Zoth, isn’t it?”


“The guild migrated over from Martian Chron—”


“Who else is in your guild?”


And Jonah suddenly got rather sharp with me. At the time I assumed that it was because I had interrupted him. “The guild is not important,” he said, his voice suddenly loud. And then he returned, just as suddenly, to his previous cherubic mood. “What I mean to say is that you do not need to trouble yourself with the rest of the Horizons. It’s Kurt you should be interested in.”


Given that Jonah had just given me one thousand dollars, it seemed wise to stay off topics that made him raise his voice.


“Kurt knew that the spear was important to you.”


“Well, yes,” said Jonah, pleased that we were back on track. “But everyone would have known that. Zoth has more than a half million players, and there is a single spear. Think about that.”


I did think about it, and it did not impress me very much. But I was not a Zoth person.


“How did Kurt steal it from you?”


“He took it from my computer,” said Jonah hastily. “The machine remembers my password, so if you have access to it, you have access to my account. But that’s not important either.”


And again, the effect was like being shuttled through one of Alden’s games. Look at that, not this. Nothing down that hall, silly girl. Investigate the dragon.


“How about you tell me what’s important.”


“The important thing is dinner.”


Dinner was never the answer in Alden’s games, that’s for sure.


“As in, what comes after lunch?”


“Yes. The dinner that you’re going to tomorrow. I’ve arranged for you to meet Kurt tomorrow at a nice restaurant. He thinks that he’s meeting me. But he won’t. He will meet you.”


“And I will…?”


“You will tell him that I know that he took the spear. You will inform him that I have hired you as a private detective to ensure its recovery. And he will fold on the spot. Then I’ll give you the second thousand dollars, and it will be the easiest money you ever made.”


It all seemed impossibly dumb to me, but I was reminded of another of Grandma’s sayings: A fool and his money are a golden opportunity. If Jonah was handing out cash for purposes as silly as this, I might as well benefit.


But he was wrong about it being the easiest two grand I ever made. For one, Jonah hadn’t known about the Modern Woodmen of America scholarship, which was an easy two grand indeed, if a little hard to reproduce.


For another, he would never live long enough to give me the second thousand dollars.
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After Jonah left, I took a moment to count the twenties and inspect that it really was American currency and not some sort of gummy candy money. Something had to be off—money doesn’t just fall out of the sky like that—but I couldn’t put my finger on anything that was actually a problem. On the face of it, Jonah was some rich kid who’d been fed a line about my detective skills and was caught up in the romance of having his own private eye. But even as I failed to rub the ink off the money he’d given me, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something greater was happening.


I took the bills and placed them inside my copy of Northanger Abbey. If I was going to be stolen from, I could at least take consolation from knowing that the thief liked Jane Austen. And then I crept back into the party.


I generally avoided Charice’s parties, despite living among them. I was never one for parties, and I was especially against them since I had entered my long, dark era of unemployment. My parents, whom I would describe as sharklike real estate people, encouraged the idea, suggesting that Charice’s gatherings were a good place to “network,” but I could never stomach the “What do you do for a living?” questions, which are hard to take after thirteen months of failed job interviews.


I ventured out now. Guests in sailor suits danced while a woman pecked out the theme to The Love Boat on the marimba—which is to say that things were just getting started. Charice was making drinks for a boy who, from the looks of it, had dressed as flotsam. Even if my parents had been right about my needing to get my name out there, it’s hard to know what you’ll gain by networking with flotsam.


I passed by the driftwood and headed straight to Charice. I didn’t turn any heads, which is good, because I felt underdressed. This is a Dahlia Moss superpower. With my “quiet girl at the library” look, I am genetically suited to not being noticed at parties. In my best moments, I think I look like Carmen Sandiego, with long wavy brown hair and sunglasses and a fedora. Setting aside the fact that I don’t wear a lot of fedoras. In my worst moments, I think I look like Roz from Monsters, Inc., but maybe everyone thinks that.


“Did you put Jonah Long up to that?”


“No,” said Charice. “Put him up to what?”


The question must have taken her by surprise, because it was not in Charice’s nature to deny involvement with anything. Most of the time, this was simply because she was involved, but even in the rare case that she wasn’t, it wasn’t like her to just say no. More often you would get a raised eyebrow and Mona Lisa smile, suggesting that she was possibly involved, even if she didn’t know precisely what you were talking about.


Charice was the head-turner at parties, by the way. I like to think of Charice as a jolie laide, which is my way saying that I don’t really understand why men constantly throw themselves at her. She’s not really—a jolie laide is supposed to have a “flaw” that somehow makes her more beautiful, like a big nose that’s somehow entrancing and perfect. Or snaggle teeth. Or alopecia, although you see that one a lot less. But I couldn’t tell you what Charice’s flaw was. She looks like Peppermint Patty, but grown up and with 0 percent body fat.


I parried her question for now, but I knew that I would have to answer her eventually. “How well do you know him?”


Charice poured a sludgy red substance into a pink plastic cup and slid it over to me. “Drink this. It’s my special mix.”


Despite some long dark nights of the soul caused by Charice’s special mixes, I gave the sludge a swig. It was just the sort of terrifying combination of fruitiness and liquor that I expected.


“How well do you know Jonah?” I asked again.


“Not well. He came to my Seed Time party a few months back. Great fun, but I never saw him again. A shame, because he’s a good person to have around at parties. A gentleman of leisure.”


I remembered that party. Charice had been inspired by Harold and Maude and sent people in teams to plant saplings all over the city. I remembered two biologists getting into a fistfight over a cactus, but I couldn’t recall Jonah at all.


“What you mean by ‘gentleman of leisure’? He’s rich? What do his parents do?”


“His parents don’t do. They own. A pharmaceutical, I think. Anyway, he called me last week and asked me if I had any parties coming up. I told him about this one, and he showed up in that fantastic outfit. I thought we were in for a grand time.”


“But?”


“He only wanted to speak to you, Dahlia. He was barely here before he went into your room, and when he came out he bailed on me altogether. What did you do, punch him?”


“He gave me one thousand dollars.”


Charice considered this. “I didn’t realize you would turn out to be such a high-class hooker.”


I noticed that flotsam boy was taking quite an interest in our conversation, and I brought my voice down to a whisper. “Charice, he hired me to be a detective. You didn’t feed him lines about how I worked for an agency last year?”


“No,” said Charice, her face practically splitting in half with delight. “A detective? That’s the best thing I’ve ever heard.”














CHAPTER TWO
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I often ask myself why I’ve gone so long without finding work. Real work—not census taking or working a part, part-time job at a frozen-yogurt place. It’s not a question I have a definitive answer for, aside from not interviewing well and, of course, my hideous facial scarring. (I’m kidding about the scarring. But not the interviewing. Jesus God, not the interviewing.) Probably I’m too contrarian for my own good. I don’t know where it comes from. I was never one of those rebellious girls in high school. I didn’t wear the super-short skirts my parents forbade. I never dated a “bad boy” or wore heaps of black eyeliner. I looked and acted boring. I always have. My destiny probably involves me knitting tea cozies.


And yet, I’ve got a certain rebelliousness I just can’t shake. What was the one thing that Jonah asked me not to do? Talk to his guild mates. And what was I doing? I was logging in to Zoth, for the first time in two years, looking for a member of the Horizons to talk with. This is not the behavior of someone who aces interviews.


It wasn’t hard work. Most of the trouble was loading the hours’ worth of patches to the game since I had played last. I knew the name of Jonah’s guild, so I just looked them up online. It’s not like there was any secrecy. They had their own webpage. Once I figured out who I was looking for, it was just a matter of typing in names in a /whereis routine until I found someone in a zone nearby.


I had hit the Random button on character creation until I entered the world as a male elven archer with a blue pompadour. That might sound interesting to you, but in Zoth, this was the equivalent of wallpaper paste. I would blend in anywhere.


After a couple of false starts, I eventually learned that someone named “Tambras” was afk—away from keyboard—in a pub not too far from where I entered the world.


A few minutes later, I entered the Pirate’s Mead Tavern. As digital bars go, it was jolly. There were parrots, the sounds of loud, boisterous laughter and drinking—even though there weren’t too many people around—and a tall, bald man playing an accordion. It’s the kind of place that would be utterly aggravating to visit in real life, but translated to a computer monitor, it seemed cozy and fun. In real life, that bald guy would be looking at my breasts and would eventually expect a tip.


I found Tambras leaning against a wall, tossing knives into the air. He looked like a smooth operator. He was a high-level character, decked out in patterned nubuck leather, and looked like he could have been the front man for a medieval rock band. He had an interesting face—not one of the defaults. He’d put some time into it. And his hair—it was thin white stuff that was not your classic fantasy trope. Even the knife routine was cool, some sort of custom idle animation that I assumed he had paid extra for. I knew this was the guy I was looking for, not just because he looked like a Tambras but because the game told me that was his name, in a big serif font floating above his head. Even I couldn’t mess that up.


Tambras was still away from keyboard and so, just like on the cop shows, I went to get food. I suppose the classic foodstuff for a stakeout is greasy takeout, but I had a Fresca and some Saltines. No self-respecting private eye would imbibe this combination, but then neither would they be piloting a pompadoured elf in a half-empty pirate bar. A half box of Saltines later, Tambras packed away his knives and was on the move.


“Oh, hey there, Tambras!” I typed.


Tambras turned around. His eyes were different colors, I noticed, now that he was looking dead at me. One blue, one purple. Someone was a Bowie fan?


“Do I know you?” he said.


“Well,” I said. “A friend of mine is trying to get me to join your guild. Do you have a second?”


“Who?” said Tambras. “What friend?”


It’s important to point out here that this is all just typing—there’s no actual conversation. But I felt as though I could hear the skepticism in Tambras’s voice. Who would invite you?


“His real-life name is Jonah Long,” I told him.


Tambras frowned at me. Literally, the character frowned—and he had to type six extra characters to express the emotion.


“Why did I have to ask?”


“Oh, I’m sorry,” I told him. “Do you not get along with Jonah?” This was the wrong question, I instantly realized. The most important thing was to get Tambras talking to me. It’s not like real life, where people have an obligation to communicate. One wrong word and our knife thrower would be on his merry way, especially this early in the conversation, when I was just another generic elf. But despite my wincing, he stuck around.


“That wasn’t what I meant, but now that you mention it, no. I don’t. Jonah is not my favorite guy.”


“Oh. Sorry.”


There was a pause, at which point I felt sure that Tambras was going to leave. But it didn’t happen, and so I asked:


“What did you mean, then?”


“Jonah just invites everyone into the guild. Almost everyone knows him personally. “


“Do you know him personally?”


“Well, no, not me. Just all the new folks. And maybe Orchardary. But it’s like a disease. Eventually his mother will be playing with us.”


“rotfl,” I typed, even though this wasn’t particularly funny. Mrs. Dalloway I wasn’t, but Tambras kept looking at me. “He’s really more of an acquaintance anyway.” I told him. “But he was telling me something about some kind of theft?”


“Hrmph.”


Who types “hrmph”?


“I don’t want to join a guild where you might get stolen from by your own teammates,” I said to Tambras. “Does that kind of thing happen all the time?”


“I don’t know, he’s your friend.”


“Acquaintance,” I repeated, because it seemed to me that if I wanted to keep talking to Tambras, acquaintance was the way to go. And it was true, anyway, not that it mattered.


“What was he doing, bragging?” typed Tambras.


I stopped for a second, because it seemed like the conversation had made a turn that I didn’t follow. It’s like when you’re talking to your aunt about the new Spider-Man movie, and everyone is suddenly saying that it tastes like blueberries. A beat has been missed.


“Bragging about being my acquaintance?” I asked, though I knew this couldn’t be right.


Tambras /scoffed at me. He had quite the glossary of emoticons.


“No, you nitwit,” he said. “About the theft.”


Yes, this was all tasting like blueberries. Nothing to do but soldier forward, though.


“He seemed really bummed about it. He couldn’t believe that someone would steal the spear.”


Tambras looked at me blankly. “Jonah stole the spear.”


“What?!”


“What.”


“He told me it was stolen from him.”


“I don’t know anything about that,” said Tambras. “Maybe you should talk more to your acquaintance about it.” And, yes, he actually put the italics there. The boy was a wordsmith. But then he took off.


I went to bed troubled. The warm glow of having money for rent and food didn’t last nearly as long as I had hoped.
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I woke at eight and began the laborious process of putting myself together for a job interview. At this point I regarded job interviews less as a means to get a job and more as a ritualistic process of destroying the ego, the way some religions believe suffering brings you closer to God.


I had a particular outfit I used for these sorts of thing—my navy blue dress suit, which barely showed ketchup stains at all, and which Charice described as “thready.” And also, lately, a pair of black high heels, because my mother insisted that interviewers like to see women in high heels, and at this point I would try anything. The heels were a recent addition to my arsenal, and I didn’t really have the knack for them.


So I was teetering around the apartment when there was a knock at my door. The shock of a visitor in the pre-noon hours nearly knocked me over, although my acumen with heels was low enough that I might have just fallen over anyway.


It was a courier with a package from Jonah Long.


I thanked the guy profusely, being unable to tip him, and waited until he left to open the package. I don’t know what I had expected to find—I suppose something detective-y. Maybe a clue. But instead there was clothing.


Jonah had bought me clothes. I read the card:


Dahlia:


Just noticed you were looking a little worn, and so I picked up a few things to help you look the part.


Jonah


I can’t honestly remember if there was a period of shock before I became angry. There must have been, but I have no memory of it. I just remember thinking, That arrogant little prick. I’m going to break his face.


And the clothes—please don’t imagine this as some kind of Cinderella / Pretty Woman moment. They just seemed to be a random collection, as though Jonah had stopped by a high-class Salvation Army on the way home. There was something called a “casino tux” jacket, a black-and-white number that looked like something a stylish croupier might wear. There was a gray wool pencil skirt that seemed to be part of the sexy librarian collection and a silver metallic blouse with a houndstooth print. Oh, and a hat, a gray flannel cloche bucket hat. A fucking bucket hat. Was this just stuff from his grandma’s closet?


It was bizarre, and I didn’t like the notion that Jonah felt that he could dress me up, as if I were now his doll. If he had gotten me a classic detective’s trench coat, I would have been happier, but even then I would have had some reservations. Instead he got me the outfit of a Manic Pixie Dream Girl in her late seventies.


I put the clothes on anyway. It was that contrarian bit in me. I’d show Jonah Long. I was going to wear them and look ridiculous doing it. In front of him.


And for all their inappropriateness, they fit me like a glove. If I’d been more of a detective, I might have wondered why Jonah’s clothes all fit me so perfectly.
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I had some misgivings about this morning’s interview, but the deeper you get into unemployment, the less discerning you can afford to be. Even so, this was going to be the worst. It was a sketchy interview—there was no way around it. First off, it was taking place on a Sunday morning, which ought to make anyone suspicious. More damning was the fact that the interview was for Wash U’s psych department, which, as far as I could ever tell, existed solely for the purpose of punking students in the name of science. Possibly some real learning went on there; I can’t prove it didn’t. But my impression of the place was that at six PM the entire faculty got into their single clown car and drove home, honking wildly and sputtering a trail of seltzer behind them. Probably I would get there and there would be no interview. There would just be money on the ground and a strobe light and grad students observing me through one-way mirrors. It would be like Saw, but with less bloodshed and more humiliation.


As it happened, there was an interview, sort of. Two grad students read questions to me in a monotone, and then stared at me with their dead eyes as I tried to answer them. I quickly came to the conclusion that: (1) I was not getting this particular job, because (2) there was clearly an internal candidate—what internal candidates beget are weird interview times and dead eyes.


I would have preferred the money on the floor and the strobe light.


The thing was a debacle—I’m pretty sure one of the interviewers actually had headphones on—and I wasn’t even halfway through when I decided that I was going to stomp over to Plant and Microbial Sciences to give Jonah grief. For the clothes, not the interview, although my feelings at this point were spilling together a little.


Jonah had told me he was going to be working with his fellow TAs Sunday morning, and that I could “swing by” if I needed anything. And I did need something: I needed to yell at someone with money. Even if it meant not getting the second thousand dollars, Jonah was getting schooled, Dahlia-style.


I slammed the door as I came into the place. In part, I wanted everyone to know that I was angry, and in part I was trying to rev myself back up. I’m not a naturally angry person, and when I do get angry, it tends to wear off very quickly.


“I’m not your concubine, Jonah Long!” I yelled, hoping for the kind of line that would make an entrance. This worked, although it wasn’t exactly the entrance I had imagined.


First of all, the place was tiny. I had imagined a cavernous hive of TA cubicles—that’s what we had in business school—where my entrance would have turned a lot of heads. But the place was a cubbyhole, and I was yelling at people who were right in front of me.


They blankly turned to face me. Two people, neither of them Jonah. There was a tall, bushy-headed kid with brown hair and a blond tank of a girl. I don’t mean to say that she was fat—I mean that she had a scowling face that would have been well suited to extended land battles, and that she looked like she was prepared to trundle over my lifeless body in the name of the greater good.


The blond girl asked, not at all happily:


“Who are you?”


But the guy looked delighted and added, “Aside from not Jonah’s concubine.”


I was uncertain. I don’t know what I had been expecting, but it hadn’t been this.


“Is Jonah here?” I asked.


“He hasn’t come in this morning,” said the guy. “We’ve been waiting for him, actually. You don’t know where he is, do you? I’m Nathan Willing, by the way.”


I liked Nathan Willing. He was affable and cute, at least relative to the tank. I was about to introduce myself to him, but of course the blonde was not having it.


“Nate, why don’t you finish typing up our project report?”


“Actually, I’d like to—”


And she repeated the question, with the kind of force that suggested that this was not a question at all, but more of a galactic imperial decree.


“Eh. I’ll finish typing up that report,” said Nathan agreeably. Easy come, easy go, Nathan. Or maybe that was the croupier’s jacket talking. As Nathan took off, I could see two of the cubicles behind him. The girl’s station was neat and orderly, lined with philosophy books and bedecked with a bonsai tree. The station next to hers must have been Jonah’s, because it was messy and extravagant and had a poster-sized picture of Jonah shaking hands with the governor of Missouri. The blonde waited until Nathan was out of sight behind a wooden cubicle wall and we heard the rhythmic patter of a remarkably good typist.


“Do you have a message for Jonah?” she asked in a hushed tone of voice that suggested we were now under a cone of silence. The stubborn part of me wanted to answer in a yell, but it really wasn’t worth the effort.


“Maybe,” I said. “Do you know him?”


“Obviously. I’m Jennifer Ebel,” she said. Then, seeing that this declaration brought no reaction, she continued. “I’m in his graduate program. Now, what’s this about you not being Jonah’s concubine?”


I noticed Jennifer’s earrings now, and I don’t know how they escaped my attention earlier. She was wearing a plain black shirt and pants and had a rather severe haircut, all of which contributed to her “serious student” vibe. But she had on what might have been the silliest pair of earrings I’d ever witnessed. They were Day-Glo pink, asymmetrical—with a large circle and square on one ear, and a jangling triangle on the other. I tried to put them out of my mind, but they kept pulling my attention, like some sort of terrible pink stereogram.


“These clothes,” I said. “I don’t want Jonah buying me clothes.”


“Are you Jonah’s girlfriend?” asked Jennifer condescendingly. “Is this a lovers’ quarrel? Because I don’t think it’s appropriate to bring it to work.”


She oozed brisk, judgmental efficiency, this Jennifer. I suppose she thought I was some sweet thing of Jonah’s who would wilt under the force of her gaze.


“No,” I said, leaving the cone of silence. “I’m not Jonah’s girlfriend. I’m a private detective he hired. I agree with you that it’s inappropriate for me to be here, but that’s what happens when you buy your detective clothes. I’m not a dress-up doll, Jennifer. And besides which, these clothes are ridiculous. Look at me! I look like a goddamned Manic Pixie Dream Girl.” I was going to add, “as imagined by someone who was color-blind,” but as far as I knew, Jonah was color-blind, and I don’t like picking at people’s infirmities. I told you I wasn’t good at anger.


Jennifer was not impressed.


“Jonah bought you those?” she asked, sounding not exactly jealous. Maybe curious. “They’re not so bad. I think they’re sort of interesting.”


The enormous pink triangle on her left ear wobbled distractingly, reminding me that praise on an outfit from a woman wearing Day-Glo pink earrings should be taken with a grain of salt.


“Yeah, well, you can tell Jonah that I’m not going to meet Kurt wearing them.”


Jennifer’s face registered a sudden look of concern.


“You’re not investigating Kurt? Kurt Campbell?”


“Investigating” would be a very loose term for my meeting with Kurt Campbell. Mostly I would be reading a prepared speech at him. But I didn’t want to wade into the details.


“Can you tell me anything about Kurt? I haven’t been told much, aside from he’s quote unquote very charming.”


Jennifer openly laughed at this—a quick, sharp snort of a laugh that was the kind of thing that could get wine up your nose at dinner parties.


“Who told you that?”


Jonah had told me that, but I didn’t feel like telling this to Jennifer.


“It’s the word on the street,” I told her, improbably keeping a straight face as I got this whopper out.


“He’s not charming. He’s like a brain-damaged panda in human form.”


It was my turn to scowl at her.


“Have fun,” said Jennifer, shuffling me out of the office and closing the door. “I’ll be sure to give Jonah your message: ‘Not a whore, no clothes.’ Thanks for coming by.”














CHAPTER THREE
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I had a lot of reservations about meeting Kurt at this point, but I had taken the money, and so there was no backing out now.


The “ambush” could not have gone worse. Everything about it was wrong. For starters, I was meeting him in a windmill. Technically, a restaurant shaped like a windmill, but a freaking windmill nonetheless, with giant arms that swung around in the breeze. I was feeling a bit silly about the whole thing and had hoped that the Bevo Mill would be a seedy bar, with a grizzled-looking barkeep who would say something like, “What can I get for you, angel?,” which would help put me into the proper spirit of things. But no, it looked like the sort of place that would inspire a Koji Kondo score. The parking lot would have been well suited for a chicken-collecting mini-game. It did not steel the spirit is what I am saying.


I told the server that I was there for the Long party, and he guided me to a secluded table where a dapper, brown-haired twentysomething was nervously fidgeting with a menu. Maybe the whole thing was a farce, but it was a farce I had signed up for, and I jumped in with all the gusto I had.


I thundered onto the scene, yanked the wooden chair out from the table, and straddled it as I sat down.


“Okay, pal. I’m not the person you were expecting,” I told him.


“No,” said Kurt. He was a plain-looking guy, but he had these great Neil Gaiman eyes that looked enraptured by my arrival.


“I was sent here by Jonah Long. I’m a private detective.”


Kurt’s eyes widened. A-plus eyes on this guy. B-minus face, but ace eyes.


“I’m not going to pussyfoot around this, Kurt,” I said, feeling that “pussyfoot” was the sort of word that a private detective would use. “I know that you stole the spear from Jonah shortly after he kicked you out of his apartment. That’s a given. It’s where we’re starting from, you understand me? I’m not going to bother with your ‘Oh, I’m innocent!’ speech. I know you did it. The question before us is, what are we going to do about it?”


I looked at Kurt, who was, indeed, thoroughly disarmed. He just gaped at me, openmouthed. Maybe Jonah was right—maybe this was going to be just as easy as he had suggested. Then Kurt asked me:


“Are you sure you’re at the right table?”


I had run through this conversation in my head many times on the way here. There were several responses that Kurt could have made that I had crackerjack answers to. But the question “Are you at the right table?” had never come up.


“Am I?” I asked this person, whom I now hoped was Kurt.


“I don’t think you are. You called me Kurt.”


“Isn’t your name Kurt?”


“No,” said not-Kurt. “My name is Silas.”


“Did Kurt send you?” I asked hopefully.


“I don’t know anyone named Kurt,” said Silas. “So I would say no.” Then Silas had a question of his own.


“Do I look like Kurt? Or is it that you do not know what he looks like?”


Well, no, Silas. I didn’t know what he looked like, because his Facebook icon was a picture of him taken from a great distance away, so my notion of his face was somewhat pixelated. I had a very vague description, which, when you get down to it, could have been a lot of people.


I apologized profusely to Silas, who was delighted and tried to give me his phone number. This is what men want, apparently. Chair-straddling women who threaten them. I took the phone number to be polite, but I don’t plan to see Silas’s lovely eyes again unless I am in the seventh circle of hell.


I returned to the server and explained that I was from the Long party, and after much futzing we determined that there was no such party. I asked if anyone named Kurt Campbell was there and I was directed to another table, mercifully out of sight from Silas.


This Kurt did reasonably resemble the other one. Close-cropped brown hair but a rounder face, although his eyes did nothing for me.


Literally, they did nothing. They didn’t even look up when I sat down.


I didn’t have quite the swagger for this Kurt that I’d had for his predecessor. I plopped down across from him, feeling defeated, and said, “I’m Dahlia Moss.”


Kurt was texting. He had a cell phone in his lap and was texting. Whatever this missive was, he also found it terribly funny, because he was giggling to himself as he made it. I did not immediately realize that it was a cell phone in his lap, since it was out of sight, and I spent the first few seconds of the conversation with the assumption that he was fiddling with his crotch somehow.


“I am Dahlia Moss,” I repeated, trying to revive my dignity whilst simultaneously believing that I was being ignored by a boy who was readjusting his junk.


“Just one second,” said Kurt. And it was at this point that I realized cell phone, because no junk could possibly require this level of repositioning. Also there were buzzing noises.


I looked at Kurt. He didn’t look like a brain-damaged panda to me, but neither could it be said that he gave the impression of being an Adonis. Or even one of those young people my parents characterize as a “mover and shaker.” He was not fresh-faced and up-and-coming. He was plain-faced, and if he had to be assigned a direction, it would be gently sloping downward.


Kurt laughed at whatever hilarious response had come back to him and placed his phone on the table, where he continued to look at it in happy anticipation, glancing only occasionally at me.


“Who are you again?” he asked.


“Dahlia Moss. I am a private detective.”


This line had had such great effect on the other folks I’d interacted with—Charice, Jennifer, my old friend Silas—yet it did zilch here. So blank, so distant was Kurt’s response that I repeated the line to make sure he heard it.


“How interesting,” mumbled Kurt, and he looked at his phone, which had vibrated again. He glanced up at me with a look that seemed to say that he knew it was bad form to be paying more attention to his phone than me, but what are you going to do? The nonverbal apology dealt with, he picked up his phone, read the text, and dissolved into sibilant sniggering.


“Who are you texting with?”


“A girl,” said Kurt with a pleased intonation on the word.


“Can you look at me, please? I have business with you.”


Kurt put down the phone and looked at me, giving me the sort of expression an eighth-grader might make when you confiscate their DS. “Who are you again? Dahlia something?”


“Moss. I’m a detective.”


“Yes,” said Kurt, who already seemed to be thinking of something else. “You keep saying. Should we order now or wait for Jonah?”


“Jonah’s not coming,” I told him, and I could now see where Jennifer was coming from with her panda description. “He hired me to come here for him.”


“Then let’s order now.”


Kurt opened his menu and was visibly smacking his lips as he thumbed through it. I had the impression that he already wasn’t listening to me again, but I was going to keep this conversation on track. “I am here to recover the spear,” I announced.


“What page is that on?” asked Kurt, turning through the menu.


“The Spear of Infinite Piercing. It’s an item in the Kingdoms of Zoth.”


He brightened up at this. “Oh, the Bejeweled Spear of Infinite Piercing, you mean?”


I felt that this was a breakthrough, and that it should logically lead to further conversation. If this were an adventure game, I should have unlocked colorful new options for conversations with Kurt. But it was not an adventure game; it was life—shitty, shitty life. Kurt went back to his menu.


“I’m here to recover it.”


“At the Bevo Mill?”


“From the person who stole it.”


“Did someone steal it?” asked Kurt. “When did that happen?”


Actually, I did not know when that happened. Jonah had been very loose with his chronology. And if I believed Tambras, it had potentially been stolen twice. But Jesus, could Kurt really have been that obtuse?


“You stole it from Jonah. I’m here to recover it from you.”


Kurt stopped glancing at his menu and looked at me, really looked at me. I had finally broken through. And what was my reward? Sad puppy dog eyes.


“What? That’s ridiculous. Who told you that?”


“It’s what Jonah believes. The spear went missing from his account immediately after he kicked you out.”


“Kicked me out? I moved out on my own. And why would he think that I took it?”


“Synchronicity?” I ventured.


“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” said Kurt. “And I can’t even use the spear.”


“What do you mean you can’t use it?”


“I’m a ninja,” said Kurt, shrugging.


Kurt did not bother to explain this any further, which I am offended by in retrospect. Why does everyone assume that I’m super geeky? I mean, yes, I am super geeky, but it wasn’t as if I had advertised it at dinner. It wasn’t as if I had come dressed as Trinity or Ms. Pac-Man. Is it like gaydar? Could Kurt just tell?


At any rate, Kurt’s point was that ninjas can’t wield spears. If his character in Zoth couldn’t use it, why bother stealing it? It was a fair point, but I had a retort.


“You could still be denying it to Jonah.”


“If I wanted to rob Jonah, why not take something useful? A different item. Or money? I left my own sofa at his apartment. Why not take the sofa?”


My initial answer was that it would have been hard to transport, but I held on to the thought. We were both right. It was true that people would do things purely out of spite, but I was starting to feel like that wasn’t the case here. As if to drive the point home, Kurt said:


“Tell Jonah that he should go to customer service. It’s cool that he has minions and everything, but honestly, just email customer service. They’ll recover it and punish whomever. It’s really not that big a deal.”


The weirdness of this all was getting to be too much. If it meant going off script, so be it.


“I spoke to a guild mate who told me that Jonah had stolen the spear.”


“Jonah did steal the spear,” answered Kurt.


“From whom?”


“The guild, I suppose. Usually there’s a lottery for items among the people who need them. But Jonah just snatched it up before we could start the process.”


A tacky thing to do, I thought, and yet was not very surprised.


“I see. So do you think that one of his wronged guild mates stole it back?”


Kurt paused so long that I was worried he had fallen asleep. Eventually, he burbled up an answer.


“I don’t think so. The item is so rare that there was a server-wide announcement made when he acquired it. Everyone on our server knew that he had it. Probably he was just hacked by a Chinese gold farmer.”


Again, I pretended not to know what this meant.


Kurt noticed my fake confusion and answered. “Just google it. Now let’s get some dinner.”
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The rest of the conversation was even more awkward. When we were done discussing the spear, Kurt returned to his texting, and course after interminable course passed in silence. I stumbled out of the Bevo Mill the way that you would leave a wake. It wasn’t that one thing had gone wrong; it was that everything had gone wrong. Sure, I had made a thousand dollars, but the humiliation would stay with me for years to come. I now likened Jonah’s cash to the sort of retainer a contestant would get for going on one of those reality shows where you kill a live pig or starve.


I trundled my way through the chill night air toward the bus stop. After a debacle such as this, there should be no luxurious cab rides. But I didn’t make it out of the parking lot before a green Scion blocked my path.


“Hey there, belle fleur!”


I couldn’t see the driver’s face, but I knew it was Charice. She had purchased that Scion because she had read an article about how there are no flat paints in cars anymore, only shimmery ones. This prompted her to find the only flat-colored car in production and buy it new, on the spot. Because she is insane. Also she cycles through money like the evil stepmother in a live-action Disney film, because she makes upwards of $80,000 a year. Just to clarify—not to seem bitter—but Charice majored in dance. I didn’t even know that was a major, aside from at the school in Fame, but regardless it strikes me as the sort of career that should lead to impoverishment. It’s the sort of major that sets parents to shaking their heads and clucking. But no, Charice is in marketing. She’s good at marketing; she has an uncanny talent for talking people into doing unlikely things.


I got in her car. A ride with Charice was going to be at least as much penance as the bus. Maybe more.


“You followed me here,” I told her.


Charice was ecstatic. “How could you tell? You’re getting really good at this detective thing!”


This was patently not true, but I explained nonetheless.


“It’s eight o’clock on a Sunday night, and we’re both at a windmill. What are the odds?”


As deductive reasoning, it was a little weak, but it brooked no further discussion.


“So I’ve got some ideas about how to get back this spear.”


Oh, the spear. I really did not want to talk about the spear anymore, but this was my penance, sure enough.


“How do you know I didn’t get it back already?”


This was my stab at a dark joke, but a glimmer in Charice’s eye, never a good thing, made me suddenly suspicious.


“How long have you been here?” I asked.


“Oh, you know, a little while.”


I looked at Charice, who was trying not to beam. I also observed that there were four bags of trash in the backseat, which was out of character for her. Though she may have been an agent of chaos, she was remarkably tidy.


A dark, terrible vision ran through my head.


“Tell me you didn’t.”


“Didn’t what?” asked Charice, with only the thinnest veneer of innocence. She wanted me to ask her what she had done. It was killing her not to shout it from the rooftops.


“You put some kind of wire on me, didn’t you?”


“Maybe?” said Charice, with the tone of voice of a charming trickster goddess. Or Woody Woodpecker.


“Why would you do this?”


But we both knew the answer. Because she was herself, and this sort of thing was fun.


“How much did you hear?”


“Are you going to call Silas? He sounded very handsome. Very stentorian.”


“Where did you find a freaking wire, Charice?”


“I picked it up at a novelty shop, and I put it in your purse this morning. As a private eye, you should really be looking out for that sort of thing.”


Arguing with Charice was generally like trying to persuade a hurricane. Even so, I had to draw a line.


“This is a gross violation of my privacy. This is not cool.”


“I know, I know. But I needed to know when you were going to be finished.”


It was the trash in the backseat that she was referring to, somehow. I didn’t immediately understand how it could be involved, but it was out of place and Charice wanted me to notice it, because she kept glancing at it and winking.


The certainty that she had planted a bug had hit me all at once, but the business with the trash was so bizarre, so frankly stupid, that I could only slowly hazard a guess.


“This trash is from Kurt’s car? You stole bags of trash from Kurt’s car?”


“Well, it wasn’t bagged. It was all just loose.”


“You broke into Kurt’s car and cleaned it?”


Charice considered this. “Yes?”


“Why?”


“Because these are all clues! We are rich with clues, Dahlia!”


I tried to imagine what Kurt Campbell must have thought after leaving the Bevo Mill and finding that his previously trash-filled car was now spotless. Did he now think that he had been very, very thoroughly robbed? Or would he imagine this as some sort of bizarre pay-it-forward scheme? Perhaps he would think that his mother had sent minions to smite an abomination she could no longer abide. Four bags was a lot of trash.


“There were really four bags’ worth?” I asked Charice, momentarily forgetting to be angry.


“The thing was filthy. I don’t know what girl Kurt was texting with, but I’m willing to bet that she’s never been in his ride.”
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