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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Las Vegas after midnight is like nowhere else. I was standing in my customary position on the gambling floor, dishing out cards, collecting bets and making sure everyone was having a good time. The air was electric, filled with hope, excitement, and good old-fashioned fun.

      “Hit me!”

      Most seasoned blackjack players don’t say hit me every time they want a new card; they just tap the table. But this man was clearly both—seasoned and unconcerned about the standard customs.

      I dished out another card. It took him from fifteen to twenty-one, and he won the hand. The player was an Irish man in his sixties, or a perhaps little older, and he reeked of money. His type wasn’t exactly rare in Las Vegas. He caught my eye and gave me a nod.

      “You’ve got the luck.”

      I smiled back at him. If he was happy, I was more likely to get a generous tip, and thus I, too, was happy.

      “The luck’s all yours, friend.” Why did I call him friend? I never call strangers that. Nor my friends, come to think of it. The fact that he was foreign was probably why.

      “I’ve been lucky in my life, but to be sure, I’ve never been this lucky. What’s your name, lassie?”

      My name was pinned to the front of my black dealer’s shirt, but perhaps his eyes were bad or it was just his clumsy attempt at being friendly.

      “Tiffany. Tiffany Black.”

      “Black? Lucky name.”

      “I guess.”

      “It must be. I keep winning.” He pushed some chips across to bet on his next hand. “Paddy. Paddy Leary. And this quiet one’s Andy Li.”

      Paddy nodded to the man who stood to the side and slightly behind him. With dark hair, a wrinkle-free face, and sharp eyes that flicked around the casino floor constantly, I’d taken him for a bodyguard, though he was a little on the slight side for that role. I gave him a nod and a smile and got a mildly interested stare in response.

      “You’ll need him to help you carry all your winnings at this rate.”

      “I hope so. I haven’t won in Las Vegas like this since the nineteen-eighties.”

      “That long, huh? That’s some losing streak. Glad to be helping ya break it.”

      “Nah.” Paddy shook his head as he checked his latest set of cards. “I haven’t been here since then. Monte Carlo and Macau have been my haunts.”

      “Then on behalf of all of Las Vegas, welcome back, and don’t stay away so long next time, okay?”

      “Don’t plan to. Come on, let’s keep these hands going while I’m on fire.”

      He wasn’t the only player, but he was the only constant at my table for the last hour of my shift. Other people dropped by for a hand or two, promptly lost their money to Paddy or the house, and then wandered off on their way with a laugh at their minor misfortune. But Paddy stayed.

      As the hands went on, he revealed a little more to me in the form of casual conversation. He was some kind of businessman and was scouting out investments in the city.

      “Miss Black, tell me, would you ever have heard of the Tremonte?”

      “I have.” I offered nothing more than a tight-lipped nod by way of clarification, but in fact, I knew the Tremonte very well. It was owned by a friend of mine, Jack Weber, and I’d had occasion to visit it for both personal and professional reasons on dozens of occasions.

      “They probably don’t like you to talk about the other resorts, am I right?”

      “The Treasury prefers us to focus on the wonderful facilities we have here,” I admitted, “but honestly, ‘Vegas is full of awesome resorts, hotels, casinos, restaurants, shows, clubs, galleries—you name it. The Tremonte is one of my favorites.”

      “Is that so?” Paddy took a sip of straight whiskey from a glass tumbler, leaned forward, and gave me a conspiratorial grin. “I’m thinking of buying it. What do you think, Lucky, shall I buy it?”

      I knew Jack Weber well, and the Tremonte resort was his baby. I couldn’t imagine he would sell it, and if he did, what would he do with himself? But of course, Paddy didn’t know any of that.

      “It’s a popular place. You’d need to invest a lot.”

      Paddy gave me a nonchalant shrug, a money is no object gesture of lackadaisical unconcern about such trivialities as money. “Maybe I’m willing to invest a lot.”

      “You’d have to convince the owner to sell it, too. They might not want to.”

      “Ha!” Paddy nudged his associate, Andy Li. “You hear that, Andy?” His colleague made an expression of polite interest that was clearly faked. Paddy turned back to me. “It’s a business. In the business world, everything has a price. Everything. No such thing as not wanting to sell. There’s only not wanting to sell until a price is reached. You get me?”

      “I understand what you mean. Another hand?”

      Paddy nodded distractedly as he slipped another couple of hundred dollars’ worth of chips across for the next round. I think he was actually a little disappointed that I hadn’t swooned at the implication he could just buy a Las Vegas casino if he wanted. Sure, it’s pretty impressive, but since I was already friends with the current owner of the resort in question, my being impressed had run out long before.

      “Then again, maybe I don’t want to be back in this city; know what I mean?”

      Now that I certainly didn’t know. I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to be anywhere else, except for perhaps a short vacation. You could take your Hawaii, New York, Paris, and Beijing and toss ‘em, as far as I was concerned. Las Vegas was the place to be.

      “Too tough for you?” I gave him a wicked grin. You can’t say something like that to just any old customer. In fact, it could get you in serious trouble on some occasions. But I got the impression that Paddy was someone who would thrive on some light ribbing.

      “Too tough for me?” Paddy finished his whiskey in a gulp. “Too tough for Paddy Leary? That’s a fine joke, Lucky. A fine joke. More like Paddy Leary is too tough for Las Vegas.”

      “Yeah? The way you’re cleaning us out, maybe you’re right.”

      “Cleaning you out?” Paddy shook his head. “I’m just getting started.” Paddy nudged Andy Li. “Right boyo, we’ve got a meeting in the morn’. Let’s pack it in.”

      Paddy scraped all his winnings toward him and then pushed them slightly to the side for his partner to collect. Before Andy could organize all the chips, Paddy pushed a couple of chips my way as a generous tip.

      “Thank you for a fine evening, Lucky Tiffany Black. You’ll be seeing more of me.”

      “The Treasury will be looking forward to winning a little back from you.”

      “They’re going to be waiting a long time. I’ve got the luck with me now, you’ll see.”

      Paddy tipped an imaginary cap with his empty whiskey glass, and went on his way, Andy Li just behind him with the winnings.

      I wouldn’t see him again. Out-of-towners always said they would be back, but the chances of them ending up in the same casino, at the same table, with the same dealer, were rare. The city had so much to offer, they forgot one thing as soon as the next came into view.

      And that was okay.

      I had my two hundred dollar tip, a fun evening, and it was going to be a beautiful walk home. Some nights, I could hardly believe they paid me to do what I do. And other nights… well, there was no point in thinking about them.

      Life was good.

      The casino was fun, Mom and Nanna had a lead on a new case for me to investigate, and I had a tray of cupcakes at home that I’d baked that afternoon waiting patiently for me at home.

      I guessed Paddy Leary was right.

      I was Lucky Tiffany Black.
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      Mom, Nanna, and I were together in Mom’s beautiful kitchen. Dad and my investigative partner and cousin, Ian, were over in the den, keeping a sharp eye on the television to make sure it kept firing up those pixels.

      Mom and Nanna were, as usual, grilling. But not dinner, me.

      “… delightful accent and two hundred dollar tip? Did he get your number?” Mom asked from her spot by the stove where she was stirring pasta sauce.

      “No. He’s closer to Nanna’s age than mine.”

      “Are you saying I’m old?” my old Nanna asked me with a stern look.

      “You couldn’t be old if you tried, Nanna, but I think I’m better suited to someone with fewer decades between me and them.”

      Mom and Nanna reluctantly conceded the point. They were both very keen for me to get hitched and start giving them grandchildren to coo over—from the way they went on, I imagined they’d like at least three or four for each of them—but even they had to admit that I had to have some standards.

      “Tiffany, you’re nearly forty—”

      “Mom!” Sometimes you can let people go on, but sometimes they need a stern interruption, and this was definitely one of those latter times. “I’m in my early thirties.”

      “She’s right,” Nanna said completely incorrectly. “Once you hit thirty, forty’s on you before you know it. Next thing you know, you’re a grandmother.”

      “Chance would be a fine thing,” Mom said wistfully. A grandmother she was not.

      “I’ll know the right person when I meet them, and an ancient old Irishman is not the right one.”

      “Ooh,” Ian said as he entered the kitchen, having overheard enough to be annoying. “Are we doing Tiffany’s love life again?”

      “No,” I said.

      Unfortunately, I spoke at the same time as Mom and Nanna, who both said, “Yes!” so loudly that I went unheard.

      “There might be some interesting new possibilities among my hog brothers,” Ian said. His ‘hog brothers’ were his fellow members of the Red Hogs, a secret society, open only to men, that he had joined not too long ago and had caused nothing but trouble since.

      “No more of them,” I said with a shudder.

      “Ooh,” Nanna said. “Tell us about them.”

      Sometimes, I get this feeling that I’m actually a ghost and no one can hear a word I say. But then I remember they’re busy talking about interfering in my love life and that theory is dashed.

      “Chunky Charlie just got into town,” Ian said. “He’s been away for years, apparently, but now he’s moved back here to retire. And then Leggy Les is getting divorced soon.”

      “I’m not interested in a retiree,” I said to Ian. “Or someone about to go through a divorce. That’s not exactly going to be a fun time.”

      “She’s picky isn’t she?” Ian complained to Nanna like I wasn’t there.

      Nanna nodded agreement that I was indeed far too fussy.

      “What about the pots and pans man?”

      “Dale?” I was smiling before I could control myself. Not that there’s anything wrong with smiling, but the problem with smiling right after a man’s name is mentioned is that some people start pre-booking bell ringers and cake decorators and whatever else goes into a wedding. “Dale’s got his hands full finishing up his thesis.”

      Dale worked part-time in a home furnishings store but was also a full-time graduate student nearing completion of his studies. Mom and Nanna had tried to set him up with my cousin Amber, but for some reason, they hadn’t clicked. It didn’t make sense to me because Dale was quite the catch. Dale had been texting me, though, and I got the impression he expected me to join him for dinner soon. And it wasn’t an unwelcome prospect.

      “I think a student’s too young for you, Tiff,” Ian opined. As he had the second-most unsuccessful love life of anyone I knew, I wasn’t usually keen on hearing his opinions. He had managed to hold down his current relationship for some time now, though, and was beginning to think of himself as an expert on matters of the heart.

      “He’s a graduate student, and he’s about the same age as me. He’s not some college frat boy.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with a younger man either,” Mom said. “You’ve got to cast your net wide, Tiffany. Old, young, grab what you can.”

      “Why are we even talking about this? I’m quite happy, you know.”

      “We don’t want you quite happy,” Nanna said. “We want you very happy.”

      “I’m pretty sure you want me lugging around babies. I’m not sure that’s going to make me very happy.”

      “Tiffany Black, of course it will!” Nanna said in such a stern voice that I was momentarily cowed. “You’re a born mother.”

      Of all the things I’ve considered myself to be, a born mother was not one of them. Looking after myself was enough worry for me, as far as I was concerned.

      Of course, there was another man that they hadn’t mentioned—yet. I figured Mom and Nanna must be telepathic, because as soon as I thought of him…

      “What about Stone, dear?” Nanna asked. “He’s very nice, and you know he likes you.”

      “Does he, though?” This was actually a genuine question on my part. Stone was an old-fashioned, reticent tough guy, and it was hard to know what he thought about anything, including me.

      “Of course he does,” Mom said in the way that Moms do—the implication being that everyone likes me. As nice as that would be, unfortunately, it wasn’t true. “Anyway, we can ask him.”

      “You are not calling him up.” I watched them warily, ready to make a move and snatch a phone out of a hand if anyone attempted it.

      “No, dear, we won’t call him.” Nanna exchanged a smile with Mom that they both clearly thought was sly. It wasn’t.

      The doorbell rang.

      “I’ll get it!” Ian hurried away like a kid racing a sibling to get to the door.

      “Are we expecting someone?”

      That question was answered when I heard the aforementioned Stone greeting Ian at the door. A moment later, the pair of them were in the kitchen, and it seemed Stone hadn’t arrived alone.

      “This is Stacey,” Stone said, an uncharacteristic smile on his face. “We go way back.”

      “Hi, everyone! I’ve heard so much about you all. Ol’ Stoney won’t stop talking about you.”

      Stoney? Won’t stop talking? Who was this guy Stacey had arrived with? He may have looked like our friend, but he was clearly an imposter.

      Stacey appeared to be a few years older than me, but she exuded energy like an overcharged dog. Some of it must have rubbed off on Stone from the way he was smiling and talking.

      “I’m going to be out of town for a couple of weeks,” Stone said. “Stacey’s setting up a solar-powered data center for one of the big tech firms, and I’m going to be consulting on the security situation and getting things installed.”

      “This is a goodbye dinner for Stone,” Nanna said. “We’re going to be sad he isn’t here, aren’t we, Tiffany?” Nanna put extra emphasis on the final few words. With this Stacey chick right there, it made me feel extra self-conscious.

      “We’ll all miss your reassuring presence,” I said with rather more primness than I intended. I had to make myself relax, but that can be hard around family. At least it is when said family are trying to set you up with everyone in grasping or calling distance.

      “Hey, Stone, why don’t you come into the den? We’re watching the game.”

      Stone turned to Ian. “What game?”

      I smirked as I watched Ian freeze. “The… sports game. Come on!”

      Ian hurried off to the den. Stone treated us all to another one of his rare smiles, gave us a friendly salute, and headed after Ian to find out what sport was being played, and, if he was lucky, which teams were playing.

      “A solar-powered data center?” Nanna said to Stacey with a curious smile. “That sounds fascinating. You must tell us all about it.”

      And thank goodness she did. It was nice not to be the center of attention for once.

      Stacey regaled us with several minutes of explanation, most of which went in one ear and out the other. Even with her exuberant enthusiasm for the topic, it simply wasn’t an area I had any interest in.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to check on Stoney. I’ve missed him.”

      “Huh,” I said when she was out of earshot. “She seems nice.”

      “She does, doesn’t she?” Nanna said.

      “Good for Stone,” I added.

      “Perhaps,” Mom said. “Oh, we have a case for you.”

      That was a swift change of topic.

      “Yeah, you said the other day. Got any more deets?”

      “His name’s Quentin,” Nanna said.

      I arched my eyebrow.

      “The case is called Quentin?”

      “The client. Potential client, if you make a good impression. He wants someone to check into a possible business partner and see if they’re honest, or something like that. I don’t know the details.”

      That sounded dull. And dull was okay with me, after all that had gone on the past few months. It had been one tough case after another, and I was ready for a nice relaxing poke around someone’s finances and personal history instead of hot-tailing it all over the city tracking down a succession of killers.

      “Sounds good to me,” I said.

      “He’s very handsome,” Mom added.

      “And that’s completely irrelevant if he’s a client.”

      “Thirty percent of relationships start at work,” Nanna said in her best wise-grandmother tone. “You need to keep all your options open, Tiffany.” Nanna gave a pointed look in the direction of the door, and thus the hall, and therefore the den, which contained Stone. “You never know when they’ll dry up.”

      “Guys,” I said. “I know all this. But whatever happened to just letting things work themselves out? To chance, to fate, to serendipity?”

      “Sometimes fate works through Nannas.”

      “And Moms.”

      I hated that they were right.
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      I glared at the email that had just popped up on my phone. It was from a woman named Stella Smithfield, and she worked in HR at The Treasury. In some ways, she was my boss. In other ways, she was a grating, annoying woman who was put on this planet to irritate me.

      The email was terse to the point of rudeness, which was just like her. It said I was required to be at a staff conduct meeting at four o’clock that afternoon.

      Staff conduct. What was that? I knew what it sounded like: someone had complained about the way I’d treated them. But that didn’t sound like me, not at all. There had been some mild banter with Paddy Leary a couple of days previously, but he had seemed to take it in the good-natured way it was intended. And if it was anyone else, then it was someone that I had completely forgotten. Had a sweet old lady from Minnesota or a biker from Alabama taken offence at something?

      There was no way for me to know. The email was short but not sweet, and I suspected deliberately vague.

      At a couple of minutes before four o’clock, I showed up at Stella’s office. I was wearing nice black heels, a freshly pressed black dealer’s blouse, and neat black slacks. With a dash of lipstick and a light touch of makeup, I was the consummate professional dealer. At least, I looked like one.

      When I entered, Stella was sitting behind her desk in a business suit that looked like it came from an eighties movie. She lowered her glasses, peered at me, and then pushed them back up again.

      “Tiffany Black?”

      “That’s right.”

      “We spoke before, I believe, about your mistakes and your moonlighting.”

      I gritted my teeth. I was hoping she’d forgotten me, but presumably, she had my employee file there to remind her. None of her previous complaints had any merit, and whatever trouble I was in today was no doubt going to be groundless as well.

      “What’s this about?”

      Stella was skillful at ignoring questions, and she demonstrated her talent just then.

      “As you may recall, I’m in charge of our employee excellence program.”

      “Right.”

      It stirred a vague, shadowy memory. Unfortunately for Stella, I’d met about a hundred more interesting people than her since we’d last spoken, and what was important to her was rather less so to me.

      “You may recall the first time we spoke, I asked you whether your recent conduct had been truly excellent. At the time it had not.”

      “That was ages ago.”

      “Indeed.”

      I stared at her. She stared back at me. I didn’t know what I’d done to be dragged in here.

      “So, do you think your conduct has been excellent recently?”

      “Yes. Perfect in fact.”

      I continued to stare, daring her to say that my conduct was not, in fact, excellent. I was now at a stage in my private investigative career that if I lost this casino job, I’d be fine, financially speaking. I didn’t want to lose the job though. I enjoyed it. I met fascinating people, and it provided an extra financial cushion I was loath to give up just yet. But I wasn’t about to start sucking up to an HR rep to keep it.

      “Good. I agree.”

      “You do?”

      I picked my jaw up off the floor and stared at her, bug-eyed.

      “A very important guest was most pleased with your blackjack dealing. He has requested that you deal for him again.”

      “Mr. Leary? He knows where to find me.”

      “He doesn’t want to find you. He wants you to find him.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Mr. Leary will be using one of our private facilities, on the fiftieth floor.”

      “The high rollers’ suite?”

      “That’s the crass term, yes. He claims you have the luck and wants you to deal for him privately. This will mean some adjustment in your hours, and you will need to be flexible. If he wants you, you’ll need to come. I wouldn’t normally put someone like you up on the fiftieth, but you’ve been requested.”

      “Someone like me?”

      Stella looked at me pointedly, as if that should be answer enough. “Yes,” she added, seemingly for clarity. I still did not know what someone like me meant.

      “Do I get a pay raise?”

      Stella’s look turned to one of disappointment. She was clearly shocked that anyone would work a job for a reason as shallow as money.

      “Yes. It’s fifty an hour.”

      That was a considerable step up.

      “Plus tips.”

      “If you earn any.”

      Of course I was going to earn some. I had the luck. That had to be worth some kind of bonus.

      “So when do I start?”

      Stella lifted her wrist and checked her watch. “In fifty-five minutes.”
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      Even though I was staff rather than a customer, I couldn’t help but feel important as I zoomed up to the fiftieth floor in one of the VIP elevators. The fiftieth floor contained several private gambling rooms which I had never worked in, and then in the few remaining floors above were the nicer suites for the true high rollers and visitors who needed to stay in the lap of luxury.

      I was aiming for the Roosevelt Room, and I swaggered down the marble-floored hallway enjoying the feeling of glamour and power that seemed to exude from the very surfaces of this elite spot in the sky.

      “Tiffany Black?” called a voice as high heels clicked quickly toward me.

      I turned and put on my most professional smile.

      A dark-haired woman nodded at me. “Carrie Kim… You’re the dealer Leary requested?”

      “That’s me!”

      Carrie had the air of a manager, but not one as unlikeable as Stella down in HR. She had a serious but not unfriendly expression on her well made up face, her eyes heavily outlined with mascara. Her silky jet-black hair hung over her shoulders, and she was wearing a tight black dress that was just on the cusp of going from glamorous-business attire to full-on fancy-event gown.

      “Sorry to be a cow, but next time, you have to take the staff elevator.”

      Some of my pep evaporated. “Sorry, I didn’t even think of it. I’ve never worked up here.”

      “Yeah, don’t worry. It doesn’t matter today, but sometimes we have guests who are very particular that the staff, and them, do not mix.”

      “They sound nice.”

      Carrie grinned at me. “Oh yeah, some of them are a real treat. But it’s Leary who’s requested you. It’s his first time staying here, but he seems okay. You could do worse, believe me.”

      “What do I need to do? Should I, like, bring him drinks and stuff as well?”

      “No. Each of the private gambling suites has its own bartender and cocktail waitress when it’s in use, and he’ll have his suite butler as well. All you have to do is deal the cards. And only blackjack; he won’t play anything else with you.”

      “No?”

      Carrie shook her head. “A lot of our high rollers are like that. They’re very particular. If they’ve had luck with one game, they’ll stick with it. If they’ve had luck with one dealer, they’ll stick with them, if they’ve had luck with the piece of gum they’re chewing, they’ll keep chewing it until they’re done for the night.”

      “Sounds interesting. And are you in charge of all of these suites?”

      “Kind of. I’m the operations manager up here, but there’s a VP above me. But if you’ve got any questions or problems, come to me, okay?”

      “Absolutely.” If this worked out, maybe I’d never have to see Stella downstairs again.

      “Come on. Let’s get you set up.”

      I followed Carrie into the Roosevelt room. One wall had floor-to-ceiling windows with stunning views down the Strip, while the wall beside it was occupied with an over-the-top full bar, complete with a silver-haired barman polishing a glass who looked to be from another era entirely. There were leather sofas along one of the other walls, and the center was dominated by a large, round gambling table with a big indent for the dealer—me—to seat myself.

      “Will this do you?” Carrie asked, flashing me another smile.

      “She’ll do,” I said, matching her smile. “Oh, she’ll do. I guess I’ll get myself set up.”

      “We’re expecting Mr. Leary down in about five more minutes. If there’s any change, his butler will let us know. You’re not nervous, are you?”

      “A little,” I admitted. “But I know what I’m doing, right?”

      “Exactly. Just be friendly but professional and you’ll get on great. I’ll be buzzing around here and there, so just try and catch my eye if you need anything. But you won’t.”

      Carrie went on her way, and I took a moment to walk around the gambling table. It was smooth, polished wood that even smelled expensive, with green felt that looked as though it had never been used.

      I got myself into the dealer’s position, and then I waited, trying not to be nervous.

      Leary arrived slightly ahead of schedule, this time with two men in tow. One was Andy Li, whom I’d met, and the other was a middle-aged man with slicked-back hair who was wearing a shirt embroidered with The Treasury. This was presumably the butler that had been assigned to him.

      “Good evening, Mr. Leary,” I said as he sat down.

      “Lucky, you’re to call me Paddy. Mr. Leary was my da’. He’s dead, and I don’t want you calling out to dead folk while I’m trying to have a nice time.”

      “Sorry, Paddy.”

      “Ah, you’ve nothing to be sorry about. You’re just trying to be polite, I get that. Now, let’s see if you’ve still got the luck.”

      “Blackjack?” I confirmed.

      “To be sure.”

      I took that as a yes.

      “Andy, would ye sit? I’m on me tod.”

      Andy Li sat down quietly beside Paddy. I gave him a questioning look, but he shook his head in response. He would not be gambling, even if he was sitting at the table.

      Paddy ordered a whiskey from his butler, who conveyed the message to a waitress who had arrived so quietly I wasn’t sure she hadn’t simply materialized from the walls. The waitress duly went over to the barman, who poured some Powers into a crystal glass which was then conveyed back to Paddy.

      And so, the games began.

      Paddy started with a thousand a hand, and he took his time, deliberating over his calls, slowing things down compared to our lower-stakes games when he’d gambled downstairs.

      “Are you enjoying your stay here?”

      “Bunch of eejits.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      Paddy shook his head. “Not you. I’ve come here to do business, y’know? I’ve been looking at opportunities, but they’re all no good, you know what I’m saying?”

      I nodded politely and continued to deal.

      “This one lassie tells me she’s got this international sandwich chain. Tree branches.”

      “Sorry I didn’t catch that?” I wasn’t quite sure what he was talking about.

      “Tree shops.” It dawned on me that he meant three. “She’s only got tree shops, and she calls it an international chain because she’s got aspirations abroad. Waste of my time.”

      I wanted to tell him I was sorry to hear that, but he’d already told me not to apologize any more. I just nodded and continued dealing the cards, collecting his losses, and handing over his wins.

      “What say we step it up a notch?”

      “Sure thing.”

      By stepping it up a notch, he meant playing more per hand than I earned in a month at the casino. We played for ten thousand a hand, and he won about six out of ten of them. I was thinking about making a quip about the luck of the Irish, but somehow, I got the impression he might have heard it one or two or ten thousand times before and decided not to risk it.

      I continued to deal, and he continued to win. After half an hour or so of playing, the door opened, and Carrie, the operations manager for this floor, poked her head in. When no one indicated anything amiss, she gave me a friendly wave and disappeared again.

      Less than a minute later, the door opened again, silently, and another woman slipped inside. She had shoulder-length red hair and was carrying a notebook and pen. She quietly sat down on one of the leather sofas without greeting Paddy Leary.

      “How’re we doing, Andy?”

      “You’re up thirty-five thousand.” Andy spoke with the crisp confidence of someone who knew exactly what he knew.

      “Right then.” Paddy gave me a wink. “Are you ready to do some real gambling?”

      “The Treasury sure is,” I said with a mischievous smile. “But I wouldn’t risk my own money against you, Paddy.”

      “And I’m glad you wouldn’t, Lucky, because your luck would no doubt switch from me to you. It’s best for all concerned that you play with the casino’s money.”

      Even though the stakes were getting higher, I was beginning to relax more as I settled into the role. It was very different than being on the casino floor with its hustle and bustle, its shouts and yells, the dings and rings and clatters from slot machines, and the loud voices tourists put on to let us locals know just how excited they were to be here. It was quiet here, other than our small group, and there was a hushed impression of wealth permeating.

      Paddy was up by a hundred thousand dollars when the mood and atmosphere were ruined by the redhead who had parked herself on the couch. I had assumed she was one of Paddy’s employees, or perhaps a relative, but she was seemingly nothing of the sort.

      The woman stood up and marched over to the table. Andy, Paddy, and his butler all caught my gaze and turned to see what I was looking at.

      “Who let this eejit in here?”

      “Mr. Leary,” said the woman, “what do you have to say for yourself?”

      “I’ve nothing to say to you, and that’s too much.” Paddy grabbed the arm of his butler. “Get her out of here, now.”

      “Mr. Leary,” the woman insisted. “You’ve been absent from Las Vegas for more than a quarter of a century, but the wounds you inflicted still haven’t healed for—”

      To my astonishment, Andy Li had thrown Paddy’s glass of whiskey into the woman’s face, shutting her up in an instant and leaving her stunned into silence. The butler grabbed her arm and began to march her toward the door. The barman hurried out from behind his counter and grabbed her other arm.

      “Did you let her in here?” Paddy asked me.

      “Me? I’ve been here. She came in a few minutes ago. I thought she was part of your group.”

      Paddy jabbed a finger after Andy, his friendly demeanor turned in an instant to stern discontent. “He is my group. No one else. If anyone else tells you otherwise, you’re not to believe them. Got it?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry. If I’d known, I would have told you. You need permission to be up here, so I assumed she was allowed to be here.” I looked down at my hands. “This is my first time up here, Mr. Leary.”

      “Ah, call me Paddy would ye? Don’t fret it. But keep an eye out for that woman. She’s trouble and causing me no end of it.”

      There was some shouting and commotion outside, but it quickly faded as the woman was bundled into an elevator by security and sent back downstairs. Andy and the barman returned.

      “Could you not keep your eyes open?”

      “Sorry,” Andy said. “I assumed this was a secure area.” He gave a pointed look toward the butler, who shuffled nervously, embarrassed on behalf of The Treasury.

      “I’m very sorry, sir. I’ve no idea how she got up here. I’ll make sure our security team investigates this serious breach.”

      “As you should.” Paddy turned back to me. “My luck’s gone. I can feel it.”

      “Do you think so?” I was feeling some disappointment. Everything had been going so well. “On behalf of The Treasury, I’m really sorry that woman interrupted you.”

      “Woman,” Paddy repeated, shaking his head. “Eejit. Muckraking eejit.”

      “Who was she?” It probably wasn’t my place to ask, but as a private investigator, I was perpetually curious.

      “You tell her, Andy. I’m going to the bar.”

      Paddy got up and walked over to the bar. I looked at Andy nervously. He seemed annoyed at being forced to deal with me.

      “Her name’s Willow Freeman. She wrote a book about Paddy, and he’s not happy about it. She writes unofficial biographies of people, and in order to sell more copies, she invents scandal where it doesn’t exist.”

      “How terrible. I’d hate to have someone write a book like that about me.”

      “I don’t think you’ll have to be worrying about that.”

      True as it might be, it stung a little. I decided to take it as a compliment—choosing to believe that no one could write a book like that about me because there’s no scandal to dig up.

      Paddy stood at the bar, staring at the collection of bottles on the other side while he sipped from his tumbler of Irish whiskey, an unreadable look on his face.

      “I think we’re done for the day,” Andy said. He was holding a set of keys in his hand now, like some people did when they were anxious to leave. The keys had a chunky metal fob that looked like a fox or badger or with multiple tails. They clinked in his hands. He looked at Paddy again, who was showing no sign of moving back toward the gaming table. “Yeah, you’d better call it a night.”

      I was finished before I usually even started, but what had occurred hadn’t been my fault.

      As I left the suite, head held high but emotions running low, I told myself I’d done the best I could. Behind me, Andy’s keys clinked, and Paddy barked at his assistant to attend him.

      I couldn’t help but wonder whether my time as a high roller’s personal dealer was over before it had really begun.
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      Ian, Angel, and I were debating whether Ian’s cat was a good girl or a very naughty one.

      “She knocked my phone off the table deliberately.” I pointed at the nonchalant cat in serious accusation. “Didn’t you, Snowy?”

      The little white cat gave my finger a bored look, stood up, and turned herself several degrees to the side, away from me, so she was facing Ian directly, and sat down again. I’d been snubbed.

      “Good kitty!” Angel giggled, toppling backward on Ian’s sofa.

      “No, she’s very naughty,” I said, pretending to be annoyed.

      Angel found me being upset at the cat hilarious and continued to giggle away.

      “You upset the feng shui of the table, Tiffany, that’s why Snowflake knocked your phone off. She’s very sensitive.”

      Sometimes it was hard to tell whether Ian was being funny or dumb. I figured this time it was both.

      “Feng shui, huh?” I picked Snowflake up and moved her to my lap. In the process, she let out a loud meow of complaint like she was being kidnapped, or kittynapped, to be sold in a wet market. “There, now the table’s clean again.”

      Snowflake gave me a suspicious look but settled down and let me stroke her. In a moment, she was purring.

      We were looking after Angel, the young daughter of Amber, our lawyer cousin. Mom and Nanna had been interfering in Angel’s love life, and now she had a series of dates lined up over the following days and weeks with a slew of different guys.

      “Right,” I said, handing Snowflake over to Ian. “Some of us have got to work this evening.”

      “I’d be happy to work if my boss would give me any,” Ian said snootily.

      His boss was me, and we were currently between investigations. Mom and Nanna had arranged the job with Quentin for me, but that looked like it was mostly going to be a one-woman operation, and I hadn’t even met the client yet.

      “Your other boss has given you work, Ian. Babysitting Angel.”

      Angel had recovered from her giggles and looked at me sternly.

      “Not a baby!”

      Ian nodded confirmation. “We just hang out, don’t we Angel?”

      Angel nodded back at him, a very serious look on her face. “Pizza time?”

      “Excellent idea, Angel. Tiffany’s leaving, so there’s more for us.”

      “Yay!”

      With a shake of my head, I got up to leave the pair of them to it.

      “Just a minute, before you go.”

      “What?”

      “Give me your phone, Tiff. I’m setting something up.”

      “Setting what up?” I asked suspiciously.

      “An app. Come on. Hand it over.”

      I handed it over, but it was with arched eyebrows that demanded an explanation.

      “It’s an app, so we can see where we are.”

      “I know where I am, Ian. I don’t need an app for that.”

      “No, dummy, I mean so I can see where you are, and you can see where I am. You know, just in case.”

      “Just in case you get kidnapped again?”

      “Well, yes. But I mean, the chances of that are next to nil, Tiff. On average, a normal human is kidnapped fewer than once in their lifetime.”

      “You’re definitely not average, Ian.”

      “Thank you. And nor are you. That’s why we need this app. We can check each other’s location at any moment!”

      “I’m really not sure I’m comfortable with that, I mean, what if I’m—”

      “All done!” Ian shoved my phone back to me. “And now you can go, safe in the knowledge that I’ve got my eye on you. Always. And forever.”

      “Are you trying to sound like a maniac?”

      Angel giggled and pointed at Ian. “Maniac! Maniac! Maniac!”

      “You don’t even know what a maniac is, Angel. A maniac is a…”

      I let their words fade into the background as I left them to it.
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      Carrie had told me Paddy wanted to play at about eight o’clock that evening. I arrived a little early, stowed my things in a locker, and then heading up the service elevator to the high rollers gambling suites.

      Carrie was in the hallway, pacing with click-clicks of her high heels on the marble floor, her attention focused on the iPad she held in hand.

      “Hi, Carrie!” I said brightly, determined to put the way the previous evening had ended behind me.

      “Good, there you are. He’s in there and waiting already. I would have told you, but I figured you must be nearly here by now anyway. He doesn’t seem to be in a very good mood, I’m afraid.”

      “That happens to the best of us,” I said as brightly as I could.

      Carrie leaned in close to me as if wary of high-rolling eavesdroppers. “Rich people are worse, I’m telling you. They’re so used to having everything go their way that when something upsets them, they’re not used to it. Some of them go legitimately crazy.”

      “I’m sure Paddy won’t,” I said with blustery confidence. “He seems like a nice guy.”

      “Everyone can seem like a nice guy. If he—or anyone else for that matter—makes you feel uncomfortable, just let me know. Okay?” Carrie gave my shoulder a squeeze.

      “Sure.”

      “Just so you know, that writer who annoyed him yesterday accosted him downstairs again earlier. If he says anything about her, just smile and nod.” Carrie tilted her head thoughtfully. “Or shake your head and frown. Just try and agree with him.”

      “Will do. Thanks for the heads up.”

      I think Carrie had been trying to encourage me, but instead, I was more nervous than I had been the day before. I swallowed and headed in, trying to look confident even if my courage was rapidly waning.

      “There you are,” Paddy said the second I entered the Roosevelt room. He was standing, leaning back against the bar with a whiskey glass in hand. He had been facing the door, presumably watching for me, and I was under his spotlight immediately.

      “Sorry for being late.” I wasn’t really sorry—I’d arrived for the time I’d been given—but in any kind of customer service job, you sometimes have to lie to the customers to stay in their good graces.

      “As long as you brought your luck with you, I don’t mind.” Paddy slammed his glass down on the bar top and walked over to the gambling table. His face was slightly red and his gait unsteady. That clearly wasn’t the first glass of whiskey he had consumed.

      Andy Li was sitting on one of the leather sofas, a computer on his lap. He looked up at me but didn’t offer a greeting. It was more like he was checking that a task on his list had been completed, and the little nod he gave was for his own benefit and not my own.

      “All right, Lucky. I’m starting with ten a hand.”

      For a moment, just a moment, I thought he meant ten dollars a hand, like many of my customers down in the pit. But of course not. This was the high rollers’ suite, and he was starting with ten thousand dollars for each hand of cards. For the briefest moment, I wondered whether he was going to slip me one or two of the big-money chips as a tip, if things went well. Then, I pushed the thought aside. Pleasant as it was, it wasn’t likely to happen, and thinking about it would only get my hopes up.

      Paddy won the first hand and celebrated by ordering another glass of whiskey from his butler, who passed on the message to the waitress and then the bartender.

      “Still got the luck,” Paddy said to me, pleased, as he took a big sip. He set the glass down and rubbed his hands together. “Let’s play.”

      Paddy didn’t seem in the mood for conversation, so I didn’t offer it. Reading people is useful in both of my jobs, and it was a skill I had worked on developing over the years. Paddy didn’t want to chat; he wanted to gamble, and he wanted to win.

      Unfortunately, I could help with only the former of his desires.

      Paddy played the next few hands fast. He hit on thirteen twice, busting both times, and then lost two consecutive hands that he held at twenty.

      Paddy stared as I turned over an Ace to join my King. His face had become redder and redder, and now had a magma-like quality, as if just under his skin an eruption was brewing. You didn’t need great people-reading skills to know that if he kept losing, he was going to break. But of course, there was nothing I could do about it. The cards fell where the cards fell.

      Paddy said nothing. I said no more than necessary, only confirming any of his moves or gestures that could possibly be misinterpreted. I’d taken ninety-thousand dollars from him in less than ten minutes, and making any kind of mistake in a situation like this could be deadly for my career as a dealer.

      Paddy busted again on the next hand. I slid his chip away.

      “Mary and Joseph!” Paddy yelled and gave the table a smack.

      I started and then tried not to look fazed.

      “Did I make ye jump? Sorry. How much am I down?”

      “One hundred.”

      “A hundred thousand dollars,” Paddy repeated. “We’ll just have to win it back, won’t we, Lucky?”

      I didn’t know what to say. We certainly couldn’t guarantee that he would win, and people who gamble with their emotions tend to lose a lot more often than those who take a more measured approach.

      “A hundred a game.”

      A hundred thousand dollars a game. I tried not to think about how much that was, because I’d probably drop everything everywhere if I did.

      Downstairs, in the pit, I only saw a thousand dollar chip once every couple of weeks or so. Today, Paddy had been gambling with ten thousand dollar chips, which weren’t even available downstairs, and now he was switching over to the highest amount our—or most other casinos—even produced.

      Paddy pushed his stacks of ten-thousand-dollar chips my way to swap them.

      I checked under the table for a button. Downstairs, in the pit, if someone used a thousand dollar chip, I had to get the pit manager there to make sure everything was aboveboard. Now we were talking a thousand times that. Sure enough, there was a button secreted away with tiny writing reading Ops Man. Operations Manager. I pressed it.

      Paddy stared at his pile of chips and then at me. He didn’t want to wait around. The door swung open, and Carrie hurried inside, a look of worry creasing her otherwise wrinkle-free brow.

      The operations manager assessed the situation with one glance and gave me a nod to continue. I swapped out the chips, making sure each stack of ten thousand was exactly the same height.

      “Is everything to your satisfaction, Mr. Leary?”

      “Ah, would ye call me Paddy? I’ve told you twice already, and thrice now is a chore.”

      “Sorry, Paddy,” Carrie said, with little contrition.

      “And everything’s fine, except Lucky here seems to have lost her luck.”

      “Would you like to change dealers?”

      That hurt to hear, but on an intellectual level, I could understand. From The Treasury’s perspective, I was nothing more than a mote of dust compared to Paddy Leary and the potential windfall he could bestow upon the casino if his luck was poor.

      “No, anyone else would be worse. My luck’s about to change, I can feel it.” Paddy caught my eye and slid one of his fresh new hundred-thousand-dollar chips over. “Let’s play.”

      Carrie went and stood by the bar, pretending to do some work on her iPad, but I knew she was keeping watch. Millions of dollars could be flowing across my table in the next few minutes, and the half-dozen security cameras in the room were not enough. The Treasury needed eyes on the scene as well.

      To my relief, Paddy won his first two hands, wiping out his earlier losses and putting him over a hundred thousand dollars up.

      “Here we go, here we go!” Paddy slapped the table repeatedly to get the attention of the room. “Another whiskey!”

      I’d seen this downstairs. When people start gambling with real money, they can get very excitable, especially if they’re winning. For Paddy Leary, real money meant a hundred-thousand a hand. Downstairs, it was usually more like twenty or a hundred bucks at a time that got people’s blood flowing.

      It was more nerve-wracking for me than for him. If he lost millions, I knew he was going to blame me. And if he won millions? I didn’t know what The Treasury would do. Carrie seemed nice, but Stella in HR would find some way to blame me, I was certain. Suddenly, dealing with a high roller didn’t seem like quite as much of an honor as I had hoped.

      Paddy played another hand. This time he lost.

      “Keeping it interesting, huh, Lucky?”

      “The cards always make it interesting.” I was not going to willingly accept responsibility for anything the cards threw up, good or bad.

      Paddy won the next hand, and he celebrated by finishing his drink and ordering another. He’d had at least four since I arrived and who knows how many earlier.

      I glanced up and was surprised to see that Andy Li was now sitting beside Paddy, his lips pressed together tightly as he stared at the table. I was so focused on the game, I hadn’t noticed his silent move across the floor to the table.

      I dealt.

      Paddy lost.

      I dealt again.

      After two hits, Paddy went bust on twenty-two.

      “Unlucky,” I said quietly.

      That was a mistake.

      “Aye, you are now, aren’t you? Call yourself Lucky, and then feed me this, this, this rubbish.”

      In another situation, I might have been tempted to point out that it was him that nicknamed me Lucky, not me, but I had the feeling that would go down like a hired stripper at a christening.

      “How much have you taken from me?”

      “Five hundred thousand dollars,” Andy said before I could even open my mouth.

      Paddy drummed his fingers on the table. I knew what he was doing. I’d seen it dozens of times before. He was thinking his luck was about to change, and he was going to win it all back and then some. In my experience, that worked out way less than half the time. When people get upset, they make mistakes. And when they make mistakes, they get more upset. Paddy looked to be in this vicious circle.

      I wanted to tell him to take a break, to cool off, to sober up and think logically, maybe consult with his chilly partner, Andy. But I couldn’t. That would get me kicked out and replaced, and Paddy would be even more irate.

      “Did ye change your perfume?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Did ye change it? The perfume. Am I not speaking English?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t change anything.”

      Here we go. Time to blame the dealer. In modern times, with security cameras everywhere and strict regulations, the casinos never used dealers to cheat the customers. The odds were in the casino’s favor of course, but us dealers weren’t hiding cards under the table or deliberately feeding bad ones to our customers; that hadn’t happened since the Wild West days.

      But many losing customers still needed someone to blame. They couldn’t blame themselves, of course. It had to be someone else. And that someone else was invariably the dealer. So, it was the dealer dealt too fast, or the dealer didn’t give me time to think, or the dealer’s unlucky. Then, you got the truly superstitious, a category which Paddy seemed to fit into. They could assign any blame to the dealer you could imagine: the dealer’s earrings were cursed by a gypsy, or the dealer’s using black magic, or the dealer’s set unlucky spirits on me.

      In this case, Paddy was scrambling for a reason—a change in my ‘lucky’ perfume.

      “Deal.”

      The politeness was gone. The pleasantries, too. This high roller suite wasn’t half the fun I thought it was going to be.

      I dealt.

      Paddy lost.

      “Did ye change the cards from yesterday?”

      “Yes?” I answered, hesitantly. Of course the cards were changed. They were changed at least once a day, and down on the floor at a busy table, they could be changed much more frequently. Up here, they were changed every day.

      “You stole my luck when you changed the cards.”

      What do you say to that?

      Nothing.

      You let your boss deal with it.

      Carrie was by my side in a second and had listened to everything.

      “All casinos change their cards, sir,” Carrie explained. “It’s standard practice the world over. It’s one of the many things we do to make sure our games are as fair as they can possibly be.”

      “Then I want the dealer changed. Now.”

      It almost made me cry. If this had been my only job, it probably would have. But luckily, my self-esteem was mostly tied up in my private investigations business rather than this job, which these days I did more for the fun of it than the financial reward.

      “I can deal,” Carrie told him. “Wait over there,” she said to me, nodding toward the farthest leather sofa against the wall.

      I went to sit and watch. Once she was behind the table, I realized that there was more to Carrie than I’d thought. In her black dress, she looked the exact part of a high-rolling dealer, much more so than I did in my standard-issue Treasury black blouse. She dealt the cards coolly, her black hair shimmering as she moved with quick but careful precision.

      This cheered Paddy up for all of about two minutes. He won two hands in quick succession, but then the next five in a row, he lost. He was down nearly a million dollars.

      On his next hand, he hit on twelve, and a King made him bust on twenty-two. That was it for him. He burst to his feet and sideswiped his half-full whiskey glass, sending it flying through the air until it fell harmlessly onto the lushly carpeted floor, rolling to a soggy stop.

      “I’m done with youse!”

      Paddy stormed toward the door, Andy trailing a step or two behind him. Just as I thought I was about to see the last of him, he turned and jabbed a finger in my direction.

      “Never trust a woman with a stripper’s name. And you’ve got two of them—Tiffany and Lucky. If I see you in here tomorrow, I’m moving to the Tremonte.”

      My cheeks were burning almost as red as his. Carrie came and sat down beside me and patted me on the knee.

      “Welcome to the high rollers’ suite.”

      “Is it always this much fun?” I asked glumly.

      “At least we didn’t have to call security on him. He’ll cool down, and he’ll be back tomorrow. You’ll see.”

      “I’m not sure he’ll want me to deal for him again, though.”

      “Perhaps. Even if that’s the case, don’t think too badly of yourself. You were doing a great job. Sometimes we get difficult clients, and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

      “So what do I do now? Clock out early?”

      “I’ll clock you out at eleven. It’s not your fault what happened. Don’t tell HR, though, okay?”

      “Really? Thanks, Carrie.”

      “No problem. We do things a bit differently up here than downstairs. It’s just the way it works when you’re dealing with millionaires and billionaires.”

      “Which one is Paddy?”

      “According to Forbes, he’s not quite a billionaire, but he’s not far off, either. He owns tons of properties in Europe, hotels and resorts and apartments and the like. What he lost here was just chicken scratch for a guy like him.”

      “I guess. Thanks.”

      “Come on, I’ll walk you out. If there are any changes to your schedule, I’ll be in touch.”

      Changes like me being fired from the high rollers’ suite, I guessed. Carrie was nice, but she still had a job to do.

      On the way out, we passed a maid polishing a brass rail just outside the room. There was something about her that caught my eye. She didn’t look like someone who worked in housekeeping. Her makeup was a bit too nice, and so were the black high heels she was wearing. I gave her a second look and realized who it was: the woman that Paddy had kicked out yesterday.

      Willow raised a finger to her lips and gave me a wink. I considered raising the alarm and telling Carrie. But I decided not to. Paddy was the only one who would benefit, and I wasn’t eager to go out of my way to help him right then. And the world needs investigative journalists and writers, right? So I gave her a brief smile and continued to walk with Carrie to the service elevator.

      Before we exited the beautiful marble hallway, I took a final look. It was probably the last time I was ever going to be up here.

      “It’s been great working with you, Carrie,” I said as I stepped into the elevator.

      “So far,” Carried added, though I wasn’t sure she meant it.

      “Sure.”

      The doors closed, and I think both Carrie and I knew I wouldn’t be back.
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      It was no surprise to me when the next day I got a message around midday from Stella Smithfield in HR, telling me she needed to see me urgently.

      I turned the screen off and settled back into my sofa. Going to see her wasn’t exactly going to be fun, so I figured I might as well finish watching the repeat of Monk that was on first. Stella could wait.

      

      A couple of hours later, I was back at The Treasury. I looked longingly in the direction of the VIP elevators that led up to the high rollers’ suites, and then with a sigh took an unmarked door toward the administrative offices and Stella’s little fiefdom.

      I guess being called in to see a manager is pretty typical for workers all over the world after a bad day at work. What is less typical, however, is for the manager to have both security guards and the police in the room with them.

      I froze in the doorway. In front of Stella’s desk there was usually a pair of chairs, but this time, there were three, two of which were already taken. Standing by the door were two uniformed security guards that worked for the resort.

      “Hello?” I said awkwardly. Surely, I was interrupting an ongoing meeting.

      “Black,” said a familiar voice. One of the people sitting turned and gave me his customary grouchy stare. His name was Detective Elwood, a pudgy, balding, late middle-aged divorcee with a perpetual five o’clock shadow who worked for the LVMPD homicide department.

      Beside Elwood, another man turned around. I didn’t recognize this one. He looked to be about thirty, and he had a long, gaunt face that looked like it had been squashed in a vise. “This her?”

      Elwood grunted a yeah. I eyed the new guy suspiciously. My friend Emily was Elwood’s partner, as far as I knew, and this mean-looking man wasn’t her.

      “What’s going on?” My tone was defiant, because quite frankly, who needed this kind of drama? All I could think was that I was about to be accused of stealing one of the hundred-thousand-dollar chips, and Elwood had been moved to serious crimes from homicide.

      “Sit down please,” Stella said, careful to avoid showing any emotion that might reveal something useful to me.

      I did as I was told, but I wasn’t satisfied. “What’s this about?”

      “Yesterday, you worked in the Roosevelt Room, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “What time did you finish?”

      Carrie had told me she was going to put me in for my full shift, but don’t tell HR. And now I was being questioned by HR with the cops standing by. Surely, this couldn’t be about wage theft? I hadn’t even been paid yet!

      “I don’t remember exactly. After the client left, I had a meeting with the operations manager, and then I finished for the day.”

      “The cameras show you leaving several hours before your shift was supposed to end. And they also showed a very disgruntled customer leaving the gambling suite before you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?” Stella pushed.

      “If that’s what the cameras show, that’s what they show. They don’t lie. To be honest, it was a very stressful evening, and I have no idea how much time passed. I didn’t even think to check the time.”

      “Dealers are supposed to be meticulous,” Stella said. “Despite dealing with millions of dollars, you were not very meticulous, were you?”

      “Guess not. But have you really called me—and the cops—because my timesheet was a little off?”

      “No.” Stella sat back in her chair. “Gentlemen?”

      Elwood and Oblong-face half-stood and shifted their chairs so they were facing me. They were both very close, so their knees were almost touching mine.

      “Black,” Elwood said. “What have you got mixed up in this time?”

      “Not dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s on a timesheet apparently. I’m glad the police department budget has been increased so much that they can send two detectives to investigate such a case. I’m surprised I didn’t read about the new budget windfall.”

      “You’re funny, Black,” Elwood said, without laughter.

      No one else laughed either. I cracked a smile to see if it would set them all off. Nope. All I got were stares, glares, frowns, and eye rolls.

      “So? What is this? Career advice? Do you want me to be your wisecracking partner, Elwood? Are you here to recruit me?”

      He didn’t find that very funny either.

      “Black. Shut up a minute.”

      No one tells me to shut up. Not usually, anyway. But Elwood was a famous grump, and I sensed there actually was something going on that I didn’t know about yet.

      “Look, just tell me what’s happened, would you?”

      “Last night, you had a fight with Paddy Leary, and he fired you from the high rollers’ suite.”

      “We didn’t fight, and I wasn’t fired. He lost some money, and he blamed me. These things happen on the floor all the time. Ask security.” I jabbed my thumb over my shoulder toward the guards I assumed were still standing by the door. “They throw people out every day for haranguing the dealers when they lose.”

      “Just telling you what’s been reported to me,” Elwood said. “Leary was rude to you, and he wasn’t going to be using your dealing services again. That was clear. Is that correct?”

      “I wouldn’t say it was clear; I would say it was likely. But Carrie Kim said that it was just as likely he’d want me back again tomorrow. I mean today. But I’m guessing he doesn’t?”

      “Nope,” Elwood said, “because he’s dead.”

      That gave me pause. It explained why there was a homicide detective here.

      “Whiskey overdose?” I hazarded

      “Nope. Shot in the forehead. A single bullet.”

      “Huh.”

      “Huh?” Oblong-face repeated. “You’ve just been told your customer was murdered, and that’s all you’ve got to say?”

      I shrugged. “It’s terrible. But it is what it is, right? These things happen in ‘Vegas.”

      Oblong-face shook his head. “Elwood told me you were cold, but I didn’t imagine…”

      Who was this wet drip? “Sorry, but who are you? And where’s Emily?”

      “This is Detective Benson,” Elwood said. “He’s new in town, just transferred in. Emily isn’t working this case because she’s your friend. It would be a conflict of interest.”

      “How would it be a conflict of interest? It’s not like I’m a suspect…” My words trailed off. I narrowed my gaze and stared at Elwood. “Are you saying I’m a suspect? You know me, Elwood. That would be absurd.”

      “Leary fired you and then went out, and he was murdered. He hasn’t been in Las Vegas in decades. You’re one of the few people he knew in town, and so far, you’re the only one who had a grudge against him.”

      “But I didn’t have a grudge against him! Sure, he was a bit mean, but I’m not exactly going to kill him over it. It’s not like I even need this job.”

      “No?” Stella interjected sharply. “You don’t?”

      I ignored her and kept my eyes on Elwood. I’d known him for years, and although we weren’t friends, I was insulted that he would even give this ridiculous theory as much credence as he was giving it.

      “Mr. Leary’s associate has been by his side almost the entire time he’s been in Las Vegas, except for late last night. He says that you’re the only person who might have reason to dislike him.”

      “Having met Paddy three times, I find that unlikely.”

      “Paddy?” Stella repeated. “At The Treasury, we like to treat our most esteemed clients with a little more respect. That’s Mister Leary to you.”

      I could have explained to Stella that the client in question would have disagreed, but the point was moot. He was no longer a client.

      “Black, where were you last night?”

      “After my shift, I went home and sat on my sofa until I went to bed around midnight.”

      Oblong-face, or rather Benson, I remembered, pushed his face closer to mine. “Can anyone corroborate that? A boyfriend or partner?”

      “No.”

      “No? Do you live a sad, lonely life, Miss Black?”

      The nerve!

      “Having a quiet night at home is not a sad life, detective.”

      “But no one can corroborate your alibi?”

      “I guess not. Look, this has nothing to do with me. It’s very sad and all, but I really didn’t care enough about Paddy Leary to want any harm to come to him. It’s a shame, but he probably brought it on himself. He was abrasive and obnoxious. I suggest you look at that partner of his, Andy Li. From what I gather, he was closest to him, at least of the people I saw.”

      “Sweetie,” Benson said, his tone anything but sweet himself, “you don’t need to tell a homicide department how to investigate a homicide.”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      Barely had the cliche escaped my lips before I realized how pompous I sounded. Stella, Benson, and Elwood all let me know precisely how up-myself I sounded with disparaging looks, tuts, and sighs.

      “Yeah,” Benson said, “you’re a disgruntled dealer who ruined her big break, who also moonlights as some kind of private detective. I’ve got my eye on you, Black.”

      When Elwood called me by my family name it was kind of endearing, but coming from this stranger, it just sounded mean.

      “I suggest you get your eyes on your case instead and interview some proper suspects.”

      “Advice duly noted and rejected.” Benson curled his lips in what must have been an attempt at a smile.

      Stella looked at me with her usual disdain. “Tiffany, you are of course on unpaid leave for the time being, pending a full review of your performance. And the criminal investigation, of course.”

      “Of course.” I stood up. “It’s been great catching up, Elwood. We should do this more often.”

      The old detective gave a little shrug, and if I wasn’t mistaken, a wince in my direction. On the way out, I was struggling with disbelief, not only that I’d been accused of murder, but that the nicest person in the room was Elwood, who was usually the grumpiest person I knew.

      What was the world coming to?
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      Ian and I sat together in a cafe while I unburdened my woes onto him. I wasn’t convinced he was paying full attention to my unfortunate circumstance.

      “This is more of a cake than a cupcake,” Ian said as he stared at his plate. “I mean, where’s the cut-off, Tiffany? When does a cupcake become a cake? It can’t just be when it’s for more than one person, because there are people who can eat a whole giant cake all by themselves. Or does the definition change depending on who is saying it?”

      “Ian, have you listened to a word I’ve said?”

      “Of course. Every last word. But have you been listening to what I’ve been saying? This is a serious philosophical and culinary issue, Tiffany.”

      “Ian, a cupcake is a cupcake if the baker says it’s a cupcake. That’s it.”

      “But what if—”

      “No! That’s it. I love cupcakes more than the next person, but I’m being accused of murdering this horrible old Irish man. What am I going to do, Ian?”

      “Did you?”

      “Did I what?”

      “Murder him?”

      An old lady at the next table was staring at us with rapt attention, hanging on our every word. She’d been caught by the cupcake dilemma, but the murder twist was really the icing on top of the eavesdropped conversation cake.

      “Of course I didn’t! How could you even ask that!”

      “It was rhetorical,” Ian said primly.

      “No, it wasn’t. You asked it twice.”

      “Yes, but only for effect. Of course, you didn’t murder him. Ergo, don’t worry about it.”

      “You know, not so long ago, you were accused of murder, and I worked night and day to prove them all wrong. Can’t you reciprocate just a little?”

      “Fine,” Ian said with a sigh. “Tell me about this new detective. He could be the key.”

      I didn’t follow, but then sometimes Ian’s mind went in ways no other mortal could comprehend. It was worth a shot.

      “He’s got a face like an oblong and a mean streak wider than Snowflake’s.”

      “That’s not hard. Snowy is the most loving creature on the planet.”

      “Ha.”

      “She is. So, this detective, how old would you say he is?”

      “I don’t know? Thirty? Thirty-five? I’m not seeing the link here, Ian.”

      “No surprise there. Still, looks aren’t everything. Now, did you give him your card?”

      “What? No, I didn’t give him my card, and why does it matter?”

      “If he doesn’t have your number, he can’t ask you out, can he?”

      “Ian!”

      “I promised your mom and Nanna that I’d help you out with your love life. Maybe this new guy is the one, Tiff.”

      I was about to really lose my temper when the old lady at the next table leaned over and grabbed my forearm.

      “It’s worth a shot, hon. If you go to jail, there won’t be any men except for the guards. Not that there’s anything wrong with a prison guard!”

      “I’m sorry, but would you not give me relationship advice, please? I’m not going to jail, and not only should you not be listening to our conversation, you especially shouldn’t be listening to him because he’s clearly lost the few screws that were keeping his brain functioning in the first place.”

      The old woman sniffed. “I was only trying to help. Helpful Helen, that’s what they call me.”

      I clutched my head in my hands. Two people ‘helping’ and neither of them helping.

      “Why don’t you eat the cupcake?” Ian suggested.

      “That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said since we got here, Ian.”

      “And then we’ll talk some more about how we’re going to snag that detective for you.”

      “Oh. My—”

      The old woman grabbed my arm again.

      “Just eat the cupcake, dear. Everything’s always better with cake.”

      What else could I do? I fell into the cupcake headfirst and didn’t come up for air until the entire thing was demolished.

      I figured that with the way my week was going, that cupcake might very well be the last good thing that happened to me.

      And it was good.

      Unfortunately, neither the cupcake, Ian, or Nosy Helen helped the situation in the slightest.
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      Ian left me to pick up Angel.

      Ian’s girlfriend, Sally, who worked at a day spa, had the afternoon off, and the three of them were going to the zoo. I was being left to wallow in my own self-pity all alone. All alone until I got a phone call from a stranger, that was.

      I answered and then listened intently. A few minutes later, I was on my way to The Tremonte. Things were looking, if not up, then different at least. A wildcard had joined the game that was my life this week.

      I headed straight to the Atrium Cafe on the ground floor of the Tremonte resort. Underneath a high glass ceiling was a spacious cafe that let you feel like you were outdoors without having to deal with the harsh heat of summer and the bitter winds of winter.

      At that time of day, there was only one, single man sitting alone next to a potted palm tree—the directions he had given me. I headed right for him, and he stood when he saw me approaching.

      “Tiffany Black?”

      “That’s right. Ronan Leary?”

      “The one and only.”

      We sat down. Ronan Leary was the son of Paddy Leary, and he had a much weaker accent than his deceased father. He told me he had chartered a jet from New York, where he resided, immediately upon hearing of his father’s passing. He’d arrived early in the morning and been dealing with the police and The Treasury ever since.

      “I’ve had a busy morning,” he said, stifling a yawn. “So. Your name’s been popping up.”

      “Yes? I’m sorry about what happened to your father, but I’m nothing to do with what happened to him.”

      “I figured.”

      “You did?” I asked with some small measure of surprise. After the way Stella and the detectives had treated me, I assumed everyone would be suspecting me.

      “Dad wasn’t Mister Popular, and I heard what he was like last night. Actually, I saw. Did you know the cameras in those rooms have sound as well, these days?”

      “Right, okay.”

      “I saw your face. When Dad was mean, you didn’t get the eyes of some hungry killer out for vengeance. You looked more, I don’t know, eye-rolly? You know, as if you didn’t have the time or energy to deal with him, rather than you wanting to shoot him in the head.”

      “I wish everyone else was as perceptive as you.”

      Ronan smiled, and it was a much gentler look than any I’d seen from his father. “They always said I was sensitive. That’s why I became a dancer.”

      “A dancer?” I asked in mild surprise. Now that I looked at him, I could see he had the build; he was slender, but I could from his bare forearms that his graceful form belied considerable strength.

      Ronan stood, put a hand on his head and did a quick pirouette. I giggled as he sat down and then immediately felt guilty. His father had just been murdered, after all.

      “Anyway,” Ronan continued, “everyone has been very forthcoming. It’s amazing how easy life is when you’re rich.”

      “That’s also very perceptive of you.”

      He shrugged. “For a year or so, I tried to live life on hard mode. I moved to New York and refused any help from my family. I found out the hard way that trying to live a glamorous lifestyle as a professional dancer in New York City is trickier than I’d even imagined.”

      “I bet. How’s the pay for being a dancer?”

      “If you’re a star on Broadway, it can be pretty good.”

      “Are you a star on Broadway?”

      He grinned at me. “What do you think?”

      “No?” I hazarded.

      “Exactly. I always had it easy, growing up. Too easy, people say. I never developed that drive that people who grow up poorer have. People like Dad. I’ve always been more into having fun than struggling. I gave it a go and tried to make it on my own. But after a short time, I had to call up Dad. You know how it goes, ‘Hey, Dad, can I get my twenty-thousand-dollar a month allowance back? And will you pay my rent?’ And of course he did. While I didn’t turn into the businessman he wanted me to be, he still loved me in his own way.”

      I could imagine what my own mom and dad would say if I told them I wanted a twenty-thousand-dollar a month allowance, and it wasn’t pretty.

      “It must be nice to have that support to fall back on.”

      “It was, and I was very lucky. So, no doubt you’re wondering why I wanted to speak to you.”

      “I might be able to guess. You heard what I do, right? Outside of the blackjack dealing?”

      “Exactly. Everyone’s been very forthcoming. You’re a private investigator as well as a dealer.”

      “I am.”

      “I was talking with the owner here, Jack, and he said that if I really wanted to find out what happened to Dad, and money was no object, you’re the person I should be talking to. He said you’ll get faster results than the overwhelmed police.”

      He’d been talking about my friend, the Tremonte owner Jack Weber, and of course he had put in a good word for me. Jack seemed to forget that I wasn’t really a fan of murder cases, though, despite finding myself winding up neck-deep in them more often than I would like.

      “And you know I’m a suspect.”

      “Yep. But you didn’t do it, I can tell. Jack told me the same thing. And you knew Dad.”

      “Hardly. I met him on three occasions.”

      “Three times is enough to meet him. They say the first time you meet him he charms you, the second time he’s all business, and the third he starts a war with you.”

      “Who’s they?”

      Ronan shrugged. “People he did business with. To be honest, I think he spread that little saying himself. He was a bit full of himself. He and Andy Li were always trying to portray Dad as even more than he was. Don’t get me wrong, he amassed a decent fortune and he worked hard, but they tried to portray him as more legendary than that.”

      “Charm, then business, then war. I guess it wasn’t too far off the mark, but war is a bit too strong for our last interaction. He got unlucky with the cards and blamed me.”

      “That’s Dad. Good luck is his, bad luck is someone else’s.”

      “That’s half the people in Las Vegas.”

      “Or maybe the world. So. You’ll help?”

      “You want to hire me to investigate what happened to your father?”

      “That’s right. You’re a local, and you’ll dedicate more time to it than the cops will, no? And plus, you knew Dad. Not many people knew Dad in Las Vegas. Not anymore.”

      I didn’t like murders, but I was connected to this one. The sooner it was solved, the sooner Oblong-face and Elwood would stop suspecting me. And perhaps the sooner I’d be able to get back to work at The Treasury, if they didn’t fire me.

      “I’m not cheap.”

      “That’s fine. I’m just about to inherit a business empire—goodness knows how I’ll cope—so I think I can afford your fees. Feel free to spend whatever you need.”

      “Necessary expenses are included in all my bills.”

      Ronan shrugged. “I’m sure they are. But I mean, don’t feel like you have to hold back. If you can devote more energy to the case by eating out three meals a day, do it. If you need to stay in one of the hotels on the Strip, grab a suite. If you need to get somewhere and type up a report, get a limo for the day and work in the back of it. Whatever you need.”

      “That’s very generous of you, Ronan. I doubt I’ll need much in the way of luxuries, but I do have an assistant who I’ll get to work full-time on the case as well. And there may need to be some consulting with outside experts.”

      “Sure, whatever you need.”

      “Oh, and just so you know, you may be a suspect yourself, what with your massive inheritance and all.”

      “Right.” Ronan reached down to the terracotta tiled floor and pulled something out of a bag. It was a newspaper, the New York Times, and he unfolded it to the theater reviews section.

      “I was performing at the opening of an off-off-Broadway musical last night, and every night recently. And I haven’t been to Las Vegas since a bachelor party five years ago. By all means check into me, but since I’m paying you, I really would prefer it if you could spend most of your time on the likely suspects.”

      “Of course. When you say the likely suspects, do you have anyone in mind?”

      “Nope. That’s your department. But I would imagine Andy Li, since they work together, and whoever he’s met since he arrived in Las Vegas a few days ago. He also tried to do some business here in the late eighties, but that didn’t work out, so if there’s anyone still around from those days, you could check into them.”

      “What do you know about Andy Li? I met him briefly, but I don’t think I learned anything about the man.”

      “He was Dad’s righthand man. Originally, he was part of Dad’s legal team—he’s a lawyer by trade—but Dad found him to be useful in all kinds of situations. The last few years, he’s basically been acting as something between a personal assistant to Dad and a CEO-at-large of most of his businesses. He deals with everything from arranging important meetings to choosing which hotels they stay in and managing his senior staff.”

      “He sounds like a busy guy.”

      “Yep. Very much so.” Ronan checked his watch. “I’m afraid I’ve got to go and give the police a formal interview. They briefed me in private when I arrived, but they need me down the station for a chat. You’ll take the case, right?”

      With no work to do at The Treasury, and the potential to quickly clear my name and earn a fat paycheck from Ronan, it was an easy decision to make.

      “I’ll start immediately.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The first step of my investigation was to bribe the police.

      Okay, that’s a really uncharitable way of putting it. What I did was call up my police friend Emily, who also happened to be Jack Weber’s girlfriend, and invite her out for lunch the following day. She said yes so quickly, I guessed she needed someone to talk to as well.

      With the go-ahead to bill as freely as I liked, we decided that the best way to conduct our consulting session, as I was going to bill it, was over a couple of ribeyes at one of the better steak restaurants in town.

      We both arrived early with big appetites and quickly got down to brass tacks over our meal.

      “So how come you’re not Elwood’s partner anymore?”

      That didn’t do anything to cheer Emily’s mood. She’d arrived with a scowl, and I was pretty sure the smile she gave me was one of relief rather than pleasure at seeing me. Emily took a sip of water before she told me.

      “There’s two reasons. There’s this new guy—”

      “Oblong-face.”

      Emily laughed, and a little of her glumness lifted. “Right. Benson. He was a cop in Reno, but now he’s here, and don’t ask me why because no one has told me. Elwood’s showing him the Las Vegas ropes. But there’s another reason.”

      “Oh?”

      “Elwood thinks Jack is a suspect, and because of our relationship, it would be a conflict of interest if I was on the investigative team.”

      “Jack? A suspect?”

      “I told him he was wasting his time with that angle, but he disagreed.”

      “Why does he think Jack’s a suspect?”

      “Leary threatened Jack, and Jack made the mistake of filing a report.”

      “When did that happen?”

      “A few days ago. Leary flew into town, had a meeting with Jack, and it didn’t go well. He wanted to buy the Tremonte. When Jack said no, Leary made some kind of vague threat. I don’t know what he said, I think Jack didn’t want to worry me, but it must have been pretty bad because Jack reported it. When Leary turned up dead a couple of days later, Elwood figured Jack has to be a suspect.”

      “I’ll have to try and chat with Jack later. Did you hear anything else about the case? Or are you completely out of the loop?”

      “I actually saw the scene, it wasn’t until a few hours later Elwood took me off the case. It was Elwood, Benson, and me. Now it’s just the two guys.”

      “How was it?”

      “You know. Nasty. He was in the back of a limo, and he had a hole in his forehead from the bullet wound. It was just North of the Strip.”

      “Where was the driver?”

      “According to him, Leary said he wanted to meet someone in private. He asked the driver to leave him alone in the car. The driver refused at first, of course, but when Leary offered him a stack of hundred-dollar bills, he changed his mind. The driver went for a meal nearby. We checked into it, and the driver was confirmed to be enjoying a burger at the time of Leary’s death. He gave him a couple of hours, and when he returned to the car, he found Leary dead in the back of it. He didn’t have anything of use to tell us, other than that Leary had asked him to leave.”

      “Was there anything of note at the scene?”

      “Actually, yes. More than one thing. Hold on.” Emily opened up the gallery on her phone and flicked through a few pictures. She slid the phone into the middle of the table and showed me a picture.

      “What is that? Some kind of wrapper?”

      We were looking at what seemed to be scrunched-up waxed paper. Emily moved to the next picture, where it had been partially unfolded.

      “NYLV Bagels,” I read. “I know that place, it’s near the Red Hogs’ meeting hall.”

      “Yep. But the driver said they didn’t stop there. It’s likely the killer left it there. And it’s very unlikely it was accidental.”

      “No?”

      “Nope. Because that’s not all that was found. Sitting on Paddy’s lap was this.” Emily slid through to the next picture. It was a small white rectangle, a ticket of some kind. On it were the words Wine & Meat, and below that, Admit One Adult.

      “What’s Wine & Meat? Some kind of show?”

      Emily shrugged. “I don’t know. Not sure if Elwood and Benson have figured it out either yet.”

      “Maybe I’ll get ahead of them. Anything else?”

      Emily swiped again. This time, a hardback book was revealed. It was titled, Finding Feasts and Forcing Famines: The Padraig Leary Story by Willow Freeman.

      That was the woman I’d seen hanging around the high rollers’ suite, looking to dig up more dirt on Paddy.

      “This book hasn’t officially been released yet. It’s coming out next week, though review copies have been sent out and the bookstores have them ready to display.”

      “Very interesting. It looks like our killer has deliberately left us a set of clues.”

      “It does, doesn’t it? And we’re not done yet.” Emily swiped to the next photo. It was of a single, thousand-dollar chip emblazoned with the word Tremonte. “And that’s from Jack’s casino. Hence him being on Elwood’s suspect list.”

      “So what do you think’s going on”

      Emily cocked her head at me. “Clearly, these items weren’t left there by chance.”

      “Exactly. It looks like four deliberate clues. As if someone were trying to implicate four different people in the hope one of them will stick.

      “Or it’s a bluff, and maybe the killer actually is linked to one of those items.”

      I nodded. “Risky move if so.”

      “Unless they have a cast-iron alibi.”

      “In which case it couldn’t have been them.” I tapped my fingers on my chin while I thought. “It looks like it’s going to be an interesting case, but at least I’ve got somewhere to start on this one. Thanks, Em, you’re a lifesaver.”

      “If I hear anything else I’ll let you know. But with me being kicked off this case and Jack and you being suspects, Elwood and Benson aren’t going to be sharing much with me.”

      “Yeah, understood. You’ve done more than enough as it is.” The timing was excellent, as just then our steaks arrived, complete with perfect baked potatoes and leafy salads. “That’s enough business. Let’s see how good these steaks are.”

      “Now we’re talking.”

      The steaks were divine, as was the company. While we slowly ate our lunch, I told Emily about Mom, Nanna, and Ian’s latest antics trying to set me up with someone and soaked up some well-deserved sympathy.

      But all too soon, the food was gone, and our work beckoned. We put it off a little longer with a slowly drunk coffee, but eventually, it was time to get to work.

      I had myself a killer to catch.
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      Ian was beside me when we reached The Treasury. Thanks to some strong encouragement from Ronan Leary, Andy Li had agreed to meet with us. After my previous interactions with Paddy Leary’s righthand man, I wasn’t optimistic about how forthcoming he was going to be, but even if he was hostile, it could prove to be useful information.

      We found Andy sitting in the lobby on a leather sofa. We sat down across from him on the sofa’s twin, a low table between us, upon which Andy had set his notebook computer.

      “Just so you know, I don’t approve of this,” Andy said by way of greeting.

      A great start.

      “That’s okay,” I told him. “You don’t have to approve.”

      “When I talk some sense into Ronan, he’ll fire you.”

      “That’s great, Andy. In the meantime, he’s asked you to cooperate with us, so let’s just go with that for now, okay?”

      “Fine.”

      Andy clasped his hands in his lap and sat with a perfectly straight back, eyeing us with unconcealed disdain.

      “You spent a lot of time with Paddy, right?”

      “You know I did. I was his righthand man. I was with him all day every day.”

      “And are you in his will?”

      Andy looked to the heavens. “Yes, I’m in his will. He was a generous man. I’m due to inherit something in the region of five percent of his business.”

      “Five percent isn’t much,” Ian said.

      “The company’s worth nearly a billion dollars. Five percent is plenty,” Andy said.

      “So you’re set to do very well, thanks to his death,” Ian clarified.

      “That’s right. But I had a seven-figure salary as it was. Without bragging, I wasn’t exactly going hungry, you know?”

      “Why, specifically, was Paddy in Las Vegas?”

      “He had unfinished business here.”

      “What kind?”

      “It goes back to the late nineteen-eighties, and that was before my time with Paddy. My information may not be entirely accurate, but as requested, I’ll tell what I know.”

      “Go on then,” Ian urged.

      “Paddy planned to open a casino resort, but it didn’t work out. He lost a bunch of money and left the city, vowing not to return. But the last couple of years, he began to think about it again. He had achieved most of his goals, but that one failure has been nagging at him. The fact that he failed in Las Vegas dug at him, it stung him, it was making him bitter. So we decided he was going to come back and give it another go. He made money in New York, in London, in Dublin, in Paris, in Madrid. He wasn’t going to let Las Vegas get the better of him.”

      “And he started by trying to buy the Tremonte?”

      “That was one of his targets. Paddy had a number of ideas in mind but wanted to reacquaint himself with the city in person before he made any decisions.”

      “You’ve only been here a few days. Who did Paddy have disagreements with?”

      “You.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, apart from me. I’m trying to get to the bottom of what happened to him, Andy, and I’d appreciate your cooperation.”

      “I know Ronan hired you, but I think he should have left it to the police.”

      “Andy, Paddy’s gone. I hate to say it, but it doesn’t matter what you think anymore.”

      He considered my words for a moment, his eyes dark and disdainful.

      “Fine. Apart from you, there was that awful muckraking journalist, Willow Freeman. She wrote a book about him that’s about to launch.”

      “Right, the woman who was in the gambling suite the other day. If her book is already written, why’s she still poking around?”

      “She’s a journalist, too. She was looking to invent a scandal she could tie Paddy to, to help boost sales of her book. If she could get him in the news around the time of the book’s release date, it would greatly increase the word-of-mouth surrounding the book. She did the same thing a couple of years back with her book about that Australian media guy. She has form.”

      “It sounds more like a reason for Paddy to want her dead than the other way around.”

      “Perhaps,” Andy said, “but Paddy’s death is going to help her book sales even better than a new scandal.”

      “Is it any good?” I asked him. “Her book, I mean.”

      “I doubt it,” Andy said. “You’ll have to read the book and find out.”

      “Do you have a copy?”

      “It’s not been officially released yet.”

      “That wasn’t my question. Do you have a copy?”

      “Yes, but I haven’t read it. You want it?”

      I smiled at him. Finally, some humanity from the man. “Yes, please.”

      “A hundred dollars.”

      “Are you kidding? You want me to buy it from you for a hundred bucks?”

      “You don’t have to read it if you don’t want to.”

      “Right, but you earn a million a year and you want to sell me a secondhand book for a hundred dollars?”

      “I didn’t say one million, I said seven figures. And yes, that’s exactly what I’m proposing.”

      Andy flipped open the locks on his briefcase and opened it up. He pulled out the book in question. It was the same one I’d seen in Emily’s photo from the crime scene.

      I checked my own wallet. I only had thirteen dollars in there. “Ian?”

      While Ian checked his own finances, I tried to make Andy feel guilty by giving him nasty looks. All I succeeded in doing was putting a soft smile on his face. It didn’t matter, I consoled myself. Ronan would be paying for the book in the end.

      Ian pulled out a stack of hundred-dollar bills, fanned them out, and then peeled off one from the middle.

      “Keep the change,” he said as he handed it over. “Buy yourself something pretty.”

      “It’s a hundred dollars,” Andy said drily. “There’s no change.”

      Ian ignored him and focused on putting his money away. I took the book from Andy and held it tight. It was the most expensive book I’d ever bought. It better be good.

      “Is there anyone else, Andy? Maybe you’ve got some more trinkets for this impromptu flea market?”

      “There’s a man called Mickey Puglisi. He was a business partner of Paddy’s here in Las Vegas.”

      “Never heard of him,” I said. I looked at Ian, who shrugged. “He’s in business here, and he’s still around?”

      Andy held up his hands. “You’ll have to ask him what he does these days. Paddy hadn’t caught up with him again yet.”

      “No one else?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Tell us about the night he died. What was he doing north of the Strip on his own, in an abandoned limo?”

      “Pretty sure that’s your job to find out.”

      I took a moment to offer him the nastiest glare I could rustle up.

      “You were his righthand man. Did he tell you why he was leaving The Treasury that evening?”

      “After his evening gambling was ruined, he was in a bad mood. At times like that, I find it best to avoid him. I asked to be excused for the evening, and he agreed. The last I saw of him was when he entered his suite. After the door was closed, I went to my room. I knew nothing else until the following morning.”

      “And have you learned anything since then? Has anyone given you more information?”

      “Treasury security retraced his final moves on the premises. They had him on camera leaving, alone, around midnight. There were no calls to his room phone. No one knows why he left.”

      “Could you hazard a guess?”

      “Maybe he fancied a walk.”

      “In the years you’ve known him, has it been common for him to go out for late-night walks?”

      “Never.”

      “And he was in a limo anyway. So, do you have a better suggestion as to what he was up to?”

      “No.”

      I couldn’t think of much more to ask him. “Is there anything else you can tell us that might help us figure out his final movements, or who might have killed him?”

      “No. If that’s all, I’ve got to make calls to three continents. Try not to bother me again.”

      “We’ll bother you as much as we need to,” I said sweetly. “Have a nice afternoon, Andy.”

      He was on his feet, computer tucked under one arm and briefcase held in the other, and walking away from us in no time.

      “What do you think?” I asked my partner.

      “It was him,” Ian said. “He killed Paddy.”

      I grinned at Ian. “That’s the spirit. Now tell me why, and give me some evidence, and we can tidy this whole thing up today.”

      “The why is easy—he just got five percent of a billion dollars. That’s five million dollars, Tiffany.”

      “That’s fifty million dollars, Ian.”

      “Oh, wow. He definitely did it then.”

      “Okay, so money as a motive. But there’s no evidence.”

      “Exactly.” Ian gave me a triumphant smile, as if he’d just successfully cracked and proven the case.

      “Go on…”

      “There was all that stuff left by the body, right? The ticket, the book, the chip, the sandwich wrapper. But none of that pointed to Andy Li. Therefore, he planted that stuff to put us off the scent!”

      It made a certain kind of sense, but Andy was no dummy. A move like that would surely arouse suspicion. Unless it was a kind of double bluff, or triple bluff, but then he would be in danger of getting too clever for his own good.

      “It’s a nice theory, Ian, but we’re going to need some proof.”

      That made Ian’s smile fall a little. Even if his theory was correct, there was a lot of work to do to prove it. Before we could decide our next move, we were joined by a surprise visitor.

      “Hey, Tiffany, can I join you guys a moment?”

      I smiled, though with some wariness. It was Carrie Kim, and she seemed as pleasant as ever. I just hoped I hadn’t got her in trouble when I last spoke with Stella.

      “Sure. I guess you know about my side gig, then. This is my investigative partner, Ian.”

      Carrie greeted Ian and sat down. She was clearly off duty because she was dressed much less glamorously than when I’d previously met her. This time, she was wearing tight designer jeans, brilliant white sneakers, and a designer t-shirt, with her hair tied up in a high ponytail.

      “I’ve been speaking with Paddy’s son, Ronan. He told me he hired you guys and suggested I speak to you.”

      “That’s great, Carrie, thanks. I’m sorry about all the trouble I’ve caused.”

      She hand waved it away. “Don’t worry about it, these things happen. He’s not the first high roller to die here, and at least it wasn’t inside one of the suites this time. PR wise, this has nothing to do with The Treasury so far.”

      I couldn’t help but admire her relaxed attitude about, seemingly, everything. Upstairs where people gambled for millions, she took it all in her stride, and now with the death of one of her customers, she was coping with an ease I found remarkable.

      “So, is there anything you can tell us about Paddy that I didn’t hear from him already?”

      “As you’ve probably guessed, I like to keep my eyes and ears open. One of the things we really excel at is anticipating our customers’ needs and trying to give them exactly what they want before they even know it themselves.”

      “Lucky them,” Ian said.

      Carrie grinned and nodded at him. “Yep. Lucky them. So, while we don’t spy on our guests, we pay attention. Each of the exclusive suites has a butler, who lets us know if they hear anything we might be able to assist them with. And if they use our top floor Star Bar, the bartender makes a note of their favorite drinks, and if they happen to mention something in conversation that might allow us to help them in any way, they pass it on. It’s just little things like that we do to try and give them the best experience possible.”

      “And so what did they hear about Paddy?”

      “A couple of things,” Carrie said. “But you will have to be the judge of whether this is useful or not. First, the night before he died, he got in a rather heated argument with another customer up in the Star Bar.”

      “Who was the customer?”

      “Unfortunately, we don’t know. The bartender ascertained that the man owned a gallery, but that’s all we found out. We don’t even have a name. I’ll email you a picture of him from security footage, but he’s not someone any of us recognize.”

      So he argued with a gallery owner, and alongside his body was found a ticket for Wine & Meat. It seemed to me that could be the name of an exhibition, and it would fit with the deliberate clues left by the killer.

      “That’s useful information, even without a name, thanks Carrie. Is there anything else?”

      “Yep. One more thing. Did Andy tell you that he was planning to quit?”

      “Quit? Quit what? Quit working for Paddy?”

      Carrie nodded. “The room butler heard them arguing about it. Paddy told Andy he couldn’t quit. Andy said it was a free country. Yada, yada, yada.”

      “And? Did he quit? And do you know why? He had a huge salary.”

      “The last thing the room butler heard was that they were going to take up the topic again the next morning. But by then, Paddy was dead. It was unresolved.”

      “I can’t believe he didn’t tell us that!” Ian said. “Could he act any more guilty?”

      “But he makes seven figures working for Paddy,” I said. “Made. What reason would he have to want to quit?”

      “The reason,” Carrie said, “is that he wanted to spend more time with his wife and kids.”

      “He has a wife and kids?” I asked, surprised. While it’s true most middle-aged men did have a family, Andy had struck me as the solitary type. Perhaps that was just the persona he put on around Paddy.

      “Apparently. They live in Paris. From what the butler heard, Paddy and Andy spent most of the time jet-setting here, there, and everywhere, staying in hotels all over the world while they managed his businesses. Andy wanted to spend time with his family, but Paddy wanted him to focus on his career.” Carrie shrugged. “But they didn’t come to an agreement about what he was going to do before Paddy died.”

      “That’s some amazing information, Carrie, thank you.”

      “No problem. If there’s anything you need upstairs, just let me know, and I’ll see what I can do.”

      “One of the suites,” Ian said. “Is there an empty one?”

      I narrowed my gaze at Ian. We had not discussed this.

      “Sure thing. That’ll put you close to Andy Li and to where Paddy was staying. I bet that would be a great idea. It’s a quiet period, so we’ve got some free. I’ll get you one with a couple of bedrooms so you can crash out if you need to. Ronan told me he’d pay for whatever you need, so you might as well make the most of it. Do you need a chef as well?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Yes!” Ian answered, a second too late.

      Carrie looked to me for clarification.

      “I’m sure we’ll get by on room service. And we don’t need a butler, either.” Especially not one who was going to be listening in on our investigation.

      “Great, I’ll get you set up and leave a keycard for you at the front desk. Let me know if there’s anything else I can help with.”

      “Will do. Thanks again, Carrie. You’re a star.”

      “I’m not really. The Treasury wants this situation resolved as quickly as possible. Both Ronan and the C-suite told me to help you guys in any way I can.”

      “Thank you, anyway, Carrie. I’m used to trying to work with one hand tied behind my back, and the way Andy’s been acting, I thought it was going to be business as usual. It’s good to have support.”

      Carrie reassured us that it was absolutely no trouble and then left us while she went to arrange a suite for us to work out of.

      If she wasn’t careful, I might move in, lock, stock, and barrel.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” Ian said.

      “About what?”

      “About it being Andy. I think we need to really take our time on this case, Tiff. You know, spend a week or a month or even a year and really focus on each and every bit of evidence, and every suspect. Make sure we really do a good job.”

      “You mean make sure to abuse Ronan’s generosity as long as possible?”

      “It’s not abuse, Tiff, if they offer it. It’s just being sensible.”

      “Sensible or not, I’m running a business, and an investigator who spends years on a case isn’t one who’s going to be well regarded. The case will take as long as it takes, Ian. So no messing about.”

      Ian sniffed. “As if I ever would.”

      I did have to admit, the thought of staying in one of Las Vegas’ most sought-after hotel suites was an exciting prospect.

      This week was becoming a rollercoaster with its ups and downs. I just hoped we weren’t trundling up to the top of the track, click-clacking our way to the summit just before taking a massive, scream-inducing plunge.
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      Ian wanted to stay at The Treasury until we could go and see our new suite, but there was no way we could waste prime investigating hours.

      Instead, we headed back to the Tremonte to meet with Jack Weber.

      Jack’s office was high up in the Tremonte tower, with stunning views down the ever-sparkling and glinting Strip. He greeted us in his normal friendly manner, but there was a slight edge to his voice, as if he was preoccupied with something. Perhaps it was Elwood and Benson getting him down, or could it be something else?

      “Is everything okay, Jack?” I asked him.

      “Sure, yeah, everything’s great.” He was speaking over his shoulder as he led us to sit down around a long conference table. We chose three plush leather chairs near one end and sat down together.

      “You know what’s going on,” I said to him. “Have the police spoken to you?”

      He let out a long, exasperated sigh. “They sure have. There’s some new guy working for them, Benton or something.”

      “Oblong-face.”

      “Yeah, that’s the one,” Jack said with a chuckle, and with that small burst of laughter, his shoulders relaxed and the creases in his brow lifted.

      “I think his real name’s Detective Benson. He wasn’t very nice to me, either.”

      We exchanged sympathetic smiles, each of us commiserating with the other.

      “I guess Emily told you they found a Tremonte chip with the victim? Oblong-face, as you call him, was trying to use it to pressure me. I told him time and again that anyone could get a chip from the casino if they had the money to spare, but he kept using it like he had some amazing gotcha over me. It was exhausting.”

      “I bet.”

      I was sure that wasn’t the only reason Jack didn’t like the guy. The fact that he had usurped Emily’s position on the case was undoubtedly a large factor too.

      “Can you tell me anything about Paddy that I wouldn’t have heard from anyone else? I’ve got the basics on him, but I wonder if there’s anything you know about his time in the business world of Las Vegas? Either back in the day or the last week.”

      “That depends on what the others have told you, but I bet I have something.”

      I nodded for him to continue.

      “Paddy came to pay me a visit, two or three days before he died.”

      “Let me guess. He offered to buy the Tremonte?”

      “Good guess. And let me try one of my own: that wasn’t a guess.”

      “Busted. Yeah, I met Paddy while I was dealing in the pit. He told me he was thinking about buying this place. He didn’t think he’d have any trouble getting you to agree.”

      “He was wrong about that. And he didn’t even make a realistic offer. After I was kind enough to invite him up here, just to hear his pitch out of curiosity, he lowballed me so bad I thought he was kidding. He wasn’t. But it’s not because he was clueless. He’s a businessman, he knows at least what kind of realm he needs to be in.”

      “So did you just kick him out?”

      “Not right away. I had no intention of selling, but I was curious to see what a real offer from him would be. I told him he must be joking and to try again. But he didn’t make a better offer. He stuck with the lowball and added a cherry on top.”

      “Ooh,” Ian said, excited. “What kind of cherry?”

      “The cherry was that ‘something unfortunate’ might happen to me if I didn’t accept his offer. I don’t know where he thought he was, but that’s not how we do business in Las Vegas these days. Not at this level.”

      “So then you kicked him out?”

      “Yep. Then I kicked him out. Or, you know, asked him politely to leave. I wasn’t going to stoop to his level.”

      “Wise. Is there anything else?”

      “There is. I did some poking around, and it turned out there was a reason he was after The Tremonte. It wasn’t just random chance that he picked this place.”

      “What was it?”

      “About thirty years back, he showed up here in the city and wanted to get in on the gambling business. He partnered with a couple of other guys with the plan of building a resort and casino. It didn’t work out, and he left to go back to Europe or wherever he went. But guess what?”

      “What?”

      “The resort he was supposed to build was going to be right here.”

      “The Tremonte?”

      “The Tremonte. His concept had a different name, but that was his original plan. It was well before my time, and the land passed through a couple of other hands before it reached me, but he still felt like he had some kind of ownership here. I think that’s why he lowballed me. He felt like he deserved a deal.”

      “But you told him to get stuffed,” Ian said happily. “Good job.”

      “That’s about the size of it. But he didn’t take it too well. Look, there’s something else, but if I tell you, can you promise not to tell Emily?”

      “She’s my friend, Jack.”

      “I know she is. But will you consider it?”

      “I’ll keep your secret on the condition that I’m allowed to tell her if I think she’ll come to harm if I don’t tell her, okay? And that you promise to come clean as soon as reasonably possible.”

      “Fair enough. I hate to keep secrets from her, too, but I also hate to see her worry.”

      “What happened?”

      “As I said before, Leary made a vague threat when he was in my office. But that’s not all. The next day, I found something at home. In the morning, at my breakfast table, there was an envelope that had no right to be there. When I opened it up, I found photos of Emily.”

      My heart thumped hard. This was worse than I thought.

      “Jack? What kind of photos?”

      “Nothing indecent. Look.”

      Jack got an envelope from his desk and brought it back over to us. He opened it and spread the contents across the table.

      Ian and I examined them closely. Each photo was of Emily, taken candidly. In the pictures Emily showed no recognition that she was being observed, so I deduced they were taken at a distance with a zoom lens.

      Jack pulled out a final photo and put it down on the conference table. This one was different. It was not of Emily, but of a damaged, mannequin-style shooting target, complete with a crosshairs over its bullet-wrecked torso.

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Ian said, shaking his head.

      Having seen all the photos, I sat back in my chair. “They’re death threats.”

      “That’s what I took them to be. I showed them to Elwood in private, and he promised to take care of it. He didn’t let Emily know. When Leary showed up dead a day or two later, Elwood made sure Emily was off the case. But he also began to suspect me, for obvious reasons.”

      “Goodness, Jack. You did the right thing telling the cops, but Emily…”

      “I know. And trust me, I’m doing my best to protect her. Before he died, I told Leary we could meet again to discuss his offer. It was just a delaying tactic, of course. There was no way I was going to let him best me. But I wanted to see if we could get something on him, some proof that it was him threatening me and Emily so we could bring him down. I thought that arranging a meeting would at least put the threats on hold and buy us some time. But Leary died before I saw him again. And of course, the threats have stopped, too.”

      “And so now Benson and Elwood think you have a pretty strong motive to want him dead.”

      “Yep. And you know what? They’re right. But how do I get them to believe that I don’t work like that? You know me, Tiff. I do things by the book, even if it costs me. I don’t even exaggerate my expenses for tax purposes, let alone kill someone, no matter what they did.”

      “I’m going to find Leary’s killer as soon as I can, Jack. You don’t need this hanging over you.”

      “No pressure, but the sooner the better. This Benson guy is trying to make it sound like I’m his top suspect. It’s ludicrous.”

      “You know, after I met him, I thought I was his top suspect,” I said with mock offense. “You’ve carpetbagged me, Jack.”

      “You’re welcome to have the title back.”

      “Nah, you can keep it, thanks.”

      The pressure to solve the case was increasing by the minute. I wasn’t just working for Ronan Leary to help solve his father’s murder; I had to relieve suspicion of both myself and my friend.

      “Do you know who Leary’s old business partners were, the ones from thirty years ago? And if they’re still around?”

      “I had my head of security do a bit of poking after our meeting. We haven’t got it figured out, but as best we can tell, there was some kind of gallery owner, and then there’s this old guy called Mickey Puglisi.”

      “Who’s the gallery owner?”

      “I’m not sure yet. We’ll figure it out soon and I can let you know.”

      “I’ll try and beat you to it. And this Mickey guy? Is he still around?”

      “Kind of.”

      “Oh?”

      “He was big, back in the seventies and eighties. He owned bars, restaurants, a couple of clubs. He and Leary were going to partner on this site with the gallery guy. But then he backed out, and I think that’s when Leary’s plans collapsed.”

      “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure. As I said, it’s well before my time. But as far as I can tell, he backed out of everything. He sold up. His bars, clubs, restaurants; everything. He basically retired.”

      “And where did he go?”

      “Nowhere. He still lives in Las Vegas, but I’ve never met him. It’s like he just had enough of the world of business one day and packed it all in. I bet there’s a story there, but I don’t know what it is.”

      “Sounds like it’ll be worth looking into.” I nodded at Ian. “See what you can dig up on him.”

      Jack had little more information he could give us, but what he’d told us had been more than helpful, but also worrying. Leary was a more dangerous figure than I had any inkling of when I’d first met him on the gambling floor of The Treasury when he was just another happy, slightly drunk gambler.

      “Come on, Ian. Let’s get to it. Jack, if any more threats show up let me know.”

      “Will do. But I don’t think they’re going to.”

      Neither did I.
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      I had just parked, and Ian and I were about to see if we could find out what Wine & Meat was by hitting up an old acquaintance from a previous case.

      “She scares me, Tiff. I think I’ll wait here.”

      “Nope. Out you get. I might need you to defend me.”

      That got Ian’s attention. He nodded seriously and unbuckled his seatbelt.

      We were outside an old warehouse that had been converted into a number of different units, mostly used by various artists, sculptors, designers, and other creative types. Inside, we were hoping to find Kylie Mince, an artist we had met during a couple of previous cases.

      After checking that my car was locked—it was the kind of neighborhood you were wise to check twice, in fact—we went to find our artist ‘friend’.

      Her studio was upstairs and at the end of a dark hallway. After rapping on the door three times, we stood back to wait.

      We did not have to wait long.

      The door flung open.

      “Oui?” The speaker was a young French man. The last time I’d seen him, he’d been intending to fly out of the country the next day, and that had been many months previously. I guessed he missed the flight.

      “Pierre?” I checked, just in case it was a different young French man.

      “Oui.”

      “Is Kylie here?”

      Pierre folded his arms in front of him and gave me a very Gallic sniff. “Oui.”

      He said yes the same way most people say no.

      “Can we see her?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Pierre’s face turned cloudy. “She is working on her art. She is not to be disturbed.”

      “Please?”

      “No. Absolument.”

      Pierre began to swing the door closed, but I stuck my hand out and stopped it. He gave me an even darker look, but I didn’t care.

      “Kylie!” I yelled. “It’s Tiffany! Tiffany Black! Can we talk!”

      There was a crash of glass hitting glass, and then a voice yelled back, “Sure! Come in!”

      After gifting Pierre with a smug look, I brushed past him and headed inside. There was a short entranceway lined either artistically or drunkenly with empty wine bottles before it opened into the studio proper. The far wall had a large window that filled the space with natural light.

      Kylie was standing in front of a large easel, a paintbrush in one hand and a glass of red wine in the other. She was wearing leather boots with heels that seemed to go up to approximately my waist. Kylie was gently swaying, waving in a breeze that wasn’t there.

      “I haven’t seen you since last week!” Kylie said as she tottered toward me.

      “It’s been six months at least,” I corrected.

      “Come here!” Kylie slopped some wine onto the floor in front of me and then brushed my cheek with pink paint as she grabbed me. After the briefest hug I could get away with, I subtly wiped my face with the back of my hand while I stepped back to give me some clearance from further spillages and dousing. As I looked down, I realized that somehow I had a damp red wine stain on the front of my t-shirt already.

      “How come he’s still here?” Ian asked, pointing somewhat rudely at the young Frenchman who was glowering to himself while leaning against the wall.

      “Perry fell in love with me, and our two hearts became one. Isn’t that right, Perry?”

      “No.”

      “He’s so funny. Do you want some wine? Perry! Get us some wine!”

      “No, thank you,” I said quickly. I turned to Pierre to make sure he’d got the message, but he had not moved an inch.

      Kylie had exhausted her range of possibilities for our presence. “Then why are you here?”

      “Do you recognize this?”

      Kylie peered at the screen of my phone, squinting at the image of the Meat & Wine ticket.

      “My exhibition! I didn’t see you there!”

      I should have guessed.

      “We weren’t there,” I told her. “We couldn’t make it, unfortunately. I was wondering if you could tell me about the gallery it was held in?”

      “My exhibition is over.”

      “Right. Yes. Got it. But even though we’ve missed your no-doubt spectacular exhibition—”

      “It was.”

      “— I need to talk to the owner about another matter.”

      Kylie took a big swig of wine, draining the glass, and then extended her arm, glass held out. Pierre pushed himself off the wall he had been supporting, took the glass from Kylie’s outstretched hand, and went to find a fresh bottle.

      “I’m sorry, Tiffany, but no. Absolutely not.”

      I stared at her, perplexed. She was usually quite helpful, even if she was somewhat unstable in more than one sense of the word. As if to prove my thought, she tottered like she might fall before regaining her balance with a step which she turned into a twirl.

      “We just want the name of the place, or the owner, that’s all, Kylie.”

      “But you don’t have a soul, Tiffany.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You do not have the inner spirit of an artist.” Pierre returned and handed her a refilled wine glass. The pass-off of the glass involved a slosh that had me jumping backward to avoid further staining of my person. Kylie took a big swig to top up her own inner spirit. “You’re a worker, not a creator. A miner, not a painter. A blacksmith, not a sculptor. A librarian, not a writer.”

      “I’m not looking to put on an exhibition, I’m working on a case.”

      “Oh! You should have said!” Kylie waggled in front of my face like I was a naughty puppy. I worried she might bop me for a moment. “You shouldn’t try and trick me into thinking you’re an artist.”

      “I really wasn’t trying to. Sorry if you thought that’s what I was doing. I’ll leave the art world for you to conquer, Kylie. Now, the gallery?”

      “It’s the Robert Smith Gallery. It’s new. Very hip. Very underground.”

      “Where is it?” Ian asked, phone already in hand to find it on the map.

      “Perry!” Kylie shrieked.

      “Oui?” said the young Frenchman from his spot against the wall a couple of feet away.

      “Show these worker bees where the gallery is.” She turned to me again. “Pierre handles that side of things for me now. I no longer concern myself with trivialities like locations. Instead, I soar with the creative spirits.”

      “Away with the fairies?” Ian asked while Pierre tapped at his phone.

      “Exactly!” Kylie yelled. “You get it! This guy gets it!” Kylie took a big step to Ian so their noses were almost touching. “You should take art lessons. Perhaps I can teach you. Would you be a good student? Would you obey my every whim? Would you crawl over broken glass for me, Ian?”

      “No.”

      Kylie sniffed. “Your loss. But not the world’s. You would have made a terrible artist. Would you like to buy a painting?”

      “We’re not here to shop today, but perhaps another time,” I said to her. “Ian, have you got the address?”

      “I have.”

      “Thank you so much, Kylie, you’ve been incredibly helpful. Good luck with your future exhibitions.”

      “Go, go. My canvas is whispering to me. Do you hear it?”

      “I think it might be the wine,” Ian said.

      Kylie shook her head angrily at him. “Don’t be absurd. Wine doesn’t whisper. It yells and sings and lilts and yodels.”

      “He is absurd, isn’t he, Kylie?” I said with a grin. “See you soon.”

      “If the fates will it!” Kylie turned. “Perry! Perry! I need some special brown paint!”

      Ian and I hurried out while the getting was good. A visit to see Kylie was always an experience, but not one you would want to repeat too frequently.
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      Ian was looking after Angel, while I had to go and meet my other new client, the one Nanna and Mom had arranged for me. His name was Quentin, and he’d told me to meet him in a parking lot in front of a row of commercial buildings a few minutes from the Strip.

      I pulled up and then gave a deep sigh as I checked myself over. My t-shirt had a big wine stain on it, and although I’d removed the paint Kylie had gotten on my face, I saw in my rearview mirror that some of the paint was on the neck of my t-shirt.

      Quentin would just have to deal with it. Private investigators don’t have a reputation for being glamorous as it is, so I hoped his expectations weren’t too high. At least I wasn’t wearing a fedora and sipping whiskey out of a flask while calling everyone broad or dame. I promised myself I wasn’t going to start doing that until I was in my forties at least.

      I got out of the car and checked the surroundings. There was a row of businesses in front of me, a board game store next to an art supply place, then a cafe, an independent bookstore, and an Italian restaurant. I figured Quentin must have a connection to one of them. Or maybe the location was just convenient.

      My phone began to ring. When I answered, it was the client, and after confirming I was there, he told me to meet him in front of L’Ultima Cena. When I heard the name, I checked, and sure enough, that was the Italian restaurant.

      When I got to the front door, a youngish man in a business suit with a pretty clover-green tie tilted his head at me, narrowed his gaze, and then gave a tentative smile.

      “Tiffany Black?” he asked, as if hoping he might be wrong.

      “That’s me. Quentin is it?”

      He confirmed that he was, indeed, Quentin.

      “So what have you got for me?” I asked. “Shall we grab a coffee and discuss the case?” I nodded my head toward the cafe.

      “N-no. I have a table booked already. In fact, I’ve already been seated. Please, follow me.”

      “In there?”

      “That’s right. Come on.”

      I walked beside Quentin into the restaurant and immediately felt out of place. Las Vegas has plenty of places you can show up in cargo shorts topped with a wine-and-paint-stained t-shirt and not look out of place. L’Ultima Cena was not one of them.

      The hostess at the door, a dark-haired young woman who looked to be Italian herself, visibly stared at me as I followed behind Quentin. Cheeks reddening, I hurried to our seat.

      We passed table after table, each lit with beautiful candles and decorated with a unique floral centerpiece. The women wore elegant dresses or business suits, and the men all looked like older or younger versions of Quentin. There was only one odd person out, and unfortunately, that person was me.

      Our table was next to an ornate fountain that tinkled mockingly as water flowed out of a granite woman’s mouth to the small pond below. The table was covered in a brilliant white tablecloth, and joining the candelabra and flowers in the middle was an ice bucket, complete with an opened bottle of wine.

      I quickly sat down. At least when I was sitting, people wouldn’t be able to see my shorts. I stared at the white napkin on the table and briefly considered tucking it into my shirt just below the neck to hide the wine and paint stains. I decided against it, reasoning that the toddler look would be even worse than hobo-painter. It was a close call though.

      “Sorry,” I said, “I wasn’t expecting somewhere quite so formal. I didn’t know we were going to eat.”

      Quentin scrunched up his nose. “I thought I gave you the address. You did get here.”

      “Right. Yes. But the link you sent me was to the parking lot.”

      Quentin blinked several times.

      “Was it? If so, I’m surprised you didn’t surmise that we would be meeting here.” When he said surmise, Quentin blinked rapidly, as if the effort of dragging the word out caused a minor short circuit in his brain.

      “This is an unusual location to meet a new client.”

      “Client?” Quentin blinked rapidly again. “Yes, I suppose it would be.” Quentin gave a little high-pitched laugh which I joined with a slightly confused smile.

      Quentin took the bottle of champagne out of the ice bucket and held the tip over my glass. I didn’t particularly want it, but since he was paying and I was already off-kilter, I figured it couldn’t cause any harm. I took the glass and tilted it slightly for him to pour into.

      When both our glasses were full, he held his up for a toast.

      “To a new beginning!”

      Clink.

      I took a sip of the wine.

      “I usually save the champagne for the end of a case.” I waited for him to laugh, which he obligingly did with another high-pitched titter. “So, what’s the case?”

      “In time, in time.”

      I gave him a questioning look.

      “They do a very good set menu here which I took the liberty of ordering for us both. We start with a Fagioli e cotiche—”

      I interrupted Quentin’s rapid blinking as he said the Italian words. “A what now?”

      “Of course, you wouldn’t know. It’s a traditional Italian soup of beans and pork rinds.”

      “Sounds like Depression food!” Quentin did not laugh at my joke this time. I tried to cover. “Which is some of the best food there is. Necessity is the mother of delicious invention, that’s what they say, right?”

      Quentin just blinked to himself until I stopped speaking, then resumed his verbal tour of the menu.

      “Then we have salad and tagliatelle—that’s pasta—and then lamb shanks.”

      “Sounds wonderful, Quentin. Thanks for ordering for me.”

      The only good thing about him ordering for me was that this whole ordeal would be over with faster. I was supposed to be investigating a murder, not eating fancy-pants Italian with a new client who seemed to think a location like this was an appropriate venue.

      A bread basket arrived just as I was about to ask Quentin about the case again, and then he launched into a potted history of his entire life story. Actually, that’s unfair. It was more complete than potted, and included not just him but several of his relatives.

      “…that was why I had to change to my third elementary school!”

      I laughed obligingly as I finished the last spoon of soup. It may have been made with simple ingredients but it was good.

      “But of course, we’re not just here to talk about your fascinating life, but—”

      “Oh!” He blurted, interrupting. “I’m glad you think it’s fascinating. That seals it! That seals it!”

      “Seals… it…?”

      Quentin nodded and bobbed and bounced his head in excitement, and his voice rose another octave. “I’ve been thinking, I’ve been saying, I’ve been planning, that is to say, I intend to hire a writer to get my story down! Did you know they have people that do that? You hire them, and they interview you, and they write down your entire life story into a bestselling book!”

      “I did know that.” In a previous case, I had investigated one such writer along with other suspects.

      “I shall certainly do it! So! Back to my fascinating life. Next, we move on to my time in junior high, or as they say in some places, middle school. Did you know, I’m one of the few people that’s been to both a middle school and a junior high? Five different schools in three different states! First there was Joshua Middle School, then there was St. Albans Junior High, and then…”

      It was the longest dinner of my life, and it only lasted seventy minutes. It wasn’t until after dessert—tiramisu which I demolished the same as all the other courses: like it was a race, which it was, the prize being getting to leave—that we finally got down to the case.

      “I’m thinking of investing in this horse riding school. We’re going to make it a chain, that’s the plan, so that the horse riding class you take in Nevada is the same as the one you take in New York, Paris, or Tokyo!”

      “Sounds amazing.” I wasn’t lying. It did sound amazing. Trotting around Manhattan on a stallion? Cantering through the Arc de Triomphe on a filly? Quentin’s plan was incredible in the worst possible way.

      “It is amazing. But what I need you to do is vet my partner. I don’t know her well, and I need to check whether she’s on the level. Gran-gran says she’ll only give me the money to invest if I do my due diligence! And your Nanna told my Gran-gran that you were just the person for the job. Do you think you could do it?”

      “Absolutely! Give me her details, and I’ll get right on it.”

      Now that we were getting down to it, the actual work would be easy. In fact, I could get Ian to do most of it. We’d pull all her financial records, check for a criminal history, and have a look through her social media profiles. If there was anything amiss, we could follow up on it. This was the simple, bread and butter work that kept most private investigators busy.

      “I will send you all her details, in time.”

      “In time?”

      “Yes. First, you need to meet her. I’ll arrange the details and send you the information. We’ll tell her you’re my cousin so she doesn’t suspect she’s being investigated.” Quentin licked his lips and leaned forward. “If you can handle the subterfuge.”

      I just about stopped myself from rolling my eyes.

      “Yes, I think I can handle that.”

      “Excellent! What fun. Now we shall have coffee.”

      “Actually—”

      “Waiter! Waiter!”

      When the coffee arrived, I chugged it in the most ladylike manner I could manage, and finally made my exit.

      I still had a murder to investigate.
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      Carrie sent me a message saying that the hotel suite was ready, and we could collect the keycard whenever we wanted.

      I let Ian know, and I packed a few things into a bag, just in case I decided to crash there for a few hours or so.

      After the embarrassment of the day before, I decided to dress up a little by putting on jeans instead of cargo shorts, and finding a t-shirt that had neither wine nor paint stains on it.

      “You’re a real classy, dame, Tiff,” I said to myself in the mirror.

      “No, you’re not,” Ian said behind me, making me start. My own fault for leaving the door open. “And you told me you’re not going to say dame or broad until you’re an old, grizzled detective. And you’re still middle-aged.”

      “I am not middle-aged! I am young, Ian. Young.”

      He shook his head. “Middle-aged is thirty to fifty, then you’re old. That’s just the way it is, Tiff.”

      “You try telling that to Nanna and see what happens to you.”

      “Nanna’s different. I mean people like you, Tiff. Regular people.”

      “Oh, I’m a regular person now, am I? That feels like a step up from how you normally describe me.”

      “Come on, Tiff. We’ve got to hurry in case we miss the check-in time.”

      “I really don’t think we need to worry about that. But we do have a lot of work to do, so let’s go.”

      “We might need a day or two to settle and check out The Treasury’s spa—but don’t tell Sally! She’ll get jealous.”

      “Ian, we’re working, not going on vacation. There’ll be no spa. In fact, you’re not even allowed to sit unless it’s to do some work on your computer. Got it?”

      Ian turned and quickly hurried out. He wasn’t going to be tricked into agreeing to that.

      It wasn’t until we got to my car and I saw that the backseat had two suitcases in it, along with the backpack Ian had slung over his shoulders, that I realized quite how serious Ian was about moving into the Treasury.

      “I hope that’s all case files and encyclopedias in the back.”

      “Yeah, right.” Ian laughed to himself while he got comfortable in the passenger seat.

      “Did you dig up any new information on the suspects last night?”

      “No. Sally said I was to forget about it all. She’s mad at you, actually.”

      “She’s mad at me?”

      “Yes. She thinks you work me too hard.”

      “You? Work too hard? I think she was teasing you, Ian.”

      “Nope. She said it wasn’t fair, you making me move into a hotel so I could work twenty-four hours a day. She thinks I have it very hard.”

      “That’s what you told her?”

      “It’s true,” Ian said with a sniff.

      “The hotel was your idea! And you can have the evenings off to go and spend with Sally.”

      “What? No way. I’m getting my money’s worth out of The Treasury. I’m going to spend every minute there that I can. I’m going to use every last inch of that suite and order every last thing on the room service menu.”

      “If Ronan thinks we’re abusing his generosity, I’m going to deduct anything he thinks excessive from your wages.”

      “Fine.”

      When we got to The Treasury, a bellhop took all of Ian’s belongings, including one giant suitcase the size of a small closet, as well as my more reasonable single bag.

      We were escorted straight up to the room, where I was pleased to see Carrie standing outside.

      “Hey!” Carrie said brightly. She was back to wearing a fancy black evening gown, despite it being barely nine in the morning, and she had on a stunning pearl necklace to let you know that, yes, she really was glamorous.

      “It’s not the biggest, but it’s not bad,” Carrie said, as the double doors were flung open.

      “Not bad?” I repeated. “This room’s bigger than the entire floor I live on in my apartment building.”

      “Yes, this is more like it,” Ian said. “I think I can get some real work done in here. Carrie, how big’s that television?”

      “Eighty inches.”

      “Yes, that’s excellent. You need a nice big screen to examine important files. Is that a terrace?”

      Ian was already off, hurrying across the lushly carpeted floor toward the sliding doors that led outside.

      “Yes, there’s a jacuzzi and sun loungers. If you want, we can get a chef to grill for you out there as well.”

      “Oh, we’ll definitely need that!” Ian called over his shoulder as he yanked the sliding doors open.

      “We won’t,” I said quietly to Carrie.

      “There are two bedrooms, each with an en suite, and the rest of it is open plan. If you dial zero on your phone the VIP concierge will arrange anything else you require. I’ve told them to assist you in any way they can. If you need a new pencil sharpener at two a.m., or anything else, just give them a call.”

      “Thanks, Carrie. We won’t be too much of a burden though I’m sure. We’re just going to be focused on the case.”

      “Of course. The drinks fridge is fully stocked, and there’s a pretty good range of snacks over there as well. We try to think of everything but let us know if we haven’t. Otherwise, have fun!”

      “Will do, Carrie. Thanks again!”

      The bellhop went to leave just after Carrie, but I managed to stop him and slip him ten dollars which he took with a slight smile.

      “Thank you. By the way, one of the gentleman’s bags is meowing.”

      “It’s—Oh. Thank you.” I waited for the door to close behind him. “Ian!”

      He hurried back inside. “I’ve got to get my swim shorts on. The temperature in that jacuzzi is just perfect.”

      “I think you better unpack first.”

      “Of course. It’s hard to put swim shorts on if they’re still in the suitcase, Tiffany!”

      I followed him to the bedroom which the bellhop had decided was Ian’s. His cases were stacked neatly in front of the king-sized bed. An unpacking service had been offered, but I had declined it.

      Meow.

      I pointed at the biggest suitcase. “I think you better start with that one.”

      “Only if you promise you won’t be mad.”

      “I’m promising nothing.”

      Ian opened up the giant case to reveal that there was only one object inside: a smaller, cat-carrier.

      “Here we are, Snowy! Our new home!”

      “Your new home for a very, very short time. I’m really not sure you’re allowed to bring a cat in here.”

      “Carrie said we can do anything we want. We’re VIPs, Tiffany.”

      “I’m pretty sure they weren’t her exact words.” I watched as Snowy tentatively stepped out of her carrying case onto the giant bed. She looked up at me and Ian, let out a small meow, and then immediately sat down, an expression of intense delight on her face.

      “I think she’s finally found a cat bed that meets her standards.”

      The little cat began to gently knead the bedcovers and purr contentedly.

      “Okay,” I said sternly. “Ten minutes.”

      “Ten minutes until champagne and Jacuzzi time?” Ian asked hopefully.

      “Ha. Ha. Ten minutes until Meat & Wine time.”

      Ian began to beam until he realized I meant we were going to visit the gallery that had held Kylie Mince’s exhibition, rather than calling up a private chef to get the grill going while we relaxed.

      “But Tiff—”

      “Ten minutes!”
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      The Robert Smith Gallery was as yet unmarked on the online maps, but despite our reservations, it actually did turn out to exist at the location Pierre had directed us.

      The gallery was north of the Strip, in an area that could be described as awaiting gentrification. Or, as Ian put it, a dangerous rundown neighborhood.

      “Have you got your gun?” Ian asked me as he glanced up and down the street warily.

      I patted my bag.

      “And your mace?”

      I patted my bag again.

      “Okay. Let’s risk it.”

      The gallery was less grand than I had imagined, and my imagination hadn’t exactly run away with itself. It had been created on two floors out of an old, two-story shop. It wasn’t big or particularly grand, but the one thing it did have going for it was its brilliant white walls and naturally well-lit interior thanks to skylights and large windows.

      When we poked our heads inside, it was quiet. Ahead of us was a small, unmanned counter with a sign naming the gallery above it.

      I called out for attention, and after a couple of increasingly louder Hellos we finally heard footsteps.

      “Hi, guys!” The speaker was a man in his sixties with dyed black hair and a pair of diamond earrings. Although he was only a little overweight, he waddled rather than walked toward us, his too-tight, skinny-jeans-encased legs seeming to struggle with normal locomotion due to the tight grip of the denim. “Bobby Smith!” He stuck out a hand.

      After greeting him, I told him we were private investigators. That took a little wind out of his sails, but he didn’t become hostile.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “A few days ago you had a disagreement with a man called Paddy Leary in a bar at The Treasury, right?”

      Bobby stared at me, silent for a moment. Then, he shrugged. “I did. He’s not going to try and sue me, is he? It was just a conversation.”

      “No. He’s dead, Bobby. He was murdered.”

      His mouth turned into an O of shock. “Dead? Paddy Leary?”

      “Yep.”

      “Who shot him? Or was it poison? Or a stabbing?”

      “He was shot, Bobby. Who did it is still up in the air. That’s what we’ve been hired to investigate. We’re trying to find out more about who Paddy knew in Las Vegas, and your name came up.”

      “Dead. Goodness. When did it happen?”

      “Couple of days ago.”

      “Oh! Phew!” Bobby wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “I was worried I might be a suspect for a hot minute there!”

      “Were you out of town a couple of days ago?”

      “Oh, yes. You see, we held our first exhibition here recently, Meat & Wine. It. Was. Sublime.” Bobby sighed wistfully at the recollection. “Sublime, but exhausting. After it was over, I needed to relax, so I checked myself into the Empty Desert Spa, for a full three-day detox. It was a-maze-ing. You have to go.”

      “I’ll put it on my bucket list. When did you go there?”

      “It was the morning after the night you just mentioned—when I had my little disagreement with Paddy. I think the stress of the exhibition got to me, hence the arguing. Anyway, I said to myself, I said, ‘Bobby, you need to chillax!’ So that’s what I did. I checked myself into the Empty Desert, and I didn’t leave for three days! Phone off the entire time! That’s how I must have missed the news. I’m still catching up!”

      Bobby smiled at me expectantly, awaiting my next question.

      “What did you and Paddy argue about?”

      “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Don’t worry about whether it matters or not, that’s our job,” I said gently. “Could you tell us what the disagreement was about?”

      Bobby frowned and then gave me a sharp nod. “Okay. I used to know Paddy, a long, long time ago. We were in business together, or we nearly were. Thanks to him, I lost my life savings. I reminded him that he still owes me. He disagreed. And I’m sorry to say, we argued quite heatedly. He said I deserved to lose everything, and that made me see red. I’m sure you can understand.”

      “Were you involved in the plan to build a resort where the Tremonte now is?”

      “Exactly!” Bobby clapped his hands together. “I’m glad you know about that. It makes everything so much easier to explain. Basically, yes, I was involved. I handed over half a million dollars in savings, which was a lot in those days, and it was to be used to build a grand gallery as part of the resort. We thought that was going to be the wave of the future: not just gambling, but resorts that were packed with other forms of art, culture, and entertainment as well. And is there anything finer or more beloved than a modern art gallery? Of course, we were right, but thanks to Paddy’s poor management, we lost everything.”

      “It looks like you’ve landed on your feet,” Ian said brightly, swinging his arms expansively around the rather cramped interior of the gallery.

      Bobby shook his head. “It’s taken me thirty years to get my own gallery again. Losing everything broke me. I even left the art world to become a teacher.” Bobby made a point of visibly shuddering. Clearly, teaching had not been for him. “But the heart knows what the heart wants, and now, years later, I’m almost back to where I was when I was a young man. Though this is not as glamorous as a resort, of course.”

      “And so you and Paddy argued about the past? That was it?”

      “Yes. As you may know, he became very rich. Since I lost everything because of him, I thought he might want to repay what he caused me to lose.”

      “And he did not?”

      Bobby shook his head. “He absolutely did not. He said I knew what I signed up for at the time, and these things happen. He said he got back on the horse, whereas I had it put down. He was a cruel, miserly man.”

      “You’re not sad to hear he was murdered,” Ian said.

      Bobby shrugged. “Not overly. If you treat people badly for years, that’s the kind of thing that can happen, isn’t it?”

      “Do you know anyone else who had a grudge against Paddy?” I asked.

      “If he treated his other business partners like he did me, then I would imagine most of the people he ever worked with would have some kind of grudge against him.”

      “Anyone specific?”

      “I haven’t been in business with him since then, so no, I don’t know anyone like that. There was a woman, though.”

      “A woman? Like an ex-partner?”

      Bobby nodded. “Yes, an ex. Her name was Diane Pennington. They were always together back then, so I knew her through him. When Paddy abandoned our resort, he abandoned her too and went off back to Europe. I wasn’t very close to her, but she was very broken up about it from what I heard.”

      “Diane Pennington, you said?”

      “That’s right. You might know of her daughter. She owns that little chain of bagel shops.”

      Ian and I exchanged wide-eyed looks.

      “Bagel shops? NYLV bagels?”

      “Yes, that’s the one. I don’t eat wheat-based products myself, but it seems to be doing quite well. I’m not sure Diane ever made anything of herself, but her daughter’s doing all right.”

      “That’s fascinating. Thank you, Bobby. By the way, that resort you stayed at, I don’t suppose you picked up any brochures or something did you? It sounds lovely.”

      “I did!” Bobby beamed a wide grin at me, pleased to have been asked. “Hold on…” He went behind the little counter and began to rummage around. “Here! Here we go, this is it. This is the place.”

      Bobby pulled out a large brochure and offered it to me. I opened it, and inside the first page was an invoice for just over a thousand dollars. He tapped it.

      “More than three hundred a night. It’s not cheap, but it’s worth it.”

      I checked the dates and the name at the top of the invoice to make sure they matched. Of course they did. I flicked through the rest of the brochure quickly, cooing at the various treatments the spa offered.

      “And it’s all included?”

      “Oh, no. Of course not. You get one free treatment a day. After that, you have to pay for anything more. And only breakfast is included as well. I’d budget at least another hundred a day.”

      “But if it’s worth it, then it’s worth it.”

      “Exactly!” Bobby smiled at me. “Is there anything else I can help you with? I’m just getting started planning the layout of our next exhibition.”

      “No, thanks, Bobby. You’ve been very helpful. You take care now, and good luck with the new gallery.”

      When we were back outside, Ian warily looked up and down the street for trouble, and when he didn’t spot any made a quick beeline for my car, jumping inside as soon as I unlocked it.

      “Thoughts?” I asked him before starting the engine.

      “I’m feeling hungry for a bagel!”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”
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      NYLV Bagels was located across the road from the Red Hogs meeting hall, where Ian spent a couple of evenings a week engaging in whatever secretive activities that boys club got up to. He would never tell me exactly what they did, but I had a strong hunch that it was a lot less mysterious than he liked to imply.

      “Hey, stranger!” said the woman behind the counter when we entered.

      I smiled at her. “You remember me?”

      “Sure do, hon. It’s been a while.” She eyed up Ian, and then her eyes flicked toward the Red Hogs building outside. I’d first met this waitress when I was enquiring about the Red Hogs. She didn’t know much about the place, but she did see who went in and out and clearly recognized Ian.

      The server had close-cropped dark hair, a silver ring through her right nostril, and a permanent smile. Above her, painted on the wall, was the shop’s slogan, New York Taste With Las Vegas Flavor.

      “So what all can I get ya?”

      “Actually, we’re looking for someone called Nelly Pennington. I believe she’s the owner?”

      The girl’s grin became even broader. “You’re looking for me, huh? Looks like it’s your lucky day. I’m all yours.”

      “You’re Nelly?” I asked, surprised. I’d met her before but didn’t realize she was the owner.

      “The one and only.”

      “Do you have a minute to chat about something?”

      “Darlene!” Nelly called. “Take over for a bit, would ya?”

      A much less cheerful woman emerged from the back, looked at Nelly and us, and jerked her chin up in confirmation. She’d watch the counter, but she certainly wouldn’t enjoy it. I decided that she was definitely the New York end of this restaurant’s equation.

      Nelly sat down with us at a table by the window. I got straight down to business.

      “You own this place and a couple of other branches too, right?”

      “Yep! Hey, have you been stalking me?” Her eyes twinkled in amusement at the idea.

      “Not quite!” I said with a laugh.

      “Shame. I could do with some excitement. So what’s up?”

      “My name’s Tiffany Black. I’m a private investigator, and this is my partner, Ian.”

      “He works with you? That kind of partner?”

      “Exactly. That kind, and that kind only. We’re cousins, actually. He’s my assistant. Anyway, we’re working on a case and your name’s come up.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re investigating the cutest bagel shop owner in Las Vegas are you?”

      “Afraid not.” We grinned at each other. I let mine fall when I remembered what we were here to talk about. “Actually, it’s a murder.”

      Nelly’s smile fell. “Oh. Paddy Leary?”

      “You know about that?”

      “It was all over the news. And I guess you know because you’re here, but I met him a couple of days before he died.”

      “That’s right. We did hear that. Could you tell me what you know about him?”

      Nelly bit her bottom lip, her smile now long gone. “Of all the things you and me could be talking about, it has to be him.” Nelly shrugged. “Alright, let’s get it over with. Hold on.”

      Curiously, I watched as Nelly got to her feet and hurried back behind the counter and disappeared. For a second or two, I briefly wondered whether she might have sprinted off out a back door. But of course, she didn’t. She was back in no time, clutching a framed photo in her hand.

      “What have you got there?”

      Nelly had the photo face down on the table, not wanting to reveal it just yet.

      “Paddy came here a few days ago. I was hoping he would invest in my business. I want to take it national, international, you know? Everyone loves bagels, but you can’t get good ones almost anywhere outside of New York. It’s got real potential.”

      “Go on…”

      “When Paddy came here, I dug out this old photo, and I put it on the wall. Just for his benefit.”

      Nelly turned it over. It was a photo of a pretty woman, and what I immediately recognized as a much younger Paddy.

      “Your mother?” I asked her.

      “Yep. She inherited my good looks, didn’t she?”

      Ian frowned at her. “Surely, it’s the other way round?”

      Nelly laughed at him. “It’s a joke, silly.”

      “Your mother and Paddy had a relationship?”

      “Yeah. Mom always talked about him, growing up. All the time. About what could have been, how rich we would have been, how amazing he was. She almost never talked about my real dad, but she couldn’t stop talking about Paddy. I think she always thought he would come back for her one day. But he didn’t.”

      “That must have been tough for your mom.”

      “Yeah, it was. Anyway, because I’d heard about him all my life, I followed his career. I knew all about his businesses in Europe and the rest of the world. A week or so ago, there was a news story about him coming back to town to look for new business opportunities. With a lot of hard work, and a smidge of exaggeration, I managed to get him over here to consider investing in NYLV Bagels.”

      “How did that go?”

      I’d heard it from Paddy’s perspective—he’d called her an eejit, if I remembered correctly—but I wondered how it seemed from Nelly’s perspective.

      “Not good. At first he was kind of rude, and said my business was too ‘small fry’ for him. Then, I kind of got him to look at this photo. I had it on the wall right here. I kept moving my head like this—” Nelly jerked her head and stared at the wall, “— until he finally saw it.”

      “Did it help?” Ian asked.

      “No,” Nelly said. “It did not help. He squinted at it for a moment, and then when he realized it was him and mom, he was straight on his feet. He said he likes to keep the past in the past and had no interest in rekindling any kind of connection with my mother or her family.”

      “That must have been heartbreaking.”

      “It was. I’d always kind of idolized him. He was my business role model. And then he was just so callous, so mean. It made me rethink everything.”

      “Like what?” Ian asked.

      “About Mom. Growing up, she always spoke so highly of Paddy. But then I met him. Mom was wrong, she was mistaken; he was nothing like the man she thought he was. Mom was in love with the idea of her memory of him. Not who he actually was.”

      “They say you should never meet your idols,” Ian offered. “Looks like you proved the old saying right.”

      Nelly stared down at the table glumly. “I guess I did.”

      “Nelly, where were you the night Paddy died?”

      “I knew you’d ask that.” She gave me a reproachful look. “I was home, sleeping, in my apartment. Alone. I work from six in the morning until just about midnight every day, growing my business. I don’t have time for anything else.”

      “No time for killing,” Ian said brightly in an attempt at a joke.

      “No time for anything,” Nelly said with a sad laugh. She looked at me. “I guess if the right opportunity came along, I would make time for it though. I’m going to have to hire more staff eventually, but the longer I can go with a barebones team, the more money I can save to invest in future stores.”

      “It sounds to me,” I said, “like you’re growing your business just fine without Paddy.”

      “Yeah, I am. I guess I was just looking for a shortcut. With a big investment, I could go straight to a dozen stores and then start franchising. But I guess I’m going to have to do it the old-fashioned way for now.”

      “You’re going to do great,” I told her, and patted her hand.

      Nelly’s eyes lit up. “Thank you.”

      “Is there anything else you could tell us that might be useful for our investigation into what happened to him?”

      “I can’t think of anything right now. But you should speak to Willow Freeman. Do you know her?”

      “She wrote a book about him,” I said. “We’re intending to speak to her very soon.”

      “She probably knows more about him than anyone else in Las Vegas. I read an early review of her book. Apparently, she knows everything about him. And I mean everything.”

      “Thanks, Nelly. You’ve been really helpful.”

      “Sure thing. You guys want a couple of bagels to take with you? On the house?”

      “Absolutely we do!”

      “But only if you promise you’ll come back and see me when you’re not looking for a killer.”

      “Your bagels are so good, you wouldn’t be able to keep us away if you tried.”

      “Just my bagels? Not my sparkling personality?”

      “Yeah, that too. Thanks Nelly.”

      Back in my car, we began to eat our cream cheese, everything bagels.

      “If it wasn’t Andy, then it was definitely her,” Ian said.

      “What?” I was genuinely shocked. “Why would you say that? She’s lovely.”

      “Exactly. That’s all an act. A sham. The real story is about her jilted mother. Nelly could have killed Paddy out of revenge for her mom and because he wouldn’t invest in her shop.”

      “You really think so?” I took a second glance at the bagel I was holding. It was delicious, with the perfect amount of light crispness on the outside and chewiness in the middle. It couldn’t have been made by a killer, could it?

      “Totally,” Ian said. “Maybe her and her mom did it together!”

      “Umm… yeah, maybe. Okay, let’s keep that theory on the back burner for now. We’ll do a little more sleuthing before we jump to conclusions.”

      “If you insist.”

      “Afraid so. When you get a chance, I want you to look into that spa that Bobby said he was at.”

      “He had an invoice.”

      “I know. But let’s just see if we can get that confirmed. He could have printed it out at home for all we know.”

      “Okay. Fine.” Ian chewed some more and then swallowed the last bit of his bagel. “Now what? Jacuzzi, champagne, and grilling?”

      “Not quite. Now we see Willow Freeman.”

      I reached into the back of the car and grabbed her book, Finding Feasts and Forcing Famines. I still hadn’t had a chance to get through it. I dropped it on Ian’s lap.

      “Have a look at this and see if there’s anything that’s relevant.”
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      Willow was eager to meet us when she found out we were investigating what happened to Paddy. We met up in the lobby of the Treasury, on the same sofas at which we’d spoken to Andy and Carrie.

      “Thanks for not giving me away,” Willow said when she recognized me.

      “Giving what away?” Ian asked.

      Willow laughed. “Tiffany saw me up in the high roller suite. I stole a housekeeping uniform and a keycard and let myself up there to see if I could dig up anything new on Paddy. Tiffany didn’t say a thing!”

      “I had a lot on my mind at the time.”

      “So, a PI and a dealer, huh? That must keep you busy.”

      “It sure does. Willow, let’s cut to the chase. You probably knew more about Paddy Leary than anyone in Las Vegas—”

      “Except for Andy Li,” she interrupted.

      “Right. Except for him, you knew more about Paddy than anyone. Who do you think killed him?”

      “I am so glad you asked me that. It’s an interesting one, isn’t it? Away from the city for decades, makes a triumphant return, and bang, no more Paddy. But who killed him?”

      “Yes, Willow. Who killed him?”

      Willow shot to her feet. “That’s brilliant!”

      Ian gave me a pleading look, completely confused. I was flummoxed myself.

      “Willow?”

      She sat down again quickly, her red hair wafting down half a second after the rest of her head.

      “Sorry. I just realized what my next book’s going to be about. And that’s it! Who killed Paddy Leary!” She rubbed her hands together. “This is going to be perfect!”

      “Okay. So if you were writing that book, how do you think it would end? Who do you think killed him?”

      “It’s going to be amazing! I can have a chapter on each of the suspects, and make the readers think it’s each one of them. And then at the end—bam—I’ll reveal it as someone they didn’t expect!”

      “Who?” Ian pressed.

      “I don’t know that yet. That’s your guys’ job. But this book is going to be even better than my biography of him.”

      “Willow?” I asked, trying to get her back to the present. “You were following him around, you saw who he was meeting, you know all about his past. Who would you say are the top three suspects?”

      Willow nodded. “Good idea. Let’s brainstorm this out, it’ll help me structure the book.” That was not exactly what I meant, but if it got her on track it would do just fine. “There’s mysterious Andy Li, his righthand man, who’s set to inherit a fortune. He’s got to be up there. Of course, there’s the people he burned when he first tried to make it here, Mickey Puglisi and Bobby Smith. Oh, and then of course, his secret love child.”

      “His what?” Ian asked sharply.

      “He had an old flame here. And she had a daughter she raised as a single mother. It’s not too hard to work it out, is it?”

      “Are you talking about Nelly Pennington?”

      Willow whistled. “You’re sharp! You found out already, huh? Let’s hope you can’t write, too, or you’ll put me out of a job!”

      “We met Nelly. She very clearly told us that Paddy wasn’t her father.”

      “But how would she know? She wouldn’t be able to remember, would she! No, it fits together too well. Paddy had a lover here, he left, she had a kid. One plus one equals an angry illegitimate child with a grudge against her true father.”

      “You’ve seen the birth certificate? Or spoken to the mother?”

      “Don’t need to. You can’t argue with the evidence.”

      “What evidence?”

      “The timeline!”

      Willow’s theory was a possibility, but she’d gone straight from a theory to taking it as fact without gathering any proof first. If that was how she researched most of her work, I could see one reason why Paddy was so derisive about her.

      “When’s your book going to be officially released?”

      “Next week. You’re invited! I’m going to do a book reading and then a signing. It’s going to be amazing.”

      “There’s certainly going to be a lot of interest, considering what happened to Paddy.”

      “I know, right?” Willow said with a laugh. “The timing couldn’t have been better.”

      “You’re being a bit flippant about his death, don’t you think?” Ian asked.

      “Meh.” Willow flung up her arms and gave a big shrug. “He was a nasty piece of work, and he got what he deserved. I was just trying to make an honest living, writing my book, and he gave me no end of grief. He got what was coming to him as far as I’m concerned. You saw the way he treated me up in that gambling room!”

      “You weren’t supposed to have been there,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah, but you saw what he did. He got his goon to throw that drink in my face! And he wouldn’t answer any of my questions. Not once, in the entire year I was working on the book.”

      Strangely, I began to find myself feeling more sympathetic to the deceased businessman.

      “Of course,” Ian said, “there is one other suspect you’re going to have to include, isn’t there?”

      Willow scrunched up her nose. “Who do you mean?”

      “You,” I said. Ian nodded along with me. “His death is great publicity for your book launch, and you didn’t exactly like the guy.”

      “Brilliant! Making myself a suspect in my own book. It’s just too good. Thanks, guys.”

      I raised my eyebrows and leaned in toward her. “Willow, where were you the night Paddy died?”

      Willow gently smacked my upper arm. “You really want to do this? Fine.” Willow shook her head and laughed like the whole idea was ridiculous. “I was with my boyfriend. Hold on, we’ll get him on the phone.”

      Willow tapped away at her phone, bringing up a video calling app. After a short, while the call was answered by a handsome young man who looked to be in his twenties, considerably younger than Willow,

      “Hey, honeybunch! I miss you so, so, so, so much!”

      “I miss youuuuuu tooooo.”

      Ian was rolling his eyes at me immediately. I didn’t blame him one bit. After the couple had finished saying how much they missed each other, Willow got him to speak to us after giving him a brief bit of background information.

      “Yeah, I was with Willow that night. I came down from LA and we spent two whole days and one wonderful night together. I just missed her so much! We didn’t spend a moment apart, did we honeybunch?”

      “No!” Willow said, leaning over and sticking her head upside down in front of the screen.

      “I miss you!”

      “And I miss you so much too, I can’t wait until—”

      “Thank you very much for your time, Willow.”

      We left the couple to talk. I vowed to myself that I would really have to start making some headway in her book that night. But having spoken to her, I was now less keen to read it than I was before.
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      Mickey Puglisi was harder to track down than most people we investigated in Las Vegas. These days almost everyone has some kind of social media presence, and you can usually get a real time location for someone just by checking their Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, or Snapchat. If that isn’t working, you’ll at least be able to figure out their workplace, neighborhood and current or former place of education.

      But Mickey Puglisi wasn’t like that. He simply didn’t exist online, and he wasn’t in the phone book either. It took another phone call to Jack to make contact with him. Jack reached out to his friends in the business world, and one of them was able to arrange a meeting for us.

      “Why are we meeting in a park?” Ian asked me as I pulled into the parking lot.

      “He wanted somewhere public and open. I think he’s a bit paranoid.”

      We had been given directions to meet on a bench in front of the bandstand. The area was crisscrossed by walking and jogging paths with beautifully landscaped desert grounds dotted with an array of cacti and other succulents. It was a wide, open area, and any sign of trouble would be visible long before it arrived. A good place for a meeting.

      “Come on. We’re supposed to sit down and then he’ll join us.”

      “What does he think he is? Some kind of spy?”

      “He’s certainly very concerned about his privacy.”

      We sat on the bench and while we waited, I pulled out Willow Freeman’s biography of Paddy Leary. I was still only making slow headway through the book, but I had to admit, Willow had a light, breezy writing style with a flair for the dramatic that made it an easy read, when I could find time to actually sit down with it.

      I was just up to the point where Paddy made his first foray into the world of Las Vegas business when Mickey Puglisi arrived.

      He was in his seventies, and wore big black sunglasses and a long, beige raincoat that hid what looked to be a tall and slender form. He was accompanied by two young, muscled men with slick hair, white button-up shirts, and shifty eyes that darted everywhere but at us.

      The two men, who I took to be bodyguards, dropped back as Mickey approached us. They stood beside each other, eyes constantly roving around the park.

      “Tiffany Black?”

      “That’s me. And this is my assistant, Ian. A pleasure to meet you, Mickey. You’re a hard man to track down.”

      “That’s the way I like it. This is about Leary, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay then.” Mickey took the last couple of steps and sat down beside me. He smelled of cigar smoke and woody aftershave, and in a curious way, he reminded me of my Great Uncle Joe.

      “We understand you were in business with Paddy Leary back in the late eighties?”

      Mickey didn’t answer immediately, and for several seconds, I could hear him taking long, rasping breaths.

      “That’s right. Nearly lost everything thanks to him.”

      “Could you tell me what happened, briefly? Just to set the scene for us?”

      “I can.” Mickey breathed in a couple of times. “I had a few different businesses. Restaurants, bars, clubs. I was pretty successful, but I was mid-league. Small fry even, maybe. But I dreamed big, and I wanted it all. I wanted a casino, a resort, one of the giant ones—but despite my success, they were still out of my reach. Then Paddy came along.”

      “He just showed up one day?”

      Mickey gave a throaty chuckle. “Looking back on it, that’s pretty much what happened. He started showing up everywhere—at charity events, at galas, at fundraisers, at city council meetings, and eventually at my clubs and restaurants. His business background was similar to mine, but most of his businesses were in Europe, and I think he had a nightclub in New York at the time as well. We got to talking, and we even became friendly. A few months passed, and he made a proposal. There was a big plot of land due to be developed.”

      “Where The Tremonte is now?”

      “Exactly. It should have been ours.”

      “What went wrong?”

      “I’ll get to that. It started off with everything going right. Paddy and I could scrape together most of the funds needed ourselves, but not quite all. We got a couple of other people involved—one guy who was going to open a gallery on the site—and then we were going to take a couple of loans from my old New Jersey connections who were going to act as silent partners.”

      “New Jersey?” Ian asked suspiciously. “Do you mean mafia?”

      Mickey turned to Ian and gave him a long, cold stare, his eyes hidden by the dark shades.

      “Some Italian-American acquaintances of mine,” Mickey finally said, offering no further comment on whether they were mafia or not.

      “Then what?”

      “We had most of the funding in place, thanks to the friends we had, and we were sure to get approval for the development. It was going to be the biggest thing that ever happened to us. Then, it all fell apart.”

      “How?” Ian was leaning forward on the bench, his neck twisted so he could watch Mickey intently.

      “I started getting threats. Nasty ones.”

      “Death threats?”

      “Yeah, death threats. But not just toward me, to my family. It was nasty stuff, real nasty. They sent me pictures of my children leaving school with crosshairs over them, I woke up to find an envelope full of crime scene photos sitting right at my kitchen table, and one of my restaurants was burned down. It was nonstop, and it was brutal. I sent the family back to Jersey, while I tried to figure out what was going on.”

      “And what did you find? Who was it?”

      “I never did find out. It came down to this: I could carry on and live my life in fear, or I could live a life of comfort. I chose comfort. I backed out of the resort, and I sold up. The restaurants, the bars, the clubs, everything. I never got to be a billionaire, but it was enough to leave me comfortable. I brought the family back, and I retired as a young man. Since then, I’ve been reading books, smoking cigars, and drinking whiskey.”

      “Living the life!” Ian said brightly.

      “Maybe. Or maybe just wasting it. These days I find myself wondering what I could have achieved, if I set my mind to it. What if I hadn’t let those threats get to me? Maybe I’d be living on the top floor of one of the giant hotels on the Strip, you know?”

      “Or maybe you would have lost your family,” I said to him.

      “Yeah.”

      “So who was it? Who was threatening you?”

      “Never did find out. Not for certain. All of the threats were marked with a symbol though. It was a silhouette of a fox’s head, but no one I knew of around here used that as their symbol. But I always thought it was Paddy.”

      “Paddy? Why would he do that? Didn’t backing out cause the whole project to collapse?”

      That’s when I saw Mickey smile for the first time.

      “I’ve never told anyone this, and I probably shouldn’t, but he’s dead now, so I guess it doesn’t matter.”

      “Go on…” I was all ears. Mickey was going to reveal something big, I knew it.

      “I sold up and took my money, but I wasn’t happy about it. And when I’m not happy, it makes me mad when other people are happy, capiche?”

      “What did you do?”

      “I had this theory that Paddy was behind the threats. I heard a rumor that he had another investor lined up, another Irishman. Paddy and I got on fine, but we were very different. Different backgrounds, different friends, different circles. I think what happened was Paddy found what he thought was a better offer and tried to scare me off with the threats. I didn’t like that one bit, but I played completely innocent. I told Paddy all about the threats and how I was terrified—really hamming it up, right?—and he was sympathetic. Eventually I told him I might need to back out. He acted sad, but said he understood, and maybe he could find another investor. You know, I’m sure we were both acting, but I’m not sure if we both knew it. I made this big show of selling off everything, so he and everyone else knew I was getting out of the business world. But Paddy forgot I’d been in this city a lot longer than him, and some of my friendships ran a lot deeper than his new ones did.

      “I decided, if I couldn’t get my resort, then nor could he. I sabotaged it.”

      “What’d you do? Burn it down during construction?” Ian prodded.

      Mickey chuckled but it turned into a cough. He covered his mouth with his hand and coughed violently into it.

      “Excuse me.” He took a deep breath, then continued. “I didn’t do anything illegal.” Mickey took a moment to consider. “Not very illegal, anyway. But I called in some old favors. Did you know that the site of the Tremonte was briefly a place of great archeological interest? And of great environmental interest, too, when a rare lizard was found? Paddy wasn’t expecting that. Not at all. He tried to get around that the Vegas way—paying off everyone involved. But they wouldn’t take his money. They all developed morals all of a sudden.”

      “And you were behind all that?”

      “I was. I knew if there were enough roadblocks, then Paddy’s new partner would back out. He had sold it to them as a done deal, a project pre-approved that would get going in no time. Now there were environmental activists involved, archeologists, and half the council members were suddenly a whole lot more interested in slowing down development than they had been a few months earlier.” Mickey shrugged. “I made a big show of being completely out of it all, myself. And Paddy didn’t have the friends or relationships in Las Vegas to truly figure out what was going on. He knew he was being done over, but he didn’t realize it was me. He thought he’d cowed and beaten me—and I guess he had—but he didn’t know I don’t take that lying down.”

      “So the development fell through, and Paddy left town. Why didn’t you get back into business? Maybe try and restart the project?”

      “After a few months away, I realized I quite enjoyed being retired. Got to spend time with my kids. Turned out they were pretty interesting; who wuddathunk, right?”

      “It must have been nice to spend more time with them.”

      “I realized if I was careful with my money, I was set for life. And there was still the nagging thought: what if it wasn’t Paddy that had threatened me? What if it was someone else? There were rumors of other players trying to move in back then; triads, mafia those kinds of groups. I figured I’d sit it out for a few years and see how things settled. But things never settle in Las Vegas, it’s just constant change. Before too long I didn’t even know what was going on anymore. But I had my family, my homes, and a nice life.”

      “It sounds like you made the right decision. At least you didn’t end up like Paddy.”

      “So, are you going to ask me?”

      “Ask you what?”

      I’d been doing plenty of asking as it was.

      “Whether I killed him.”

      “Did you kill him?” Ian blurted out.

      “Nope,” Mickey said. “I got my revenge back when I sank the resort development. I heard he was coming back, and I was curious, but he and I were long in the past. He didn’t even reach out to me.”

      “Can you think of anyone from back then who might still bear a grudge?”

      “Since I read the news, I’ve been thinking about that. But y’know what? I think it’s more the other way around. Paddy lost, last time he was here. Vegas beat him, not the other way round. I think he came back here to prove himself, to show that he couldn’t be beaten by the city that knocked him down all those years ago. But he was wrong. The city beat him again, and this time for good.”

      “You say the city, I said, but it’s not the city, is it? It’s a person. Someone held the gun, someone pulled the trigger, and whether that person was a hired killer or acting on their own behalf, it was a person that did it. Not the city.”

      “The people are the city. The city is the people. You can’t separate ‘em. Best city in the world, but it’s tough, and so are the people that make it what it is.”

      We sat in silence for a moment.

      “Anything else?” Mickey asked. “My nephews are beginning to look restless.” He nodded toward the two younger men who still stood alert but were shuffling their feet like they were ready to leave.

      “Do you know Nelly Pennington, Andy Li, Bobby Smith, Willow Freeman, or Jack Weber?”

      “Jack Weber owns the Tremonte, which is on our old site. Never met him though, just read about him in the newspapers. He’s building a new hospital wing named after a dog, can you believe it?”

      I laughed. The dog in question, Bridget, was mine, though I’d had to give her to Jack due to my small apartment being both unsuited to, and banning, pets.

      “That’s why they say Las Vegas is the most interesting city in the world,” I said. “Stuff like that happens all the time.”

      “It does, doesn’t it?” Mickey gave me a smile, and this time it was one of comradeship—two Las Vegans who both understood what the city was really about.

      “And Bobby Smith I knew, of course. He was going to open the gallery in our resort. It was Paddy that found him, I didn’t know him too well. Don’t know what happened to him either. Might be worth speaking to if you can track him down though.”

      “Thanks, but we already did. In fact he opened a new gallery recently.”

      “Good on him. I don’t know the others. Do you mind if I go now?”

      “Thanks for your time, Mickey.”

      Ian and I sat on the bench and watched as Mickey rejoined the two men he said were his nephews, and slowly walked away.

      “Nice guy,” Ian said.

      “He is now. I bet you wouldn’t have enjoyed going up against him in his prime though.”

      “Yeah,” Ian said, “I could see how he could intimidate someone like you, Tiff. I would have sent him reeling if he tried any tough business stuff with me.”

      “Yeah, right, Ian.”

      He smiled contentedly at what he thought was my agreement rather than a sarcastic jibe.

      “Right. We’ve got to look after Angel,” Ian said, getting to his feet.

      “Nope. I’ve got to meet that client, Quentin. You’re on your own this time, pardner. I’m off to a horse riding ranch. I’ll drop you off.”

      Slowly, we walked back to the car, both of us lost in thought of days long past in Las Vegas and the businessmen who used to scrap over its riches.

      Days long past that were now reaching forward into the present. Whatever happened to Paddy had to be connected to his past ventures here. It had to be.
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      Quentin sent me a message telling me to meet him in the same parking lot as last time. Assuming we were going to meet the subject of his investigation at the same restaurant, I hurried home and got dressed more appropriately.

      You weren’t going to fool Tiffany Black twice.

      Black dress, earrings, and enough makeup that even Mom and Nanna would approve, combined with the kind of uncomfortable heels you don’t want to walk more than a dozen yards in, and I was set. This time I would actually be able to focus on enjoying the food instead of worrying that I was the subject of snarky gossip from other tables, and there would be another person to listen to Quentin twittering on about his first one hundred schools.

      When I exited my car, Quentin was already waiting outside the restaurant for me. I pursed my lips in mild annoyance when I saw that he had dressed down this time. I assumed he had done it to make me feel more comfortable. This time he was wearing jeans and a checkered shirt, along with some camel brown boots.

      “You like… nice,” Quentin said with a strained smile.

      “Thank you, Quentin. Has she arrived yet?”

      “Arrived? Arrived where?”

      “In the restaurant?”

      “Restaurant?” Quentin blinked half a dozen times in confusion, then realization dawned on him. “Oh! L’Ultima Cena?”

      “Umm, yeah?”

      “No, no. We’re not having an early dinner with her. I just thought this was a useful place to meet since you know it already. Come on. I’ll drive us.”

      “Drive us where?”

      “To where we’re meeting her!” Quentin shook his head at me as if I were the confusing one.

      Walking from the restaurant to his car, a nice German import, a small ball of worry set up home in my stomach. By the time we had exited the city, it had grown from a golf ball size to something more akin to a beach ball.

      I could have asked him where exactly we were going. Half of me wanted to. But the other half of me already knew—knew in the way you know something awful has happened, but you’re not yet ready to hear it so you avoid it at all costs. Avoiding bad news never works, but it’s still so tempting.

      When we pulled off a main road onto a dusty track my worst fears began to congeal into certainty. The sign we passed reading “Wilhelma Equestrianism International” sealed my fate.

      Quentin and I were meeting the subject of his investigation at a horse riding ranch.

      We pulled up in a haze of dust outside some brand new wood buildings. Everything gleamed and glistened with fresh coats of paint and varnish, giving a modern-rustic elegance to the property.

      “Lovely as you look, I can’t help but think your attire is more suited to an elegant restaurant than some horseback riding,” Quentin said with an amused laugh before we got out.

      “No kidding.”

      Quentin, oblivious, got out of the car and opened the door on my side. I stepped out into the sand and dust, black clutch held tight to me. The silly little bag wasn’t even big enough for my firearm, so instead all I had with me was a small can of pepper spray. Not that I expected to need it.

      “Quentin!” shouted a woman. She was standing in the doorway of the structure ahead of us, beaming down. She was wearing riding boots, a riding helmet, and jeans that matched Quentin’s. She hurried down to greet us.

      “Wilhelma!” Quentin said with a broad smile. “This is my business associate, Tiffany, err, White.”

      Wilhelma was a stocky woman with ruddy cheeks and a sensible smile that said she didn’t mind a joke, but she wouldn’t like too many of them to come in quick succession. A laugh a day kept the doctor away, but any more than that and you were asking for trouble.

      “My, my, my. You look incredible! I’d never dare ride wearing an outfit like that!”

      “Ride?”

      Quentin gave me a stern look. I was supposed to play along.

      “Did you bring something to change into?” Wilhelma asked, giving my outfit a second look. My black dress didn’t even reach my knees. There was no way I could get on a horse without breaking Nevada public decency laws.

      “No, I’m afraid not.”

      “Goodness! That’s a pickle, isn’t it.” Wilhelma tapped her chin. “I’d offer you one of my riding outfits, but I just put the whole lot in the laundry. Every last thing is sopping except for what I’m wearing.”

      “I guess I’ll stay here while you guys ride?”

      Wilhelma gave me a confused look. “That doesn’t make any sense. How are you supposed to have a tour if you don’t leave the stables?”

      “Right. A tour. Of course.”

      Quentin leaned toward me and began to whisper into my ear, “You’re an investor, remember?”

      I was? I was pretty sure he’d neglected to tell me that part of his cunning plan over our last meal. Or maybe I’d tuned it out.

      “There’s nothing for it,” Wilhelma said. “You’ll just have to borrow something from Billy. Just a moment!”

      Before I could question who Billy might be, and whether she was going to mind, Wilhelma was cantering off toward the stables with skipping, excited steps.

      “Billy! Billy! Billy!”

      “You have a curious way of working,” Quentin said. “But I suppose this is a good way to check how Wilhelma deals with tricky circumstances. Good thinking with the costume!”

      I nodded silently. I wasn’t likely to get many more compliments that day.

      Wilhelma soon trotted back, a heap of clothes in her arms. “What fun! Here, let’s get you changed in my office.”

      Hating every step, I followed Wilhelma in. The first door on the right was her office, and it was a spartan affair that she could not have occupied for long. The wood still smelled fresh, as did the paint, and the only decoration was a single large painting of a black horse. There was a desk, a couple of chairs, and not a lot else.

      “Here, you can put these on. I’ll get some rope for the waist. Billy’s belt won’t have a hole small enough for you. Back in a jiffy!”

      Wilhelma closed the door behind her. With an unhappy moan I checked my new wardrobe. Big, baggy blue jeans and a giant lumberjack shirt. I was going to look like a child playing dress up from their father’s closet.

      I put the shirt on first, and it was big enough that it could have served as a dress that wasn’t only not indecent, but in fact, modest enough for church. A lumberjack church, anyway.

      Then, I put on the jeans. It was like stepping into a tent. When I pulled them up and held them at my waist, there were about a half-dozen extra inches of material. If I let it go, it would have immediately dropped to the floor.

      There was a knock on the door. “Are you decent?”

      Wilhelma blustered in before I could respond. She was clutching a length of thin, bright blue synthetic rope.

      “Let’s get you sorted!”

      Wilhelma crouched in front of me and threaded the rope through the loops of the jeans. She then cinched it tight and tied the end into a giant bow.

      “There! Comfortable?”

      “Absolutely,” I said, mentally screaming the word not after it.

      “Then off we go! Billy brought the horses round. I’ve given you a gentle girl called Cloverclop. You’re going to just love her.”

      “I’m excited.”

      “I can tell! Come on! They’re getting impatient!”

      “Let me just roll the legs up.”

      A few moments later, I was tottering out of Wilhelma’s office in my heels, with my clown-jeans rolled and folded and tied so they wouldn’t fall anywhere they oughtn’t. The only slightly positive aspect of my outfit was that the shirt was so large it hid the rope that was being used in lieu of a belt.

      When we got to the door I froze, as my embarrassment, already near an all-time high, found another peak it could climb. Quentin was standing with three horses, chatting with Billy the stable boy.

      Billy looked up at me and gave me a friendly wave. I gave him one back and tried not to stare. Billy the stable boy was more Billy the big stable man. And Billy the big stable man was currently wearing a pair of boots, and a pair of boxer shorts, and nothing else. He had been stripped for my benefit. Not only did I have the shirt off his back, but the pants off his legs.

      “Sorry they’re so big!” Billy said as he eyed up where his clothes had gone. I tried not to eye him up too much in response, though he certainly had a form worth admiring.

      “Please don’t apologize. I feel awful!”

      “It’s no problem. It’s a warm afternoon.” Billy breathed in deeply, enjoying nature in his almost-natural state. “Don’t be out too long after dark though, yeah? The cold comes in quick.”

      Quentin approached me and whispered in my ear again. “This is very cunning, drawing attention away from your true purpose. I underestimated you.”

      I gave Quentin a weak smile. Billy strolled up to me and offered to help me up onto Cloverclop. It had been a long time since I was on a horse, and I was never an expert, but with his help I was able to get astride the filly without bringing too much shame upon me and my descendants for all time.

      “Y’all have fun!” Billy said with a wave of his muscled arm as we set off. The sun glinted off his bare chest as we left him behind.

      Wilhelma led us on a grand tour of the property, pointing out seemingly every new yard of fencing and cactus of interest. The horseback riding ranch was not yet open for business, and from what I could ascertain, she had spent nearly three years getting everything ready for the grand opening that would be happening soon.

      Cloverclop proved to be a very amenable horse, so I at least didn’t have to suffer the further embarrassment of being thrown off or galloping away as an unwilling passenger on an unexpected joyride.

      As we rode, Wilhelma spoke in a loud voice about all her plans for both this property and future riding schools she wanted to set up if she could secure the investment. Quentin hung on every word, taken by the possibilities and potential of the business as she laid it out.

      Quentin dropped back to speak to me when Wilhelma cantered ahead up a small hill.

      “What do you think?”

      “She seems like a very sensible person, and her body language hasn’t thrown up any warning signs of dishonesty. But I’m really going to need to look into her records to give you a proper answer. When we’re done here, I’ll get a detailed report drawn up on her. I’ve got her name now at least.”

      “I like the way you work, Tiffany. You fooled me by dressing like a drug-addicted homeless artist at that first dinner, and then fooled me again wearing a totally inappropriate gown to a horse riding school. I bet keeping people off guard like that really helps you investigate them before they even know what’s going on, right?”

      I tapped the side of my nose. “I have many methods, and like a magician, I shall never reveal them.”

      Quentin smiled at me, a genuine, warm grin. Then he was off, trotting after Wilhelma up the hill. I leaned down and spoke to Cloverclop, “Do you want to run? You can run if you want.”

      Cloverclop did not want to run, so instead I just sat and enjoyed the slow plodding ride. For the brief moments that I could forget I was wearing clothes borrowed from a near-naked man, and that I had turned up to a ranch in an evening gown, it was really quite pleasant.

      When I crested the hill, I found Wilhelma and Quentin side-by-side astride their horses, staring out at the view. The sky near the horizon was a deep, rich red as the sunset.

      “There’s nowhere more beautiful,” Wilhelma said. “In the entire world, nothing beats a good Nevada sunset.”

      I pulled up beside them, wondering what the technical term for the maneuver was when you were on a horse, and joined them in staring out across the beautifully harsh landscape, bathed as it was in pinks and purples and reds and crimsons.

      Despite how disastrously the afternoon had gone, it was worth it.

      When the sun was gone, darkness began to fall like a blanket.

      “Come on, we best get back. Riding in the dark’s no fun, and Billy’s going to freeze.”

      And we did not want Billy to freeze, did we?

      Tour nearly complete, I let Cloverclop set the pace, trailing behind the other two horses and their riders as we set off back to the stables and offices.

      For a meeting that had started disastrously, in the end it turned out not so bad after all.

      When I handed the clothes back to Billy, who was beginning to shiver as the temperature plunged, he gave me a wink. “You can borrow my clothes any time, hon.”

      Cheeks as red as the sun had been moments before, I returned to Quentin’s car for the journey back to the city.
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      An hour later, I was at Mom’s house, sitting in the kitchen with her and Nanna.

      “So how was he?” Nanna asked. “Is he handsome?”

      “You mean Quentin, my client?”

      “Client?” Nanna chuckled. “Yes, your client, Quentin. His grandmother says he’s quite a catch.”

      “Don’t all grandmothers say that?”

      Nanna ignored me.

      “So?” Mom prodded. “What did you do on your dates?”

      “What do you mean dates? We’ve met twice as client and investigator.”

      “Oh, is that still how he’s playing it?” Nanna covered her mouth and laughed. “His grandma said he was shy. I thought you would have figured out what was going on though, Tiffany! Did you go to the nice Italian place?”

      “I did go to the nice Italian place, yes. I was wearing a wine and paint-stained shirt and cargo shorts. I really made an impression.”

      Mom and Nanna exchanged disappointed looks.

      “And he asked you out again?”

      “He hasn’t asked me out at all! He has me investigating a woman he might be going into business with.”

      Nanna and Mom both looked pointedly at the dress I was wearing. They knew it was unusual for me to get glammed up without good reason.

      I stared down at the dress and gave an annoyed sigh before I explained. “He told me to meet him at the same place as last time. So I got dressed up this time. Big mistake.”

      “You look lovely. I’m sure he appreciated it.”

      “Nope. He thought I was a maniac. We went horse riding at a ranch.”

      “You went horseback riding in that? I hope you rode side saddle.”

      “No. I borrowed the stableman’s clothes. It was the most embarrassing moment of my life.”

      “I doubt that,” Nanna said. “Don’t you remember the time you—”

      “Please! Not today, no more. I don’t even want to think about anything like that.”

      “Fine,” Mom said. “But what’s he like? Nanna says that his grandmother says he’s very funny, and very smart. He sounds like exactly your type. What do you think? Should we ask the minister to clear a space in his appointment book?”

      I flashed Mom a don’t you dare even think of going there! look. “I don’t think we’re really compatible, Mom. And anyway, I’m pretty sure he only sees me as a service provider, nothing more.”

      “That’s a shame, a real shame. We had high hopes for this one, didn’t we Nanna?”

      “We did. You keep giving him chances, Tiffany. He might surprise you.”

      “I’ll just be happy to get paid.”

      Mom and Nanna sat glumly for a moment. Then Nanna brightened up.

      “How’s your murder going, dear?”

      I giggled. She had a way with words sometimes. I filled them both in with everything that had happened, including Ian’s insistence on us getting a suite at The Treasury.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Nanna said. “Hold up. You’ve got a luxury suite, and unlimited room service? What are you doing here?”

      “I came to see you guys!”

      Mom and Nanna both began shaking their heads at once.

      “No way,” Mom said. “You get over there and you order yourself the most expensive thing on the menu.”

      “Exactly,” Nanna said. “They say there’s no such thing as a free lunch, but there is, and most people just don’t take their chances when they have them. You get yourself back over there right this instant, young lady!”

      Laughing, I got to my feet. “Fine, and I thought you might invite me to stay for dinner.”

      “Nope. No dinner for you here,” Mom said. “Off you go and get yourself something luxurious instead. And get a massage, too. It’ll help you relax, and relaxing will help you solve your case.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “We know so,” Nanna said. “And make sure you send a good night message to Quentin.”

      “I am not sending him a good night message! No way. He’s a client!”

      “Then send him an update on your investigation into Wilhelma.”

      “Yeah, maybe. I’ve got to work on that and read this biography of Paddy Leary. I’ll see what I can fit in.”

      “Don’t forget the massage!”

      On the way out the door, my phone buzzed with a message.

      >Sorry for being out of touch. Still finishing my thesis. Dinner soon?

      It was Dale, and the message put a smile on my face that felt like it wanted to settle in and live there for good.

      >Sounds great! Good luck with the paper!

      Smile still firmly in place, I went to go and check on my hotel suite.
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      Despite my misgivings at the extravagance, there was something wonderful about staying in a room worth more than my car. In the morning, I emerged from my bedroom in the suite more relaxed and feeling fresher than I had any right to be. I’d climbed into bed the night before, Paddy Leary book in hand, and before I knew it, I was away, dreaming with the leprechauns, not even reaching my first eejit, of which I was certain there were going to be many.

      “That bed is incredible,” I said to Ian, who was eating an eye wateringly expensive bowl of room service breakfast cereal.

      “See, Tiff? I think this suite is really going to help us work on this case.”

      “I hope so. Speaking of which, you’ve got some research to do for this other thing we’re working on. Look into this woman Wilhelma Schmidt for me, would you? She owns a horse riding ranch that’s due to open in a few weeks.”

      “I’ll see if I can fit that into my schedule,” Ian said as he scooped up another spoonful of some chocolate concoction that was probably the exact opposite of a balanced breakfast. “I’ve got a lot on right now.”

      “Really?” I asked dubiously. My investigator’s intuition was telling me his schedule had been padded with making the most of The Treasury’s luxurious facilities and services.

      “Yes! Speaking of which, I’m glad you’re dressed. We’ve got visitors coming in a minute.”

      “We do?”

      “Yep. Duncan Crabb and Alvin Boar. Exciting, huh?”

      “Ugh.”

      Ian turned back to his cereal. Crabb was a retired homicide detective and a senior member of the Red Hogs, the secret club Ian was a member of. Alvin Boar was the so-called High Hog, the leader of the group. I didn’t like them much, but they were well connected to the business community in Las Vegas and there was a good chance they might have some light to shine on the histories of either Paddy Leary or Mickey Puglisi.

      “Good thinking, inviting them here. It saves me driving everywhere.”

      “Exactly,” Ian said. “It’s much safer, right?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      A loud chiming interrupted what I had been certain was about to become a most enlightening conversation. Even the doorbell was fancy up in this suite, I mused, as the vibrating tone slowly faded.

      Ian rushed to his feet and sprinted to the door, swinging it open and flinging out his arms.

      “Welcome, welcome to our humble little abode.”

      Duncan Crabb, and Alvin Hogg walked inside. Crabb had the craggy features of a man who spent too many years on the street, and too many hours looking at photos of dead bodies, or the actual specimens themselves. Once upon a time he was the older, wiser partner of Detective Elwood, but he had been retired for more than a decade and now spent most of his time golfing or doing whatever it was the Red Hogs did.

      Alvin Hogg was younger and softer than Duncan Crabb, and the latest descendant of the Red Hogs’ original founder to take the reins of the group.

      “Let’s go out onto the terrace,” Ian said, “before it gets too hot.”

      Ian led the way to the four-seater table that was outside, beside the jacuzzi.

      “Shall I order up some champagne?”

      “He means juice,” I said. “We don’t have champagne for breakfast.”

      “Tiffany,” Ian hissed, “Alvin’s the High Hog!”

      Alvin chuckled. “It’s okay. We had donuts and coffee on the way over. We’re good. What can we do for you?”

      We all got settled and we began to ask them what they knew about the victim and our suspects.

      “Puglisi,” Crabb said, rubbing his chin. “That was a name I hadn’t heard in years. A long time back, we investigated him in a case. Couldn’t pin anything on him. It was a nightclub owner that died in mysterious circumstances, and then, of course, Puglisi took control of the club. Never tied the death to him though.”

      “You said you hadn’t heard, in years. Did he come up again recently?”

      Crabb nodded. “Yeah. I hadn’t even thought about the guy since, I don’t know, the late eighties? He sold up and pretty much disappeared from the public eye. Never came across my radar again. Not until last week, anyway.”

      “What happened last week?”

      Crabb rubbed his chin, considering whether to go on. Ian leaned in toward him, eyebrows raised. Crabb shrugged, made up his mind, and carried on.

      “I had a catchup drink with the kid, Elwood.”

      Laughter blurted out from my mouth before I could stop it. Crabb stared at me.

      “Sorry, it’s just I find it hard to think of Elwood as anything other than a grumpy old man.”

      “I find it hard to think of him as anything other than the naive wide-eyed idealist who didn’t know the streets from a petting zoo. But I guess he’s grown up a bit since then.”

      “I’ll say. What were you talking about?”

      “He was telling me about the case he’s working on. The Leary murder. Your name came up. Elwood’s new partner thought you were a serious suspect, but Elwood told him in no uncertain terms he doesn’t think it was you.”

      “He did?” It warmed my heart, though it was a shame he hadn’t said as much in my presence.

      “Yeah. Anyway, it turned out he wanted to bend my ear about Puglisi as well. Elwood never met him, but his name came up in connection with this Leary murder case. They had a history.”

      “Right, we know a bit about that,” I said, not needing him to go over what we’d already heard from the man himself.

      “Here’s the funny thing. Elwood and the guys didn’t get much from security cameras in the area, at least not where the limo was. But one thing they did catch, about three hundred yards back, was Puglisi walking in the direction of the limo. He had a big fedora and a trench coat on, head down, walking quickly. Looked like he had something under the coat, too. Can’t tell what. Could have been a magazine. Could have been a gun.”

      “How did the camera pick him up if he was dressed like that and walking with his head down at night?” Ian asked.

      “He walked past a cash machine. The cameras in the cash machines are pretty low down, so it got a good shot of his face. Pure luck. But then that’s what police work is like—you work a case hard enough, you get lucky. Same for you guys, right?”

      “Sometimes.”  Actually most of my cases weren’t solved through luck, but through following evidence and interviewing people. Anyone relying on getting lucky in my line of work would go bust instead of hitting the jackpot.

      “So? Elwood thinks Puglisi killed him?”

      “He’s got no evidence, just a little video footage of him walking past an ATM in the right direction. It’s circumstantial and in no way conclusive. It’s not enough.”

      “We spoke to Puglisi. He didn’t tell us this.”

      “No. He didn’t tell the cops, either. Elwood’s kept the information under his hat, ready to bring out when they’ve got something more on him. Only problem is, they haven’t found anything more yet. They’ve got a thirty-year-old motive and proof that he was in the area within about a half hour of the death. I think Elwood’s going to try and hit him with it anyway and see if anything comes up in the mix, but I told him not to bank on it.”

      “Do you think it was Puglisi?”

      “Don’t know. Thirty years is a long time to hold a grudge, but Leary hadn’t been in Las Vegas since then. Maybe him coming back to town made it all fresh again. Maybe Puglisi thought it was finally safe to retaliate. Who knows?”

      “Puglisi said he was threatened, back in the day. Do you know anything about that?”

      “Not really. Heard some rumors at the time, but he didn’t report it to us and it wouldn’t have been my department anyway, not unless the threats actually led to a killing, which they didn’t.”

      “Unless they did, last week,” Ian said.

      “Yep. And now it’s up to the kid to take it on. I’m retired.”

      “‘Do you know anything else about Leary?”

      “Just that he was trouble. He used to drink a lot, and cause fights. He had a temper on him which I guess mellowed with age. Didn’t stick around long though, less than a year I’d say, then Vegas had enough of him and kicked him out.”

      “He told us the threats he received were marked with a silhouette image of a fox. Do you know anything about that? Any gangs or groups that used that symbol?”

      “A fox?” Crabb ruminated on the word for a moment. “Not that I recall. But a fox is often a symbol of subterfuge, of deceit. Maybe that was the meaning? Or perhaps it was just random.”

      “Could be. You got anything else?”

      “Nope. Maybe you could try Jack Weber at the Tremonte. That’s the site they were trying to develop back in the day.”

      “Yeah, I already spoke to him, too. Thanks guys.”

      Crabb got to his feet, and with a huff and a puff, Boar joined him.

      “The links await.” Crabb mimed swinging a golf club, hitting an imaginary ball off the terrace and down toward the Strip. He held up a hand to his brow as he watched its non-existent flight. With an annoyed sigh, he shook his head and turned back to us. “In the rough. All right, good luck, investigators.”

      Ian walked them to the door. I stayed out on the terrace, taking in a little more morning air and seeing what sounds I could pick out from the street far below.

      Mickey Puglisi had seemed to be open with us, but knowing he was near the scene of the crime put a whole new spin on things. Had the old man gone out there and put a bullet in his erstwhile rival, to get revenge for what could have been?
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      It would have been nice to lounge around the suite all day, and Ian was keen to do just that, but we had a case to crack on with. Ronan had asked us to drop by the Tremonte for an update, and I figured we could stop in and see Jack while we were there.

      While I was driving, my phone buzzed. I took a glance at the screen and it was an unknown number.

      “Take a look at that for me.”

      Ian picked up the phone and squinted at it.

      “‘Need to talk. Call me. Mickey P.’” Ian put the phone down on his lap. “He wants you to call him, Tiff! Maybe he wants to confess.”

      “Nice as that would be, it’s unlikely. We’re nearly there, I’ll call him when we arrive.”

      When we pulled up to the entrance of the Tremonte, I handed my car keys to a disappointed valet who was clearly eying up the Ferrari that was pulling up behind me. My own Honda was a much more interesting vehicle in my opinion, however, it had now reached that awkward age between ‘modern’ and ‘antique’ which caused a lot of people to look down at the old girl.

      “Mine’s much more reliable,” I told the young valet brightly as he gave a final wistful look at the exotic car behind my own.

      He was not impressed and took my keys with a sad little smile.

      “Hey!” called a voice from the entrance. It was Ronan, and he immediately headed toward us. I put my phone into my bag. Mickey would have to wait.

      “Good morning, Ronan. We’ve been very busy since we last spoke. Shall we sit down inside and I’ll fill you in?”

      “Sounds good to me. Come on.”

      Ronan walked away briskly, a visible bounce in his step. Ian and I hurried to keep up.

      We got seated in the lobby. Ronan sat with his legs bouncing up and down and an almost nervous smile twitching his lips.

      “Is everything okay, Ronan?”

      “Yeah. Great in fact.” Ronan stopped and blinked. His eyes widened. “Wait, you’re going to think I’m awful.”

      “We will?”

      “Sorry. Yeah. But I’m in a good mood! I know I shouldn’t be, but I can’t help it. Some of the paperwork went through, and I just got an absolutely massive deposit into my bank account. It’s awful to say, isn’t it? But I can’t help it! I’ve never had so much money!”

      “You might want to avoid saying anything like that around the police,” I advised.

      “Yeah, I know. I mean, I’m sad Dad is dead and everything, but we weren’t really close. He was quite horrible to me sometimes, and he was terrible to some of the people around him. The money makes it all a lot easier to deal with. So, any progress? Have you found who did it yet?”

      “Not yet. But we’re making solid headway.” I told Ronan about all the suspects and witnesses we had interviewed to date. He listened intently, nodding along, and giving little smiles as I revealed everything we’d found out.

      “Sounds like I’m getting my money’s worth out of you. I should give you a bonus!”

      “You should!” Ian blurted out, laughing as he did so. I gave him a subtle punch on the leg.

      “Hey, that’s how you get things in this world,” Ronan said, giving Ian an approving nod. “Don’t ask, don’t get, that’s what Dad used to say. Of course, he also said, if they won’t give it to you, then take it anyway. But I’d prefer it if you ignored that bit of wisdom.”

      “See, Tiff? I just got us a bonus,” Ian said smugly.

      “Is there anything else I can do for you guys? I feel kind of bad that you’re working away while I go paragliding, horseback riding, and hit up the spas. You know, this afternoon, I’m going to shoot guns out of a helicopter. You can’t do that in Manhattan, I tell you. Isn’t Las Vegas awesome?”

      “Best city in the world,” I said with a swelling of hometown pride. “But I think we’re all set for help. We just need to keep on keeping on. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      “Hey, don’t rush if you don’t have to. As soon as you clear this up, I’ll run out of excuses to stick around here, and Broadway will be calling demanding I return.”

      “You mean off-off-Broadway,” Ian said.

      Ronan held up his hands. “Guilty as charged. Maybe I should put on a show here. That would be like, off-off-off-Broadway, right?”

      “It’d be Las Vegas, which is far superior to even regular old off-Broadway,” I told him.

      “Yeah?”

      “Some might say better than Broadway itself, even.”

      “Better than Broadway? That would be a good name for a show. Thanks, Tiffany Black.”

      “No problem, Ronan Leary. Is there anything else we can do for you now?”

      “Nope. I’ll let you get back to it. My helicopter awaits!”

      “Have fun!” Ian shouted after Ronan as he left, bobbing up and down in excitement with every step.

      “Just try and stop me!” Ronan called over his shoulder.

      “He sure is chirpy for someone who’s Dad was just murdered.”

      “Yeah, because he just inherited a fortune, and his dad was horrible,” Ian said. “No wonder he’s having fun.”

      “I guess. Right, I’ll call Mickey, then let’s go up and see Jack.”

      I re-read the message from Mickey.

      >Need to talk. Call me. Mickey P

      There were no clues there. I tapped the little green telephone to dial. The phone did its thing and shortly began to ring. And ring. And ring. After letting it go for almost two minutes, I disconnected the call with a shrug.

      I’d try him again after we spoke to Jack.
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      “Surprise!” I said, when Jack opened his office door.

      There was a loud, friendly bark, and a second later, Bridget was between Jack and me, paws almost pushing me over as she stood and yelped and licked at me. She was just as pleased to see me as I was her.

      “Hi,” Jack said warily. “Wasn’t expecting visitors.”

      “Sorry, we had to speak to Ronan Leary, and I figured since we were here we might as well drop by. Are you okay? You look kind of pale.”

      Jack nodded hesitantly. “Come in.”

      Jack turned and quickly walked toward his desk. Ian and I followed more slowly, Bridget slowing us down as she pranced around me, demanding strokes and attention with every step.

      Jack swiped something off the top of his desk and quickly put it into a drawer. He turned around, his more normal smile back on his face.

      “So, what’s up? How did the meeting with Puglisi go?”

      “Oh, yeah that was fine. In fact, excuse me a moment.” I tried re-dialing the number. I let it ring for a minute then gave up. “Sorry. He sent me a message asking me to call him, but now he’s not picking up.”

      “Must be busy. I do that more than I should,” Jack admitted. “Oh, my security guy managed to finally dig up his address. Puglisi went to a great deal of trouble to make it hard to find. His house is actually owned by a holding company based in the Caymans, and that company is owned by a different company based in Bermuda, which is controlled by a company with its HQ in Delaware, and that’s owned by Puglisi’s cousin. It took a while to get to the bottom of that trail.” Jack dug through some papers on top of his desk until he found the one with the address on it. “Here you go, if you need it.”

      “Thanks. Maybe we’ll drop by if he doesn’t answer.”

      “Good idea. Have you spoken to Emily lately?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I’ve been swamped since this case started. Is she okay?”

      “Yeah, I think so. She was annoyed about what happened with the case, and she’s blaming Elwood. I tried to cheer her up, but she’s still a bit down, I think. She’s stuck behind a desk at the moment. I don’t think she likes being cooped up inside.”

      “I can understand that. I don’t think I could ever handle an office job.”

      “Ugh.” Jack shook his head in annoyance.

      “What is it?”

      “You just made me realize something. I think I messed up.”

      “How so?”

      “Emily was complaining about being desk bound, so I told her she should just pack it in and come work with me. I said I’d find her a nice corporate position. I was trying to be nice, you know?”

      “You told her to throw away her career and you’d give her some make-do work?”

      Jack stared at me. “Is that what I did?”

      “It sounds like exactly what you did. You’ve got to be careful, Jack. I know you were trying to help, but unwanted help can be worse than doing nothing. It can be patronizing.”

      “That’s not what I meant…” Jack shook his head and slumped into his executive chair.

      “Is everything else okay?” I asked. “You look exhausted.”

      Despite his busy life as a Las Vegas high flyer and businessman, Jack usually gave the impression of a cool, relaxed guy. Successful and determined, sure, but not one of those people who frantically run on fumes as they try to manage a million things at once, fighting exhaustion every step of the way. But now that’s exactly what he looked like. His eyes were sunken with dark circles, and his brow was beginning to develop worry lines that could become permanent.

      “Maybe I’m just getting old.”

      “Don’t you dare say that!” I said sharply.

      Jack jerked up straight, startled at my response.

      “Just kidding. But if you’re getting old, it means I’m getting old, and you know it’s rude to say that to a lady.”

      Lady. When did I become a lady? I was a girl darn it.

      “Sorry, you’re right. Neither of us are old, Tiff. We’re in the prime of our youth. I’ve just been exhausted lately.”

      “Because of the investigation?”

      Jack looked down at his desk and gave a small shrug. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Is there something else bothering you?”

      “No, no. Not at all. I’m fine.” Jack didn’t want to discuss his condition any further. “Why don’t you try Mickey again?”

      “Will do when we’re outside. We were just checking in. Let us know if you hear anything, yeah?”

      “Right. And if you happen to see Emily, could you put in a good word for me?”

      “Sure, I’ll tell her you were being a clueless doofus rather than a patronizing representative of the patriarchy.”

      “Huh?”

      “I mean, yeah, I’ll put in a good word for you. Catch ya later!”

      I spent a lot longer saying my farewells to Bridget than to Jack, crouching down and stroking and kissing the fluff ball. With a final wave to Jack, we made our exit.

      Back outside, I tried Mickey again.

      He didn’t answer.

      “You did take that address from Jack, didn’t you?” Ian asked.

      Of course I had.

      It was time to pay Mickey a visit on his own turf.
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      During the drive over, I handed my phone to Ian and got him to keep trying Mickey’s number.

      He didn’t answer.

      “Do you think something’s wrong?” Ian asked as the phone rang in the background.

      “I sure hope not.”

      “But you do, don’t you?” Ian persisted. “He’s not answering even though he just told you to call him. Why would he do that? It doesn’t make sense, Tiffany.”

      I waited impatiently for a light to change while Ian spoke. The light turned green, and I accelerated away with a jolt. “We don’t know what’s happened. Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

      “It is weird, though, right?”

      It was like when I was wearing my evening dress on the way to the horseback riding ranch. I knew something bad was about to happen, but I didn’t want to admit it to myself just yet. For a few more minutes, I wanted to maintain the illusion that Mickey Puglisi was about to speak to me and hand over a big lead. Nothing had happened to him, nothing had gone wrong, and he’d just put his phone down somewhere and forgotten about it.

      It didn’t make sense that Mickey would say he needed to speak to me and then just disappear. It couldn’t.

      I drove fast, leaning forward, our conversation stilled by nervousness. Mickey Puglisi’s house was out of town, down a quiet road that cut between different rural properties with single wire fencing on either side.

      There was a driveway set between two small hills, marked with only a tiny sign indicating the house number and an old mailbox that looked like it hadn’t seen any envelope action in decades.

      “Is this it?” I asked dubiously.

      “According to the address Jack gave us, it is. Do you think it’s another ruse? Is there another level beyond the Cayman-Bahamas-Delaware cousin ownership scheme he had going on?”

      “Let’s check it out and see.”

      I turned onto the dusty track. It wound around one of the small hillocks, and we were then presented with proof that there was going to be a house rather than an abandoned old country lot. In front of us was a big gate. It wasn’t an ornamental iron gate, but a tall steel sliding gate that was designed to keep intruders out. Fortunately for us, it had been left in the open position. But this bit of good luck also left me wary. Who had opened it, and why hadn’t it been closed after?

      “Keep an eye out.”

      I drove through the gate and followed the track as it wound further around the hillock. A few yards more, and the dusty track became a smooth asphalt driveway.

      It was another hundred yards before we saw the house. After such a long entranceway, and an impressive gate, the house was smaller than I had imagined. It wasn’t tiny by any means, but it was a relatively modest two story structure with a double garage attached. There wasn’t even an ornamental fountain in the front.

      “Is this it?” Ian sounded disappointed.

      “Guess so.”

      “I expected an old mafia guy to live in a palace, not a regular old house.”

      “He never said he was mafia, Ian.”

      “And he never said he wasn’t. And he totally was. You saw what he looked like.”

      “Appearances can be deceptive, remember? Maybe he just likes to make silly young men think he’s mafia so they don’t mess with him.”

      “Are you calling me a—Tiff! Look!” Ian stuck his hand out to point and stubbed his index finger on the windscreen. “Ow!”

      I came to a halt, a few yards back from the front door, which was open and swinging gently. The doorframe was splintered, with a big chunk of wood sticking out, and more on the floor.

      “Careful, Ian.”

      I pulled my gun out of my bag and exited the car at a crouch. I listened intently. Nothing but our heavy breathing. Bending low, I ran up to the main house and pressed myself against the wall in case anyone inside decided to take potshots at us.

      Ian squatted beside me.

      “Quiet. Listen.”

      We stilled our panting and pricked our ears. In the distance a bird was singing. Hardy bushes in front of the yard rustled lightly as a breeze blew through. But from the house, there was nothing.

      “Let’s go slow,” I whispered. “Slow and quiet.”

      Ian nodded, and out of respect for gender equality, he generously let me take point.

      I gave the front door a push with the nose of my gun, sending it gently swinging all the way open. We froze, listening again. Still nothing.

      The first time I looked, I had my head low and just took a quick peek before pulling back, wary of bullets from a possible silent gunman.

      Nothing happened, but I got a quick look at the entrance hall. There was a wide set of steps leading up to the second floor, and doors leading to the left and right. The floor of the entrance hall was laid with hardwood, and I saw something troubling in the middle.

      With no sign of noise or threat, I put my head back in for a longer look, scanning the stairs and corners again for movement first. It was clear. There were no gunmen. I turned my attention back to the floor.

      “Oh, no,” I said quietly.

      Standing up, I stepped inside the house proper, warily scanning every corner again. The house had an air of emptiness, even abandonment.

      Ian came in behind me. “Is that…?”

      We both walked to the center of the room and looked down.

      “Yep. Looks like blood. Still wet.”

      It was a puddle, not big enough to indicate a certain death, but certainly large enough to imply a significant injury at a minimum.

      “Look, there’s more.”

      Warily, I followed behind Ian, who had his head down, staring at the little droplet stains that marked the trail of an injured person. It reached the closed door.

      “One,” I whispered, “two, three.”

      I pushed the door open hard and immediately both of us stepped to the side, backs up against the wall, hiding from a potential flurry of bullets that didn’t come.

      Nothing happened.

      The house was still and silent, the only noise the thunk of the door hitting the other side of the wall as it reached the end of its arc.

      I had a quick peek, saw it was clear, and then took a longer look.

      Ahead of us was a spacious modern kitchen, an intermittent trail of blood droplets marking a path across the floor of the kitchen to another open door on the other side that led straight into the house’s attached garage.

      “Come on.”

      Apart from the bloodstains the kitchen appeared undisturbed, more like a showroom than one in active use.

      “It looks like whatever happened here is over now.”

      In the garage, there was an old Mustang that looked like it was in the process of being restored, and a conspicuous empty spot that looked just right for another vehicle. The garage door was open, and there were black tire marks on the concrete floor.

      “I can smell rubber,” Ian said, wrinkling his nose.

      He was right, there was still a vague, acrid hint of it hanging in the air.

      I caught Ian’s eye. “What do you think happened?”

      “Mickey Puglisi got shot, and then he jumped into his car and drove off.”

      “Could be. Or maybe Mickey Puglisi got shot, and then he was bundled into his car by his attacker and driven off.”

      “Or Mickey shot his attacker, dumped the body in the trunk, and drove off to get rid of it?”

      “So many wonderful possibilities,” I said with a morbid laugh. “Come on. Let’s see what else we can find.”

      Ian and I made a methodical search of the house, revealing little that seemed of interest to our case, and nothing revealing Mickey Puglisi’s whereabouts. It was a neat, clean home, and whatever had happened here to cause the mess in the hall, it wasn’t a burglary—there was no sign of disturbance in the drawers and cupboards off the home, and Puglisi’s valuable-looking collection of Rolexes, Antique Philippes, and other watch brands I didn’t know, was still sitting, glinting, and shining on his dressing stand.

      When we got back downstairs, it was just in time to see two police patrol cars and one homicide detective’s black unmarked car come to a skidding halt in front of the house.

      “Put your hands up,” I said to Ian as I walked toward the front door. “Just in case their fingers are feeling itchy.”

      Side-by-side, Ian and I stepped out of the home with our hands in the air.

      “Well, well, well,” Detective Benson said, as he got out of the passenger door of Elwood’s car. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      “And you,” I said with a pleasant smile that was designed to irritate, as I lowered my hands.

      “What are you doing here, Black?” Elwood asked after he had huffed and puffed his way out of the driver’s side of the car.

      “Mickey Puglisi wanted to speak to me. Unfortunately, he’s no longer here. Looks like there was trouble inside. Bloodstains on the floor, one vehicle missing.”

      “Nobody in there?”

      “Did you say nobody or ‘no body’? Either way, no to both of them. Just a bit of blood in the hall. Nothing appears to be missing. I’d guess someone came to kill Puglisi. If they succeeded, they took the body with them.”

      Benson tapped Elwood’s arm, and they turned for a huddled discussion.

      “I bet that rectangle-faced one is saying they should arrest us,” Ian said. “I don’t like the look of that guy.”

      “You’re probably right. Oblong-face has got it in for me.”

      We couldn’t hear the cops conversation, but Elwood was definitively telling Benson that no, something wasn’t happening.

      “Elwood has your back though,” Ian said brightly as we watched the huddled discussion. “That’s something.”

      The two cops turned back around.

      “Clear the scene and scram, Black. And you owe me a witness statement for whatever this is. Come down the station in the next twenty-four hours.”

      “Will do. Can I ask, how did you guys end up here?”

      “Nope,” Elwood said.

      I stared at him, but all I got in return was a jerk of his head toward my car.

      So scram we did.

      When I was about to drive away, Elwood came back and rapped on the window. He was alone. Benson had gone inside the house.

      “Question.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Is there something up with Weber?”

      “Something up with Jack? Like what?”

      Elwood hesitated then decided to trust me.

      “Benson was looking into him. He’s been all over the place lately. Even went to South Africa last week. He was only gone three days, and just the flight is almost a day each way.”

      “He’s a busy guy?”

      “Not that busy. Not usually. We checked his flight logs the last couple of years, and this month has been excessive. Benson thinks he’s been flying around to arrange alibis. He was away the night Leary was killed, and he flew out somewhere again just an hour ago.”

      “Huh. That’s weird. I don’t know what to tell you, Elwood. Jack has his fingers in a lot of different pies, you know? And you can tell Benson that he can shove his theories about it being Jack, or me, that killed Leary right where the sun—”

      “Yeah, got it. If you hear anything from Puglisi let me know.”

      “Will do. You too.”

      “Me?” Elwood laughed. “Nope.”

      With an amused shake of my head, I waved him goodbye.
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      I dropped Ian off at The Treasury to do some research in the suite, while I went to go and have lunch with Emily.

      Ian had been ordered to read through Willow’s Paddy Leary book, as well as find out what he could on Wilhelma Schmidt, and then dig around to see if he could find anything more about what happened to Mickey Puglisi. It was enough to keep him out of trouble for a few hours.

      Emily and I grabbed sandwiches and took them to a bench shaded by palm trees in nearby Symphony Park.

      “How’s your new desk driving?”

      “Terrible,” Emily said with a sardonic smile. “Doesn’t matter how hard I kick it, it just won’t go anywhere. It feels like I’ve been stuck inside for months, Tiffany.”

      “It’s barely been a week,” I said in sympathy. “But you and I are the same. We weren’t designed to be cooped up all day. We’d rather be out working on cases.”

      “Yep. Any progress on Leary?”

      I filled Emily in on the case, taking some small joy from the fact that I knew Benson would be furious at everything I was telling her. That was fine with me. I didn’t work for, or with, Detective Benson and he could go spin as far as I was concerned.

      The final thing Elwood had said to me had left a lingering, nagging worry in the back of my mind. I didn’t suspect Jack of having anything to do with Paddy Leary’s death, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something going on with him.

      “How’s Jack doing?” I probed.

      “I don’t know, Tiff. He’s been weird lately, and busy.”

      “Flying off all over the place?”

      “Flying?”

      I caught myself. Emily didn’t know what Jack had been up to. He’d even gone as far as South Africa, if Elwood’s information was correct. The question was, why didn’t he tell her?

      “Isn’t that what he does? Jet set all over the place? It seems like it to me!”

      “He has been out a lot. And he’s been acting like he was nervous, or worried about something. But whenever I ask him, he tells me it’s nothing.”

      I thought about the pictures of Emily and the implied death threat. But I had promised Jack not to tell her unless I thought she was in danger. I resolved to keep it to myself for the time being.

      “Oh,” she said, “and get this. The other day he told me I could just quit and go work for him! Can you imagine? Being a cop was my dream, and true, I’m kind of hating it right now, but I’m not going to pack it all up because I’m having a rough couple of weeks.”

      “He told me about that.” I patted the top of Emily’s hand sympathetically. “I told him what a dumb move it was.”

      Emily laughed. “Thank you! It’s not just me then?”

      “Nope. You were right to be mad. But hey, at least he cares right? It may have been clumsy, but he was trying to help you out, even if he went about it completely the wrong way.”

      “I guess. I was still mad though. And I just feel like there’s something else he isn’t telling me. You don’t think it’s because of Benson, do you?”

      “Benson’s a weirdo. It wouldn’t be surprising if he freaked Jack out a bit. He freaks me out, too.”

      “And me,” Emily admitted. “I don’t know, Tiff. I just feel like I’ve lost control recently. Not of myself, but of my life. Like I’m a puppet that someone else is pushing around. Jack offering me that job was just a part of it. Now him being away or busy all the time, and I’m stuck at that desk…” Emily sighed and popped the last of her chicken sub into her mouth.

      “Hey, everything’s going to be fine. It’s just a rough patch. We all have them.”

      “Do we?” Emily asked. “Do you? You always seem so in control of everything, Tiff.”

      “Ha!” I blurted. “Me? No way! I’m more like a pinball bouncing off every corner and wall in Las Vegas. I don’t know where I’m going to be one minute to the next. And you know, at least you’ve got Jack, I’ve got no one.”

      “That’s not true,” Emily said. “You’ve got a ton of people around you. And you know Stone’s into you.”

      “Stone? No, I don’t think so. Anyway, he’s gone off into the desert to do something with Stacey.”

      “Who’s Stacey?”

      “I don’t know. Some girl he knows from ‘way back’. They’re working together on setting up a data center.”

      “I bet there’s someone else too, right? You always seem to have guys around you.”

      “No way!”

      “Yes, way. And I can tell you’re keeping something from me! There is someone, isn’t there. Spill.”

      Laughing, I told Emily about my new client, or ‘client’, Quentin, and then updated on her Dale, too.

      Hearing my woes made Emily laugh, and she began to relax. Telling her about my two meetings with Quentin also made it funnier to me too, rather than dwelling on the sheer embarrassing shame I’d felt at the time.

      “I don’t know how you have time to do it all, Tiff. I really don’t.”

      “Neither do I.” I got to my feet. “Unfortunately, I think we’ve both got to get back to it. I better check and make sure Ian isn’t ordering half the menu from room service.”

      “And I better check no one’s murdered my desk.” Emily grinned at me. “Because that would be a terrible shame if they had.”

      “Come on.”

      No wiser than when I had arrived, but more optimistic nonetheless, Emily and I left the park.

      It was time to get back to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I was barely back in my car when I got a phone call from Ian. He sounded excitable, even more so than he normally did.

      “Tiffany! Get back here quick. Something’s happened!”

      “ What?”

      “Come on! I’ll wait for you in the lobby.”

      He hung up before I could ask him for any more information. Typical.

      When I got back to The Treasury, Ian wasn’t even in the lobby, he was pacing up and down outside the front doors. When he saw me pulling up, he brushed past a valet, whose disapproving eyes had just landed on my car.

      “Not today, buddy. This one’s mine.”

      The bemused valet stared after Ian as he jumped into the passenger seat.

      “To the hospital!”

      “Why? What’s happened?”

      “Carrie came by the suite. She said Andy Li’s been injured. “

      “Injured? Injured how?”

      “Injured in a way that might have left a puddle of blood on the floor at Mickey’s house.”

      I left The Treasury in a squeal of tires and burning rubber.

      With a flash of my investigator’s badge, and an implication that Andy Li was a dear friend of mine, I got us to his private hospital room in record time. When I pushed open the door, he looked up curiously until he saw it was us, and then his face immediately fell into a frown.

      “You?”

      “Us. You sound disappointed.”

      I walked over to his bed to give him a more thorough looking over. As best I could tell, it was his shoulder area that had been injured. He was wrapped in bandages covering his whole upper torso and his arm above the elbow.

      “What happened to you, Andy?”

      “Las Vegas happened to me,” he said darkly. “I knew coming here was a mistake. And I was right. Paddy’s dead, and I nearly am too. “

      “What happened to you?”

      “I told you. Las Vegas happened to me.” He shook his head and snorted. “I should have known. I did know.”

      “Yeah, you said that once already. Would you mind being a little more specific?”

      “Why should I? All you’ve done is cause trouble. This started with you ruining Paddy’s luck at the card table, and you’re still here, sticking your oar in, even after he’s dead.”

      Paddy’s luck had nothing to do with me, and Andy knew it.

      “You should talk to us because we’re finding out what happened to Paddy, and what’s happened to you is bound to be connected.” What I didn’t say was that I strongly suspected he had been trying to get revenge on the person he thought had killed Paddy—Mickey Puglisi—and got injured in the process.

      “I suppose I’ve got nothing better to do stuck in here. They want to keep me in for a couple of days. I’ll be out tomorrow—I mean, I’ll be here a while. Go on. Ask me what you want. Let’s see what new havoc you can wreak.”

      “So?” Ian asked, putting his hands right onto Andy’s bed and leaning over him. “Tell us. What happened?”

      “It’s not that exciting. I went out for some lunch, and—”

      “Why?” Ian asked, interrupting. “The food at The Treasury is great.” Ian almost sounded defensive.

      “When you eat in five star hotels half the year, it all gets samey,” Andy said with a gentle shrug that caused him to wince. “It’s nice sometimes to try something different. Something local. Something that didn’t have a whole team of Michelin starred chefs making it look even better than the photos. You know, some real food. “

      “What did you have?” I was curious what someone who ate world class food every day had been craving.

      “First, I wanted to eat some barbecue. There was a restaurant I’d heard about, some big old place in a converted barn, but it had shut down. When that didn’t work out, I came back into town and went to that bagel shop that Paddy had briefly considered investing in, before he met the owner.”

      “ NYLV bagels?” I asked.

      “That’s the one. I went there, and it was fine. I mean, it wasn’t New York, but then nowhere is, is it?”

      “No, some places are better,” I said sweetly.

      Andy shook his head with a slight smile. “If you say so. After my bagels, I went out, just for a little walk around. And, of course, I got mugged.”

      “By a gang?”

      “No. One guy, in a ski mask. He took my wallet, and then he shot me. Just straight up shot me. And get this—typical Las Vegas—the doctors say I was lucky.” Andy’s brow furrowed in annoyance. “They say the bullet didn’t do anywhere near as much damage as it could have done, so I should thank my lucky stars. Can you believe it? I can tell you, it’s not exactly enamored me to this city. You get me?”

      If what he said was true, then I could, begrudgingly, understand why he wasn’t completely in love with Las Vegas. Not yet, anyway. But it wasn’t true, I was sure of it. Andy had been up to no good at Mickey’s house and earned himself a bullet, that’s what I thought.

      “And this happened in public, did it?”

      “Yeah. But it wasn’t exactly busy around there. There weren’t any real witnesses.”

      “Of course not,” Ian said. “How convenient.”

      Andy tilted his head, not quite getting the implication. “Convenient? For the mugger, I guess. It pretty much ruined my day. And tomorrow I’ve got to—”

      Andy stopped himself.

      “Tomorrow what?”

      Andy didn’t answer and instead turned his head toward the door. I heard the thumping of steps before the men arrived, and I was unsurprised when I saw who entered. Detectives Elwood and Benson.

      “Elwood.” I gave the detective a smile, completely ignoring his partner, Benson.

      I knew they’d be here sooner or later, but it would have been nice to have a bit longer with Andy first. See if he could make something slip.

      “Black.” Elwood gave me a small tilt of his chin, a sign of greeting that showed at least a modicum of mutual respect.

      “Again?” Benson didn’t hide his distaste at our presence.

      “They were just leaving,” Andy said. “It’s about time you guys got here. The cops I spoke to earlier didn’t even know who I was.”

      Andy clearly hadn’t put two and two together. Elwood and Benson were homicide detectives. They wouldn’t be investigating a simple mugging, even if violence was involved. They were there because of what was found at Puglisi’s house and because of Paddy Leary.

      “You might not be so happy to hear us when we’re through,” Benson said, his lips curled up in a smirk. “You two fakers, get out of here.”

      “Fakers?” Ian repeated. “How dare you!”

      I wasn’t happy either, but I also wasn’t in the mood to pick a fight with the tough new detective in town. I gave my assistant a nudge and nodded at the door. It was time to go.

      “Fakers. Imitation cops. Kids playing dress up. Whatever you call yourselves.”

      “We’re private investigators.” Ian put his hands on his hips. “Tiffany even has a license.”

      “Yeah, but you’re not cops, and you never will be. Now scram.”

      He was right that we would never be cops, but that was because we would never want to be. Being a PI was much more my style.

      Ian still had his hands on his hips and looked like he was about to continue the discussion, but we had bigger fish to fry. Or at least, better fish. I pulled his elbow. “Come on. Let the slow pokes have their turn.”

      That earned me the nasty look from Benson I’d been looking for and a slight smirk from Elwood.

      Pulling Ian with me, we left the hospital room and almost bumped into someone.

      “Oh, pardon.”

      The speaker was a brunette in her late twenties, and she apologized with a French accent. She was wearing a fashionable body-clinging dress that revealed a slight bump around her midsection—and it wasn’t the kind you got from too many chips and too much time on the couch.

      “Sorry!” I said, stepping aside to give her room.

      “Oh, it’s no problem,” she said with a thick accent that reminded me of Kylie Mince’s boyfriend, Pierre.

      Andy, I remembered, when he wasn’t jet setting with Paddy, made his main home in Paris. And this woman was about to go into his room. Even Benson could have figured out who she was. I gently took her by the upper arm to stop her from entering the hospital room.

      “Are you Mrs. Li?”

      “Does my reputation precede me?” she asked with a friendly but cautious smile.

      “You were going into his room,” Ian said, deadpan. “We’re detectives. We can figure stuff like that out.”

      I gave him a sharp look intended to get him to stop with the sarcasm. We had a juicy new almost-witness here, and I wanted to keep her on our side if we could. And I was pretty sure we had her before Elwood and Benson.

      “Some policemen have just gone in to interview him,” I said to her. “Why don’t we have a drink and give them a few minutes?”

      She hesitated just a moment, but then the snarling voice of Benson poured out of the room. “Li, we’ve got questions and you’re going to give us answers. Got it?”

      “They could be a while,” I said, hoping she wasn’t too disturbed by Benson’s aggressive tone.

      She agreed, and we walked down the hallway to a small waiting area stocked with vending machines. The smell of disinfectant competed with a rich floral scent which seemed to waft from a nearby meadow of wildflowers. My well-honed investigative skills concluded that it was in fact an expensive French perfume.

      “You can call me Noelle,” she said, offering me a delicate manicured hand.

      We introduced ourselves, and then I bought her a drink. The vending machines did not take Euros, to her disdain.

      Noelle clutched a cup of hot chocolate. It was the only caffeine-free drink available. She explained that she was pregnant and avoiding caffeine, though she was sure the coffee from the machines would have been undrinkable anyway. Despite the snobbery of her opinion, I was inclined to agree. The truth of the matter was confirmed when I tasted the horrible brown liquid that the duplicitous machine claimed was a coffee with cream.

      “I’m surprised you got here so quickly. Don’t you live in Paris?”

      “Zis is true, yes, we live in Paris.” Noelle said Paris, like Pari, with the French pronunciation. “But I am here for the memorial. I did not know Andy was in hospital until I arrived. Do you know what happened?”

      “He said he was mugged.” If Noelle noticed the disbelief in Ian’s voice, she did not comment.

      “In my country, we do not have this, with the guns.” She shook her head dramatically and faked a shudder. “I do not know how you people live like this. In constant terror from the crazies with their guns everywhere.”

      You people? In constant terror? She had some nerve. I squeezed my fingers into tight little balls to release some of the tension. Be nice, Tiffany. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.

      “Somehow we manage,” I said lightly, with a laugh.

      “And Tiffany shoots anyone who upsets her,” Ian said with a grin.

      Noelle looked nervously at me. Ian pointed at my bag. “Always got a gun ready to go. Pow, pow, pow!” Ian shot Noelle three times with finger guns to her obvious horror. “That’s what happens to anyone who messes with us, isn’t that right, Tiff?”

      I patted Noelle on the top of her hand. “Las Vegas is an exciting city, but the excitement isn’t usually of that kind,” I said lightly. “Ian likes to exaggerate.”

      “Do not,” he said quietly.

      Noelle had said something that intrigued me earlier.

      “You said you were here for the memorial, right?”

      A memorial which no one had informed us of.

      “Oui, I mean, yes. Finally, my ‘usband is free of that awful Irish man. Zis will be the ‘appiest memorial I ‘ave ever been to in my life.”

      “It had completely slipped my mind! Can you remind me what time it is again?”

      “I was told by my ‘usband that it is at 9 o’clock, in a function room in The Treasury. That is correct, no?”

      “Yes, that’s right. I remember now. Thank you, Noelle.”

      I looked at her, sitting on the plastic waiting room chair, elegantly manicured fingers wrapped around a plastic cup of hot chocolate. To my surprise, after her earlier rude comments about our city and country, I felt a little pity for her. Having your often absent husband shot in a foreign land isn’t likely to lead to kind thoughts or opinions about the host nation. She was probably just in shock and lashing out.

      “So,” Noelle said to me, “I hear your food is terrible, is this true?”

      And just like that, my sympathy was gone. I narrowed my eyes at her and was about to give her a small, but spitefully seasoned, piece of my mind, when we were interrupted by the patient himself.

      Andy was on his feet and had made it down the hallway. He was dressed in an unflattering hospital robe and was leaning on a wheeled trolley, to which a drip that led to a wrist catheter was attached.

      “Noelle! You’re here!”

      “Oh, my love, my dear, my—”

      “Yeah,” I said loudly, interrupting. “We’re going to go now. Catch you both tomorrow at the memorial.”

      Andy’s eyes flashed my way, and he shook his head in annoyance. He didn’t want us there.

      We left Andy and Noelle in an awkward embrace, Noelle’s hot chocolate abandoned on the plastic chair.
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      On our way out of the hospital, a familiar figure hurried toward us and immediately grabbed onto my arm. I can’t say I was surprised when I saw who it was.

      “Hi, Willow. What’s up?”

      Her red hair was hanging limply around her shoulders, and she had big dark circles under her eyes.

      “Non-stop, Tiffany, I’ve been non-stop. It was such a good idea you had, me investigating what happened to Paddy.”

      “Is that what I suggested?”

      That wasn’t how I remembered things going.

      Willow was already moving on. “I’ve got a lead. We’ve got to check it out. Now.”

      We already had a lead. Andy’s mysterious injury right after finding a puddle of blood at Mickey’s house. But I guessed we could see what Willow had to say.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s Nelly Pennington. She’s been leading you on. Paddy Leary came back! After he left Las Vegas the first time, he came back a few months later. It was perfect timing to be Nelly’s father.”

      “Yeah? Where did you hear that?”

      Willow shook her head. “I never reveal my sources. Come on, I’ve got her mother’s address.”

      I looked at Ian. He shrugged at me. There wasn’t much we could do to follow up with Andy right now, Elwood and Benson would get to the bottom of that.

      “Okay, let’s see what she has to say. But Willow, what about Andy?”

      “He was shot in the street, wasn’t he?”

      “Never mind. Come on, you can direct us.”

      Willow was already hurrying off, head intermittently turning over her shoulder to make sure we were following at pace.
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      Nelly’s mother lived in a sweet old house in a sweet old suburb. The kind of place that was aspirational in the eighties but had now turned into a slightly aged, slightly dated, comfortable neighborhood full of homes smaller than was in style now. Each house had one or two cars in their well-kept driveways, a few years older than the average vehicle on the road.

      Diane Pennington’s home was at the end of a cul-de-sac, a low, white-painted structure, with an ornamental sign reading Home Sweet Home above the front door and a welcome mat, beaten free of dust, sitting in front of the doorway.

      Willow began to hammer on the front door. Bang. Bang. Bang.

      “Willow, stop that.” I pulled her hand away by the wrist. “No one wants their door hammered like that.”

      “Her daughter is a killer who murdered her own father. She should be lucky we’re just knocking instead of breaking it down.”

      “Even if that’s true, it wasn’t her mother’s fault.” And I really didn’t think it was true.

      When Diane Pennington opened the door, it was with some nervous trepidation. Not because we were investigators, but because of the way Willow had hammered on it. After pushing Willow to the back and taking control of our little group, Diane’s worries dissipated and I got us invited inside.

      The house smelled of air freshener and the motor of an old vacuum that she had just been running. The upright vacuum was leaning against the wall, looking exhausted from years of faithful service.

      Diane led us into a comfortable living room that looked out onto a small but neat desert garden. The three of us sat on one sofa, while Nelly’s mother sat on a well-worn wooden rocker.

      “We understand you knew Paddy Leary?” I asked as gently as possible. I felt Willow tensing next to me, her hands pressed against her knees, shoulders hunched, leaning forward, and giving Diane Pennington an intense stare.

      “I did, when I was young.” She paused, and an impish grin formed on her face. “Young and foolish.”

      “Paddy is Nelly’s father, right?” Willow snapped.

      If it had been Ian that said that I would have smacked him on the leg. But I didn’t know Willow as well, and anyway, Diane was already giving her a death glare which served the same purpose.

      “No, luckily he was not.”

      “Why luckily?” Ian asked.

      “Because he is not the man that I thought he was. When I knew him, I was naive. I was innocent, I only saw the good in people. But when he came back to town the other week, I finally realized what Paddy Leary truly was. The way he treated Nelly was shameful. I used to think he was a tough, brash, funny Irish guy who was going to set the world alight with his ideas. But he wasn’t tough, he was nasty, and he was ruthless. The qualities I thought I admired were nothing to look up to at all. I was wrong about him.”

      “I’ve got evidence that Paddy came back to town at the same time as Nelly was conceived,” Willow said. She folded her arms in front of her chest and smirked. I kind of wanted to smack her.

      “That may be the case. But I didn’t meet him when he came back.”

      Willow snorted in disbelief. “Yeah, right.”

      “I didn’t meet him because I wasn’t in Las Vegas then.”

      “You’ve lived here your whole life,” Willow said. “You never lived anywhere else.”

      “Actually, you’re wrong. I’ve lived here almost my entire life. But the first time Paddy left, I was upset. Really upset. I was even thinking about… anyway, that doesn’t matter. But what I did do was run away. Down to Mexico, Baja California. I stayed there almost a year. I got away from it all. I wanted to forget everything about Paddy, about how I had been mistaken about everything. It was good for me. But when I came back, it was with a little something that I hadn’t necessarily intended to be bringing with me.”

      “You mean Nelly.”

      Diane Pennington nodded. “That’s right. My little blessing. When I returned to Las Vegas, I was already five months pregnant. I don’t know when you think Paddy was here, but whenever it was, he didn’t meet me.”

      Willow slumped back onto the sofa, arms folded across her chest. I leaned forward and smiled at Diane, trying to make her feel comfortable.

      “Nelly said you always looked up to Paddy.”

      “I did. For years I regarded him as my long lost love. I accepted that we would never be together, but it didn’t mean I didn’t miss him, and it didn’t mean I didn’t keep track of his success over the years. I guess I went on about him a bit too much, and let Nelly think he was a more admirable man than he was. But I wasn’t being dishonest, I had been misled myself. It was only when he came back that I learned what he was actually like. I realized I had just been a silly young girl, all those years ago.”

      “Yeah?” Willow asked defiantly from her slumped position on the sofa, “and we’re supposed to believe that?”

      “You can believe what you want,” Diane said. “But I even still have my tickets from that trip. In fact, I’ve got my bus tickets, the handwritten receipt from the tiny little seaside hotel I stayed in for six months, some shells I picked up along the beach and a love letter from a boy I knew there. I have a whole box of souvenirs. That trip didn’t happen at a happy time in my life, but it had its moments, and in a way, it was life changing. I’ve kept everything from it.”

      “Thank you, Diane. We don’t need to see all your mementoes.” I turned to Willow. “Satisfied?”

      Willow grunted. “I need to go see Andy Li again.”

      “Thank you, Diane. You raised a wonderful daughter.”

      “I did, didn’t I?” she had a twinkle in her eyes as she said it, a half-embarrassed smile on her lips. “Sometimes, I don’t know how I did it.”

      After thanking her for her time again, we left the happy little house. I dropped Willow off at the hospital again before heading back to the Treasury to work out of the suite.

      “How’s your research going?” I asked Ian as we stopped at a light.

      “Excellent. I recommend the Buffalo burger.”

      “I mean into our cases.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Wilhelma seems legitimate. I’ve got a few pages of stuff on her, nothing that rings any alarm bells. The only problem with that investment is the idea of a global chain of horseback riding schools is ridiculous.”

      I couldn’t disagree with that.

      “And?”

      “And Willow’s book about Paddy is boring. I’m still on page one.”

      “Chapter one begins on page seven.”

      “The table of contents doesn’t,” Ian said defensively.

      “Have you got anything else for me?”

      Ian didn’t, but he promised me he soon would.

      When we arrived back at our suite, I headed to the bedroom I had taken to think. I hadn’t got through many thoughts when I pushed myself back to my feet. There was no time to rest yet. I needed something to wear for the memorial the next day. I headed back out to the living area, where Ian was sitting at the dining table.

      “I’m going back to my place to get a black dress for Paddy’s memorial tomorrow morning. Do you want me to grab anything from yours?”

      “Nope, I’m all set. Got everything I need right here.” Ian was sitting at a table, Snowflake sitting in front of him, watching as he ate another bowl of room service cereal. Ian finished the last of it and set the spoon down on the table, leaving a little puddle of milk where the spoon lay. He pushed the bowl toward Snowflake.

      “There you go. Five-star cereal milk for a five-star kitty.”

      Snowflake gave a little purring mewl and stuck her head into the bowl and began to lap it up greedily.

      “That cat is totally spoiled.”

      “She deserves it, don’t you, Snowy?”

      Snowy was too busy to respond.

      “Go read that book about Paddy. I’ll be back later.”

      “I’ll take it in the hot tub with me,” Ian said grudgingly. “But don’t push me too hard, Tiff. It’s almost sundown. I’m not a twenty-four hour a day working robot, you know.”

      Sometimes I wondered whether he managed twenty-four hours a week, but I kept that little thought to myself as I headed out.
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      The memorial for Padraig Leary, deceased international business tycoon and father of Ronan Leary, as the information board read, was held in one of the Treasury’s function rooms. I arrived around twenty minutes after the scheduled start time, and I blamed traffic. It definitely wasn’t that the bed in the suite was so comfortable I’d had trouble escaping its clutches. And it wasn’t the fault of the amazing breakfast I’d had delivered to the room, complete with more kinds of pastry than I could name on top of the eggs, bacon, and home fries. Nope, it was definitely the Las Vegas traffic that made me late.

      Still, I had beaten Ian down. When I’d left, he’d been in his room fixing his hair or putting on his face or something.

      The function room had a speaker’s area at the front with a podium, several rows of seating in the form of foldout chairs, a small buffet along one wall in which I only took a cursory interest, and lots of people milling around chatting, most of them not yet sitting.

      The event had more the air of a drinks party—albeit one held in the morning—than a sober chance to reflect on the life of a man who had recently passed. A number of the guests had come in from across the States, while others knew him from meeting him in Las Vegas. There were even a few there I wouldn’t have expected to make it.

      “Hey, you!” Nelly said, poking me in the arm. “I would introduce you to my mom, but she tells me you’ve already met.”

      Diane and Nelly both smiled at me, and I felt relieved. I wouldn’t have blamed Nelly or her mother if they had been at least a little mad at me after my visit with Willow and Ian the day before.

      “I’m a little surprised to see you both here,” I admitted.

      “I told Mom she had to come,” Nelly said. “Closure. That’s what you need, right, Mom?”

      “If you say so, dear.” Diane gave her daughter a thankful smile. “You know what’s best.”

      “And it’s good for me, too. After hearing about him all my life and then finally meeting him…” Nelly shook her head. “Underwhelming is an understatement. But it’s not your fault, Mom, it was all his. After today, we’ll never have to think about him again.”

      “I hope this event brings you peace,” I said to them both. “Excuse me.”

      My eye had been drawn to the person who had just entered. I thought I knew who it was, but I needed a closer look to confirm. Yep. It was Ian, and he was wearing the slickest black suit I’d ever seen him in.

      “Where did you get that?” I asked him, pulling at the lapel of the suit jacket. It fit him beautifully.

      “My tailor made it for me.”

      “Your what?”

      “My tailor. Though I guess I do have to share him with the other guests. You know, they sent him straight to the room. I didn’t even have to go outside.”

      “You ordered a bespoke suit to be made for this morning’s event?” I asked, incredulous.

      “Ronan asked us to do the job properly, and you can’t go to a memorial looking like a hobo. Not that you look like a hobo, exactly. You look okay.”

      “Thanks, Ian. But this is a memorial. I’m trying to look as plain as possible.” That’s what you were supposed to do at these kinds of things, wasn’t it? I gave him another suspicious look. “And they had it made in about twelve hours? That’s awfully fast.”

      “They’re very efficient,” Ian mumbled.

      I stared at him. He’d ordered the suit before we even knew about the memorial, I was sure of it. Before I could interrogate him properly, we were interrupted by the person who was presumably paying for the suit.

      “Whoa! Looking good!” Roman had appeared, and he immediately gripped the lapel of Ian’s suit the same way I had. “Thanks for coming guys. I was worried Andy may not have gotten the invitation to you. Is this suit new? It looks great.”

      “Yep,” Ian said. “They sent a tailor up to the room for me.”

      “Excellent thinking, my man. Leary industries, or whatever Dad’s company’s called, will be delighted to pay for it.” Ronan looked at me. “You should’ve got yourself one.”

      “I didn’t want to take advantage.”

      “No such thing,” Roman said. “Bill whatever you like.” Ian sent a smug look my way. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go and look sad at the front of the room before we do the boring speeches.”

      Roman strolled off, trying to keep the happy smile off his face.

      “See, you should listen to me,” Ian said. “I’m always right.”

      “Let’s try and do some sleuthing, Ian. Keep your eyes open and your ears ready.”

      “Will do. Speaking of. Look over there.” Ian went to extend his whole arm to point, but I pushed it back down to his side. I could see where he was about to indicate and we didn’t need to inform the rest of the room as well.

      Near the door, Jack was talking with a wan-looking Andy Li. Paddy’s former righthand man had covered up his bandages with a white shirt and black suit of his own. I was surprised the doctors and nurses had let him out so soon after his injury. I figured he must be returning to his hospital bed as soon as this was over.

      Jack and Andy were involved in an intense discussion, with both of them pointing fingers at each other. Andy’s hand was shaking, but I guessed it was from his injuries rather than with anger. Or perhaps it was both.

      “What do you think they’re talking about?” I asked Ian.

      Jack was a dear friend of mine, and I was certain he had nothing to do with Paddy’s death. I wasn’t sure what they could be disagreeing about. Unless it was Andy that arranged the threats on Jack and Emily.

      “Jack’s probably annoyed they had the event here instead of the Tremonte.”

      “I doubt it’s that.”

      “Come on,” Ian said excitedly. “There’s coffee and doughnuts over there. We can ask Jack later.” Ian left in the direction of the hospitality tables set up against the far wall. After a brief hesitation, I followed after him.

      Once I had a doughnut inside of me, and another captured in my hand, I began to relax slightly. I was relieved to see Jack and Andy had parted ways as well.

      “Hey,” said a voice in my ear, attempting to be surreptitious. It was Willow. “Got some new info for you.”

      “Yeah?” I wasn’t exactly thrilled at the prospect. Pretty much everything Willow had fed us so far had turned out to be a dud.

      “Yeah. Did you see Andy Li and Jack Weber arguing just now?”

      “I saw them talking.”

      “Arguing. They were totally arguing. You’ll never guess what happened.”

      “I don’t need to guess, because you’re about to tell me, aren’t you?”

      “That’s right. It turns out, Jack had his head of security threaten Paddy just before he died! The very same evening! He said he would break Paddy’s legs or chop off his head or something.”

      “No way.”

      “Yes, way,” Willow said seriously. “What else do you think they’re arguing about?”

      “I don’t know. But Jack wouldn’t do that. He isn’t like that.”

      “They’re all like that,” Willow said. “You don’t get to be a big successful businessman without being like that. It’s in their genes, in their blood. Ruthless, every last one of them.”

      “That’s not true.” Not all of them were like that. Not Jack.

      “Trust me. I’ve been looking into these kinds of people for years. They’re all the same.”

      I couldn’t help but search Jack out again. He was standing by the doors at the back still, a look of consternation on his face. Even from where I was standing, I could see he was tired and tense, his shoulders hunched, dark circles under eyes which flicked around the room as if scanning for something.

      “You just keep that to yourself, for the time being,” I told Willow. “There are enough rumors going around at the moment. We don’t need anymore.”

      “If you say so.” Willow walked off in the direction of Andy Li.

      “Look, there’s Bobby,” Ian said. “We haven’t seen him in a while.”

      Ian was right. The gallery owner was walking slowly our way toward the large coffee urn beside Ian. I moved to intercept, greeting him as he approached.

      “I guess you’re after some closure too, right?”

      Bobby’s head turned to me, and his eyes were like two sunken pits, his pupils tiny pinpricks. He wiped his brow. “Closure. Yes. Goodbye, Paddy, I guess.” Bobby wiped his brow and gave a weak laugh. “I thought I wanted coffee. But maybe I don’t. It’s hot in here, isn’t it?”

      “Not as hot as it is outside. They say it’s going to be a scorcher out there. Are you okay? You look a little frazzled.”

      Bobby shook his head. “I think I’m coming down with something. Is there any water around here?”

      There was a jug complete with floating ice cubes and sprigs of mint right beside the coffee urn. I poured some water into a glass and handed it to him. Bobby took it thankfully, raising it to his lips with his shaky left hand and taking a gulp. Like most of the other men in the room, he had on a dark suit, but he was sans tie.

      “I guess you wish you were back in that spa,” I said. “It sounds like it was the perfect place to rest.”

      “Yes, that would be nice. But you know how it goes, no rest for the wicked.” He made a smile and looked like he was about to laugh, but instead thought better of it and took another gulp of water. “I think I’m going to sit down. Excuse me.”

      Bobby walked away slowly to find a seat, still clutching his now empty glass.

      “He doesn’t look too hot.” Ian said.

      “According to him he was too hot.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Ian’s brow furrowed. “Oh! Look. It’s your favorite!”

      My favorite? I followed his gaze. Detective Benson and Elwood were walking in together.

      Elwood spotted me, said something to Benson, and started walking my way. I was pleased when Oblong-face didn’t follow, instead making a bee line for the front of the room.

      Elwood looked as grumpy and disheveled as ever. He had dressed up for the occasion with black slacks and a white shirt that was almost, but not completely, tucked in. The cuffs were unbuttoned and I was sure he couldn’t button them up if he tried.

      “Good morning, Detective.”

      “It’s a morning, but not a good one.”

      “No?”

      “Yeah.” Elwood jerked his chin in the direction of Andy Li who was now standing beside his wife Noelle. She was clearly the most elegant person in the room, wearing a long black dress that was more like a ball gown than a mourning dress.

      “Turns out he was telling the truth. He was mugged and shot.”

      “There was a witness?”

      “Some weirdo was filming out the window in an apartment above the road. Complete random chance. But they caught the whole thing. Some guy just came up to Andy and shot him. This city…” Elwood’s words trailed off and his face fell into a dark frown.

      “You know as well as I do that things like that are rare. Visitors are hardly ever shot in the street for no reason.”

      “I don’t care about that. I care about the case. I thought we had something on him. It was too convenient, right? Blood in the hallway at Puglisi’s, then he comes into the hospital with a gunshot wound?” Elwood shook his head. “I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      “But it looks like you got one this time.”

      Elwood grunted in displeasure. “Is Weber here?”

      “Jack? Yeah, I saw him around earlier. You’re not back to suspecting him, are you?”

      “I’m suspecting everyone. Even you, Black.” It was a moment before one corner of his mouth twitched in a smile. He was kidding. Kind of. With a half-hearted wave, he shuffled off.

      A loud crackling sounded from the speakers, and then Ronan’s voice began to fill the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming to this small memorial for my father, Paddy Leary. If any of you are able to join, the funeral will be held in Dublin next week. Now, first…”

      Ian and I went to find a seat.

      Roman spoke, followed by some guy down from New York, followed by a representative from the city council, followed by—actually, I lost track of who spoke next. It was really getting rather boring. I entertained myself by keeping watch on the crowd, seeing who was sitting with who, what they were doing, and how sad they appeared to be.

      Unfortunately for me, the person who drew most of my attention was my friend, Jack. He kept glancing at his wristwatch and then every so often pulling out his phone and checking the screen. He was sitting at the back, a couple of rows from us, between two old ladies I guessed were probably there for the free doughnuts rather than because they knew Paddy.

      As the clock approached eleven, Jack got to his feet, and hurried out the back of the room. I stared after him. What was going on with him? I hadn’t even had a chance to speak to him yet. I got up, leaving Ian behind.

      Jack went straight through the lobby of the Treasury, and out the front doors. I figured I would catch him when he got into a taxi or a limo, but he didn’t. Instead, he walked out to the street and started hurrying away.

      “Where are we… going…” Ian panted in my ear.

      “There you are. I wanted to speak to Jack. But he’s hurried off. Look, he’s walking down there. Come on.”

      “Do you want me to… sprint… and… catch him?”

      “No, he’ll stop in a minute; we’ll catch him then.”

      “You’re following him,” Ian accused as he caught his breath.

      “I don’t feel like running in these heels and this black dress. And I don’t think it will be good for your suit either.”

      “Good thinking,” Ian said, giving his suit an admiring glance.

      We walked at a brisk pace after Jack. He didn’t slow down, and with our fancy outfits, it was all we could do to just about keep him in our line of sight. I wasn’t following him, I told myself, I just wanted to chat. It wasn’t my fault he was going so fast I could hardly keep up. And I wasn’t about to scream out his name to get him to stop. That wouldn’t be very ladylike. No, we would just see where he was going and catch up to him then.

      “Look. He’s stopping.” Ian is often a master at stating the obvious, and this was a particularly astute demonstration of that skill.

      “What is that place?”

      “It’s a jewelry store. A fancy one. I nearly got some earrings for Sally there once.” Ian looked at the building thoughtfully. It was all glass and brushed concrete and exuded class. “Until I saw how expensive they were.”

      “I’m sure Sally appreciated your frugality.”

      “Yeah. I got her a book instead, and she seemed pretty happy with that.”

      “Did she know the expensive earrings were in the running?”

      Ian laughed. “Of course not. I’m not an idiot, Tiffany.”

      “That’s arguable. All right. Let’s do this.”

      Ian and I walked toward the jewelry store with a swagger and panache that declared we were rich enough to shop inside.
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      Ian and I peered through the jeweler’s windows. Inside was a sleek and modern store, all white marble, glass, and chrome, and there were more staff than people shopping. Even from outside, I could tell that the store was a serene hub of calm amidst the exciting hustle and bustle of Las Vegas.

      Jack was facing away from us, talking to a salesman dressed just as sharply as himself. They stood on either side of a glass display case, and the white-gloved salesman was showing Jack something hidden from our view.

      Jack said something to the salesman, raised his hand to his chin, took a step backward, and turned in thought. His pensive expression became a tilt of the head and then a look of surprise when he saw us peering through the window.

      “Tiffany?” Jack mouthed, the word easy-to-read. He began to walk toward the entrance to the shop.

      “So much for subterfuge.” I was mostly speaking to myself.

      “It wasn’t subterfuge,” Ian pointed out. “You wanted to catch up with him, remember?”

      I waved through the window at Jack. “Right, of course. He’s not a real suspect. He’s just Jack.”

      We entered the store and while Jack was walking toward us, I saw the jewelry salesman eyeing us up and down and giving a small smile of approval. Our memorial clothes were good enough for this exclusive store it seemed.

      “Tiffany, Ian,” Jack said with warm surprise. “You’re not at the memorial?”

      “We were. But I was only there to catch up with some suspects. Duly caught up, we went for a walk.”

      “Tiffany wanted to speak to you,” Ian said, helpfully.

      “You followed me?” Jack wasn’t annoyed, but he did seem slightly perturbed by this small revelation.

      “You were walking so quick I couldn’t catch up with you to call after you.”

      Jack’s smile widened in self-recognition. “I was walking quickly, wasn’t I?” He shook his head ruefully. “I guess I’ve been caught. You won’t say anything, will you?”

      “Caught?” I gave Jack another once-over and found nothing amiss beyond his stress-lined face. “What have we caught you doing, Jack?”

      “What do you think?” Jack turned and spread his arms expansively, indicating the showroom.

      “Oh!” I smacked him on the arm when I realized what he was up to. “You’re not!”

      “Do you think I shouldn’t?” Jack’s face had taken on a look of panic.

      “No! It’s a great idea.” I peered at him for confirmation. “You do mean you’re about to propose, right? Just to make sure we’re on the same page.”

      “That’s right. It’s been stressing me out for weeks.”

      “You have looked pretty rough the last couple of times we’ve seen you. I was wondering what was wrong with you.”

      “I told you half of it—all the nonsense Paddy Leary was engaged in. But I also had this proposal on my mind. I’ve been thinking about it for weeks. I even had a sample ring in my office last time you were there. I thought about showing it to you, but I already knew that ring wasn’t really in the running, and you had plenty of your own concerns with your case, so I hid it in a drawer. Since then, I’ve been getting more and more nervous, keeping this all to myself. No one else knows.”

      “So, you’re buying the ring here? It looks like a nice store.”

      “Yeah. Come on, take a look at this.”

      Jack led us back to the display case. The attendant gave an almost imperceptible nod, reached down, and re-produced the box he had been showing Jack before our arrival.

      The attendant caught my eye as he slowly began to open the lid. “I think you’ll agree that it is exquisite.”

      Inside, a gorgeous, simple solitaire diamond set on a perfect gold ring was revealed.

      “I haven’t been able to decide,” Jack said. “I want to get Emily the best, you know? But she doesn’t like things too flashy, either. I’m torn.” Jack shook his head at himself in embarrassment. “You won’t believe this, but I even flew out to South Africa to visit a diamond mine last week.”

      “No kidding?” I said straight-faced.

      “I knew that,” Ian said with a yawn.

      Jack seemed to assume that Ian was kidding and not particularly funny. He gave him a polite smile before returning his gaze to the ring.

      “So, what do you think of this one? Too small?”

      “Absolutely not. It’s gorgeous, Jack. Emily will love it.”

      “That settles it.” He smiled at the salesman. “My friend here has excellent judgement. I’ll take it. Right away.”

      I have excellent judgement? While I may have solved a few cases in my time, that statement felt a little strong to me.

      “Very good, sir.”

      Jack removed a solid metal credit card from his wallet and slid it across the display case.

      “Of course, it’s not just the ring that’s been on my mind,” Jack said.

      “Paddy’s murder, too?” Ian asked.

      “No, not that. Since he stopped being a bother, I’ve hardly thought about him, tragic as his death was. No, I’ve been trying to think about how to propose. I don’t know what to do, Tiffany. I feel like, because of my position as a, you know, moderately successful businessman —”

      “As a mega rich tycoon,” Ian said with a snort.

      “Ignore him,” I said. “When you propose, Jack, you’re doing it as you, yourself, Emily’s boyfriend. Not as Jack Weber international businessman. Just be yourself, you know?”

      “No marching band?”

      I laughed, but from the expression on Jack’s face I knew he hadn’t entirely been joking. “Nope. No marching band.”

      “What about getting one of the big names with a residency here in Vegas involved?”

      I wrinkled up my nose. The idea of him getting this season’s Celine Dion or Britney Spears, or whoever was in town these days, involved in their wedding proposal was not something I thought Emily would approve of or enjoy.

      “Just be yourself, Jack. Be you. Let her know that it’s you saying the words, not the money, yeah?”

      “I don’t want her to think I’m cheap.”

      “Jack, this is Emily we’re talking about. She’s not going to think that. She doesn’t care about the money. She knows you would give her the moon if she wanted it—which she doesn’t, before you get any ideas—but she’s not that kind of person.”

      “I think that’s why I love her.”

      “Exactly. I would suggest something more low-key. You know, a beautiful sunset, being out in nature, something like that. Something natural, with less of the flash and pomp.”

      “You’re right.” Jack punched a fist into his palm. “You’re exactly right. You always know what’s best, Tiffany.”

      That definitely wasn’t true.

      “Thank you, Jack. Oh, there was one thing I wanted to ask you.”

      “What is it? Shoot.”

      I paused. It was going to ruin the mood.

      “Go on.”

      “I’m only asking because the cops are going to be and you should be ready. You know what they’re like. But I heard a rumor that you had a security guy go and threaten Paddy just before he died?”

      Jack rolled his eyes.

      “Who did you hear that from?”

      “From Willow Freeman, the writer. But she wouldn’t tell me where she heard it from. She says that’s why you and Andy were having heated words earlier.”

      Jack nodded.

      “Yeah. I hate to say it, but it’s true.”

      “What?” That wasn’t the Jack Weber I knew. Threatening his business rivals and contemporaries wasn’t part of his playbook.

      “Yeah. I had no idea it happened until a couple of days ago. My security head took it upon himself to be proactive, apparently, after the death threats. He decided to give Leary a taste of his own medicine. I wish he hadn’t. It’s going to bring a whole new heap of trouble down on me, isn’t it?”

      “Probably,” I said glumly. “But you don’t think your security guy took it further and…?” I let the question hang, unsaid, in the air.

      “No. Absolutely not. I have his word.”

      “And is that good enough?”

      “Yeah. He also has an alibi which I checked.” Jack shook his head. “I didn’t need that on top of everything else. It’s been nonstop for me lately. I guess I’d better go and see Elwood before he comes to see me.”

      “That might not be a bad idea, now the rumor is out there. Keep them on your schedule instead of the other way round. Good luck, Jack.”

      “Thanks, Tiff. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, just say the word.”

      “Will do. Hey,” I said with a smile, “that ring is beautiful and Emily’s going to love it.”

      Jack grinned at me, the relief melting the worry on his face.

      “Come on, Ian. Let’s get out of here. You’ve got a book to read.”

      “A book?” Jack asked in amusement.

      “Yeah,” Ian said, “a boring one. There aren’t even any spaceships in it,” Ian said derisively. “Tiff’s making me read the biography of Paddy Leary because it’s too difficult for her.”

      “It’s not too difficult for me, Ian, but I am working on other aspects of the case, and as my assistant, I’ve delegated the task to you.”

      Jack chuckled as I led a complaining Ian away. We left our friend behind in the palatial, glittering, and gleaming jewelry store while he finished making his purchase.

      Emily was a lucky girl, that was for sure. Not that I was jealous. Jack and I had dated once upon a time, but it hadn’t worked out. He was a great guy, just not that kind of great guy. Not for me, anyway. But for Emily, he was perfect.

      “I think I’ll order a bottle of champagne to go with that book you’re making me read,” Ian said.

      “You don’t even like champagne, Ian.”

      “Maybe it’s an acquired taste. And you know what Ronan said, we can spend anything we like.”

      “If he objects to any of it, it’s coming straight from your pay. Right, I’ll drop you off. I’ve got to go over to Mom’s.”

      “Ooh, what’s going on there?”

      “Lunch. You want in?”

      He shook his head. “No, I’ve got to read that stupid book. And anyway, I want to get the most out of the room service, really take advantage, you know?”

      I knew all too well.

      I dropped Ian off and headed to Mom’s. Despite the quality of the food at The Treasury, nothing could beat some real home cooking.
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      I should have known something was up. It was only a few days ago that Nanna and Mom told me to make the most of the Treasury suite, instead of eating their home cooked meals. But when I got the invitation, I figured they just missed me. I mean, anyone would, wouldn’t they? A few days without Tiffany Black and you’d be jonesing for a fix, right?

      But that wasn’t it. At least, not entirely it. Still wearing my black memorial dress, I smacked the steering wheel in frustration when I pulled up at Mom’s house to see an expensive black import, already sitting in the driveway.

      Quinten.

      I gripped the steering wheel tight. I could just pop my car into reverse and head back to the Treasury. Then send them a message. Busy on the case, sorry! And it would be true.

      True-ish. When you’re hip deep in a case as complicated as this one, there was always something for us to follow up on. But I had told them I would be there. And the guest had made the effort to arrive as well.

      The decision was made for me when the front door swung open to reveal Quinten standing between Mom and Nanna, all of them with smiles on their faces. I plastered one onto my own, and so the party began.

      

      We sat around the dining room table, the air filled with the hearty scent of tomatoes, meat, and onion, cooked long and slow with Italian herbs and heaps of garlic.

      “This food is quite exquisite,” Quinten said, a long strand of spaghetti wrapped around his fork as it hovered in front of his mouth. “It puts our little Italian place to shame, doesn’t it Tiffany?” He gave me a smile across the table. A private smile, a smile of a couple sharing a moment.

      “Nanna has the best recipes,” I agreed.

      “Oh, the sauce wasn’t my recipe, it was one of Italian Michael’s. Do you remember him dear?”

      “How could I forget, Nanna?”

      Italian Michael, as he’d called himself, had a successful YouTube channel, and Nanna and the rest of us loved his recipes. I chewed my spaghetti thoughtfully. It was good.

      “Tell us about your horse riding ranch,” Mom said. “It does sound very exciting.”

      “I’m still waiting on the go-ahead from Tiffany’s investigation. But it looks like everything is set. First, Las Vegas, then the world! Standardized horseback riding lessons wherever you may be! We’re hoping to attract a millionaire jetsetter crowd. You know, the types who want to take a lesson in Milan one day, Las Vegas the next, and San Fran or Paris the day after!”

      “Is that a big market?” Nanna asked.

      Quinten set his fork down and clapped his hands together, rubbing them excitedly. “That’s the thing! No one has ever done this before! There’s zero competition in this field. Who knows how big the market could be?”

      “What do you think, Tiffany?” Mom asked me with an encouraging smile.

      “Horseback riding ranches aren’t really my specialty,” I mumbled around a mouthful of spaghetti. I was there to eat, not to speak.

      Quinten reached across the table and patted the top of my hand. I just about stopped my natural reaction to jerk my hand away. “But it has potential, right?” I escaped his touch by loading up my fork with another load of pasta.

      “I’m sure it does, if you’ve done your research into the business. Of course, I will provide you with a full report on the potential partner, Wilhelma.” Quinten nodded at me. “But I do wonder how profitable horseback riding lessons are? The capital outlay of land, buildings and horses must be quite large.”

      Quinten chuckled and nodded, giving me an approving look, much like a dog that had just learned how to shake hands.

      “We did have a business consultant for a short time, but we had to get rid of him. Wilhelma and I believe that financial projections can be misleading.” He tapped his chest. “Because in our hearts, we know it will be a success, and what you know in your heart is more important than some consultant’s financial projections, right?”

      “I think both are important,” Mom said. “Sometimes the heart doesn’t quite have the same clarity of vision as the mind.”

      Quinten’s face scrunched up like Nanna’s pasta had been replaced with wasps.

      “From our preliminary investigations,” I said quickly, “we haven’t found anything suspicious about Wilhelma. You’ll get the full report very soon, but I can tell you now that she’s an honest person with no questionable financial or legal history.” Unsaid was that she had no record of business success, either, but I’d save that for the report rather than the dinner table.

      “Excellent,” Quinten said. “That’s just what I wanted to hear.”

      I set my fork down. What had been my bowl of spaghetti was now nothing but clean plate.

      “Did you enjoy that?” Nanna asked me.

      Somewhat guiltily, I noticed everyone else was still eating. I must have been given the smallest portion. “It was fantastic, as always Nanna.” I turned my head toward the door, and thus the kitchen beyond. “If I’m not mistaken, is there something still baking?”

      “You’re never wrong with your food, Tiffany,” Nanna said approvingly. “I’m making a pie today for a change. Apple.”

      “Apple pie!” Quinten said. “A classic! I haven’t had it in years.”

      “No apple pie for years?” Nanna asked in surprise. “It sounds like you haven’t been living.”

      “You might be right.”

      “Would you like some more spaghetti?” Mom asked Quinten.

      “No, I think I’ll save room for this pie.” He leaned back in his chair, contentment on his face. “You know, when I first met Tiffany at L’Ultima Cena, I thought she might not be much of a foodie, which would have been a shame from my perspective. But I see she’s from a whole family of them. I think that’s wonderful.”

      “Never trust anyone who doesn’t like their food,” Nanna said with the wisdom of a grandmother who knew a thing or two about both people and food.

      “Exactly.” I thumped the table to show the strength of my agreement.

      With the prospect of pie now firmly in our horizons, Mom and Nanna finished up their meals at a quickened pace.

      “May I ask,” Quinten asked, “if it’s not too delicate, where Tiffany’s father is?”

      Mom and Nanna both laughed.

      “It’s not too delicate, no,” Mom said.

      “He’s not too delicate either,” Nanna added.

      “But he’s at a woodworking class, with Uncle Joe—that’s Nanna’s half-brother.”

      “He is?” I asked in some surprise. “Dad’s learning woodworking?” I’d just assumed he’d made up some excuse to be far away from my strange and slightly annoying “client.”

      “Yep,” Mom said. “He’s promised to make me a new coffee table, if you can believe it.”

      “Wow,” I said with some surprise. “You might want to give it a few test runs before you trust it with any hot drinks.”

      “Don’t worry,” Mom said, “I had a word with Joe, and he promised to make sure it was rock steady before it left his workshop.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      When Mom set down her fork, the last to finish her meal, I got up and began to clear the plates away. I was interrupted by the doorbell.

      “Are we expecting anyone?”

      Then the hammering began. Followed by the doorbell ringing again twice more in quick succession.

      “What is going on?” Mom asked.

      I had a pretty good idea who it might be.

      “I’ll check.”

      “I’ll go with you, just in case,” Quinten said.

      Just in case what? It was a robber who wanted to get our front door open really quickly? I didn’t say anything, and so Quinten trailed behind me, the uncleared plates still stacked up at the end of the table. Quinten nudged ahead of me.

      “Let me.”

      Quinten pulled the door open, and promptly got smacked in the chest by Ian who was in the process of starting another round of hammering. Ian got two good smacks on Quinten before he realized his fist was not connecting with wood, but with the chest of a guest to the house.

      “Ow! Help!” Quinten leapt backward, startled, and promptly tripped over his own feet, falling onto the floor in a heap.

      “Ian,” I said coolly. “You just missed the main course.”

      “Actually, I just had a seven-course meal at the Treasury, so I’m full.” Ian lifted Willow’s biography of Paddy Leary in front of him and shook it. “And I was reading this while I ate—”

      “Is that why you needed seven courses? Unable to read without the constant inflow of food?”

      “Exactly. But Tiff, listen to this, listen to this…”

      Quinten clambered to his feet and stood beside me. Actually, he wasn’t quite beside me, he was half a step back. Someone less charitable might have assumed he was using me as a shield from further potential blows.

      “You know this maniac?” Quinten hissed in my ear.

      “This is my investigative partner, Ian. He’s been doing the heavy lifting on the research into Wilhelma behind the scenes. Ian, this is the client, Quinten.”

      Quinten warily held out a hand. “I’m not used to people as rough and tough as you, I’m afraid.”

      Ian beamed. I snorted. Quinten hunched back behind me when the introduction was complete.

      “What did you find?” I nodded at the book Ian was still holding.

      “Here, listen to this, ‘— It wouldn’t be surprising if Paddy Leary were found dead in the back of a limo someday, killed by one of those closest to him, not a witness to be found.’ You hear that, Tiffany? Willow described exactly what happened to Paddy in her book! And it was written months and months ago!”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “I don’t understand,” Quinten said.

      We both ignored him.

      “Mom, Nanna,” I yelled, “we’ve got to go! It’s a case emergency!”

      Nanna burst from the dining room and hurried up to the door. “Quinten and I will come with you.”

      That was a terrible idea. But not as terrible as me trying to convince Nanna otherwise. That would take far too long.

      “It won’t be dangerous, will it?” Quinten asked.

      He didn’t get an answer, other than Nanna grabbing him by the elbow.

      “Make sure you take the pie out!” Nanna yelled to Mom over her shoulder.

      And we were off.

      Willow was our new prime suspect.
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      I screeched away from Mom’s house, tires squealing and passengers screaming. Well, one of them.

      “We could have taken my car, you know,” Quinten said when he had caught his breath.

      “No, I need something reliable.”

      “My car is German—”

      “Quiet in the back!” Ian said. I grinned, glad to have him by my side. “Tiffany needs to concentrate, we don’t want to have an—”

      “Ian! Get on your phone. I want you to check up on Willow’s alibi the night Paddy was murdered.”

      “An alibi?” Quinten said with interest. “I’ve never had to have an alibi. What alibi did this Willow person have?”

      “She was supposedly with her boyfriend the night the murder happened,” I said, as much for Nanna’s benefit as for Quinten’s.

      “Oh, the classic,” Nanna said contemptuously. “It couldn’t have been me,” she imitated, “I was with my lover.” Nanna snorted derisively. She’d heard it enough times before.

      I drove fast and hard toward Willow’s house. Ian had fed me the address before we were even in the car, and I knew the quickest way to get there. It was still a thirty-minute drive, but we were going to do it in as close to twenty as I could make it.

      “Tiff,” Ian said after poking at his phone for a while. “I think I’ve got something. Something weird about Willow and her alibi.”

      “Go on then, tell us.” I gritted my teeth as I overtook a slow moving tourist’s hire car with a couple of exciting swings of the steering wheel. Quinten gasped, while Nanna laughed. “Don’t make us guess, Ian.”

      “Sorry.” Ian thrust his phone right in front of my face. “Take a look. Is this him?”

      I jerked my head to the side so that I could see the road ahead, and then slammed on the brakes so I didn’t rear end the next lollygagging rental car which was going so slow it might as well have been parked.

      “Ian,” I said through gritted teeth. “Just tell me. I need to keep my eyes on the road, remember?”

      “You do, don’t you. I’ve found an ad, put up by Willow’s so-called boyfriend. It’s on a cheap work for hire site. Listen to this, he says, I will record any video message you like for five dollars for thirty seconds. I’ll promote your brand, provide a testimonial for your product, or even pretend to be your handsome LA model boyfriend. I’ll do anything for five bucks.”

      “Five dollars for thirty seconds would make for quite an expensive evening,” Nanna said thoughtfully.

      “He was a fake boyfriend?” I asked Ian.

      “It looks like it! Or maybe that’s just his job. That could be it, right?”

      “Let me see that!”

      Ian handed the phone back to Nanna. She gave her response almost immediately.

      “I’ve seen pictures of Willow in the newspaper, and there’s no way this is her boyfriend.” Nanna was leaning forward between the front seats. She handed the phone back to Ian. “He’s too young and too good looking.”

      “A fake alibi, and she described the murder before it even happened,” I summarized.

      “It’s like a very scary movie,” Quinten said in a shaky voice.

      If that was true, my whole life was a very scary movie. And it wasn’t that bad. Was it?

      “Ian, see if you can get in contact with this guy.”

      Even with my excellent driving skills, it was at least another fifteen minutes to Willow’s place. That was time enough to build the case up against her with further evidence. Ian started to tap away at his phone again.

      Ian let out a surprised, “Huh!”

      “What?”

      “He replied right away!”

      “Ask him about Willow,” I urged as I swerved around a pothole.

      Ian tapped at the screen again. The phone pinged. “He says he wants five dollars.” Ian dropped his phone onto his lap with an annoyed sigh.

      “Then pay him, you dolt.”

      More tapping.

      “He says five dollars is for a prerecorded video. If we want a live chat, that’s another five dollars. Yeah, yeah, I’ll pay. Hold on—” Ian made the payment online. A moment later, the phone began to ring. And then it was answered. Ian turned on his phone’s speaker.

      “Hi! This is Marky D your online video model, thirty seconds for five dollars, double for live chats. What can I do you for?”

      “We saw you the other day,” Ian said into his phone, “talking with our friend Willow. You said you were with her on a certain night the other week. Is that true?”

      “Hey! Nice to meet you! You’re the customer so you tell me. Do you want it to be true? It’s your money, I can say whatever you want.”

      “We need to know the truth,” Ian said. “Willow is possibly involved in a serious crime, and if you don’t provide us with the information, you could be an accessory to that crime.”

      “Hey, I’m only providing a video service. Nothing more. Nothing criminal. Your time’s nearly up, do you want me to say anything else?”

      “We can pay you another five, no, ten dollars. We just need the truth, Marky D.”

      “Like, the real truth? Not just a video of me saying something that you want to be the truth?”

      “The real truth, Marky,” I said, projecting my voice in the direction of Ian’s phone. “Were you with Willow?”

      “Make it another fifteen dollars.”

      “Fine. Now tell us about you and Willow.”

      “I wouldn’t normally betray a client like this, but with the kind of cash you guys are flashing I can make an exception. So, Willow, yeah, she’s used me a few times. I charged her double for that video call last week.”

      “So you weren’t with her on the night Willow said you were.”

      “Nope. I’ve never even met her. But she paid me to say we were together..”

      “Thank you, Marky, that’s all we need.”

      “If you want, I can do this again again with my shirt off? It’s an extra five dollars.”

      “No thanks, that’s all. You can hang up, Ian.”

      “Two dollars! An extra two dollars! And for another ten, I can—”

      Ian disconnected the call before we could hear the rest of his service offers.

      “Ian, where does that leave us? Talk me through it.”

      This was a tactic we occasionally used. Simply talking through all the facts, and saying them out loud, could sometimes shine a new light on a case and reveal the truth that was there but we hadn’t yet recognized.

      “Okay,” Ian began, “Willow wrote a book about Paddy Leary’s life. In the book she described a possible murder. The exact way the murder happened. Since then, Willow pointed us in the direction of several suspects, including Andy, Jack, and Nelly. Each of those turned out to be false.”

      “Right. And now we know her own alibi was fake too.”

      “Does that mean she’s the murderer?” Quinten piped in from the back seat, trepidation and excitement competing in his voice. “And we’re going to her house? A potential killer’s house? Is this wise?”

      “She could be, and yes, we are.”

      “Shall I call the police?”

      “No,” I said sharply. “We don’t have anything conclusive yet. And one of the detectives involved in the case is a bit of a psycho. I don’t want to see him until we have something concrete.”

      “That’s right, dear,” Nanna said. “Gather all the evidence first, then hand it to them. Show them up at their own job.”

      I grinned. It wouldn’t be the first time that I had solved a case for the police.

      Willow lived in an old, rundown ground floor apartment unit. I pulled up outside and we all began to get out of the car. Nearly all of us, that is.

      “I’ll wait here, shall I?” Quinten asked.

      “No,” Nanna said. “You come with us. We might need someone to take a bullet for us if she turns out to be crazy.”

      Quinten gulped, while Nanna gave me a wink. I pressed my lips tightly together to stop smiling.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll protect you, Quinten.” I gave him a reassuring smile. He did not look convinced.

      No one came to the door when we knocked, so I got to demonstrate my lockpicking skills to Quinten, who looked on in amazement when the door actually did swing open.

      “You’re a woman of many talents, Tiffany Black.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” Nanna said to him. Quinten didn’t seem to know whether to be intrigued or terrified.

      We called out when we entered, but there was no sign of Willow—or anyone—else being home. Ian was in the living room first, and he called out to us.

      “Get in here. Check this out!”

      The living room was small, and it was made even more so by being crowded with so much stuff it was positively cramped. There was barely room for the four of us to stand.

      There were stacks of papers and books all over the place, and each of the walls, and most of the windows, were covered in more paper taped over them. The work, if that’s what it was, concerned only Paddy Leary and his death.

      Taking up the lion’s share of space on the floor was a large whiteboard on wheels, which was covered in scrawled marks. There were photos stuck to it with magnets, including, I noticed, a photograph of me taken from a newspaper article a couple of years before.

      “It looks like she’s been running a full-on investigation of her own,” Nanna said.

      “It looks like a serial killer’s house,” Quinten said with a shudder. “One from the movies, I mean. I’ve never been in a real killer’s house before.”

      “How to Get Away with Murder,” Nanna read, “A Hundred and One Poisons and their Uses; Crime Scene Investigations, Tips and Tricks; Profiling Murderers for Career Advancement.” Nanna was standing with her head tilted to the side, as she read the titles of a whole stack of books piled up on an overloaded coffee table.

      “Do you think we should call the police now?” Quentin asked. “She could come back at any moment.”

      “No,” Ian said. “And she won’t be back at any moment.”

      “How can you tell?” Quentin asked, clearly unconvinced.

      “Because,” Ian said, waving a pamphlet that he pulled from a stack on the end of the sofa. “She’s at her book launch.”

      “That’s today?” I was furious at myself. I knew it was coming up, but we were pulling at so many different threads recently it was hard to keep track of them all.

      “It’s starting right now,” Ian said. “It’s in the lobby of the Tremonte. According to this pamphlet, the site on which the Tremonte now stands was integral to making Paddy Leary the man he is today. It’s where he learned that business, like life, doesn’t always go your way.”

      “Come on,” Nanna said from the doorway. “Let’s catch ourselves a crook.”

      “Could you perhaps drop me at—”

      “No,” Nanna interrupted, grabbing Quinten’s arm. “There’s no time. Come on!”

      Nanna dragged Quinten out bodily, while Ian and I followed close behind.

      As Nanna had said, it was time to catch ourselves a crook. Though of course she was more than just a crook.

      She was a killer.
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      We arrived at the book signing panting and out of breath, having rushed from my car to get there before it ended. I was still in my black memorial dress, and Ian was still looking sharp in his tailor-made suit. Nanna followed behind us, slowed down by Quinten, who she was almost dragging.

      Quinten was not in our good books.

      On the way over, he had ensconced himself against the back window of the car, turned away from us. We hadn’t thought anything of it, other than that he didn’t deal with danger. But in fact, Quinten had been calling the LVMPD, and it wasn’t until he was already connected and they had confirmed his number, that we knew what he was doing. And by then, it was too late to stop him.

      He had to do it, he told us. It was his duty as an upstanding citizen to inform the police. Nonetheless, word had clearly not reached Elwood and Benson yet, as Willow stood in front of the large crowd that had gathered, unencumbered by handcuffs or shackles.

      A large section of the Tremonte’s lobby had been sectioned off for the launch. There were rows of folding chairs, each of which was already occupied, and behind the arranged seating yet more people were standing and listening, including a number of reporters.

      Willow stood at the front, a copy of her book propped up on a lectern while she read. The crowd was surprisingly quiet despite the large numbers. The gruesome news of Paddy Leary’s death, and the mystery surrounding it, had done wonders for Willow’s publicity, and no doubt, her book sales.

      We stood bunched together at the back, listening as Willow’s reading came to a close.

      “… but that’s another story. That brings my reading to an end, now, if any of you do you have any questions, we have scheduled a short Q&A session.”

      The room filled with chuckles as more than a hundred people thrust their hands up into the air. Willow joined in the laughter. “I guess we might all have to stay a little longer than what we were scheduled for to get through the questions.” Willow pointed to someone in the front for the first question. “What’s your question, ma’am?”

      Ian put his own hand down and blew out an annoyed sigh.

      The lady asked her question, but it was impossible for us to hear at the back. Willow gestured to someone, and a moment later, a wireless microphone was thrust in front of the question asker so she could try again. This time we could hear perfectly.

      “Willow, while researching your book, did you ever feel that your life was in danger?”

      “Good question! And do you know what? It’s a question I wouldn’t have answered honestly a couple of weeks ago. I can tell you now, for the first time publicly, that Paddy Leary threatened me.” Willow paused while she waited for the gasps, oohs and ahhs to finish. When the ruckus had subsided, she continued. “It started with a few threats of the standard type—you know, I’ll sue you into oblivion, that kind of stuff. Pretty standard for your investigative journalist writing a biography of a controversial figure. But with Paddy, it escalated. I can’t prove it was him, but I received a package of envelopes with photos of me taken at a distance, with crosshairs put over them. I was the target, and I was in their gunsights. Could that be anything other than a death threat? And could there be anyone else he would have sent them? I don’t know the answers to those questions. But you asked me if I ever felt my life was in danger, and my answer to you is yes, I did. I was threatened, and I’m certain that it was Paddy that arranged the threats.”

      There was excited murmuring and chattering while Willow scanned the crowd for another question. Her eyes lit up when she saw us at the back of the room, and she pointed to Ian.

      “We’re lucky enough to have a pair of private investigators here who are also looking into Paddy Leary’s death. And I think they’re going to be more successful than the police, just between you and me.” Everyone laughed at the supposed intimation of secrecy when there were over a hundred people listening to her in the room.

      “Willow,” Ian began, “why don’t you tell us where you really were on the night that Paddy died? And don’t tell us about your LA model boyfriend. We checked. He was a paid actor. So, where were you?”

      Every head in the room turned to stare at Ian. The crowd erupted in chatter, and a scattering of outraged yells directed Ian’s way.

      “…Shut up man!…”

      “…What kind of question was that?…”

      “…Is this true!?…”

      Willow had frozen on the small stage at the front, staring at Ian and me, her cheeks reddening.

      “Well?” Ian said loudly into the microphone that was being held in front of his face by the attendant. “Have you got nothing to say?”

      Willow opened her mouth like she did have something to say, but nothing came out. Before she could speak, a man jumped up onto the stage and grabbed her by the arm. The man had a long, rectangular face and a mean snarl. Detective Benson.

      It looked like the police had got the message after all. “I’m afraid, Miss Freeman, your book launch is over. You’re coming with us.”

      The audience burst from their seats, and the air filled with jabbering voices, some in support of Willow, others claiming that they always knew there was something suspicious about her.

      I began to push my way forward, but it was hard to make progress as the aisles between the seats disappeared among the throng. People didn’t know where they wanted to go, but they wanted to go somewhere.

      Through the crowd, I saw the portly, disheveled figure of Elwood standing just in front of the stage, and even from here, I could tell his head was glistening with sweat.

      Willow, wide-eyed, stared around the room as if looking for an exit. With Benson latched onto her arm, she wasn’t going to find one. Benson added a second hand to his grip around her arm. “Cuffs!”

      Elwood handed some over. The two police detectives led Willow away without even speaking to us. Typical. Not even a word of thanks.

      “Is that it?” Quentin asked. “Case closed?”

      “It is, and all thanks to me.” Ian beamed at Quentin as if waiting to be given a sticker, or at least some praise. And he got it.

      “Then well done, you two.” Quinten gifted us a small round of applause, tapping the four fingers of his right hand gently onto the palm of his left. There was no sound audible.

      A small crowd had turned their attention away from the front of the room, the excitement now over after Willow’s exit, and were directing it toward Ian. He stood there smiling, almost smugly, lapping up the attention.

      “Where was she that night?” asked a woman wearing big, square glasses, which bounced up and down as her nose twitched in excitement.

      “Are you saying Willow killed Leary?” asked an excited young man in an I Love Las Vegas t-shirt.

      Ian shrugged nonchalantly. “I just asked a question. Just like anyone else’s… or was it?” Ian paused, and his small audience leaned in. “As a professional detective, my questions are never just questions… or are they?” His small audience ooh’d in appreciation. “The truth is, I uncovered a web of lies that Willow had created…”

      I lost track of what Ian was saying as his crowd grew and pushed me aside.

      “Tiffany?” My face erupted in a grin when I saw that it was my friend Emily, accompanied by Jack. “Was that your doing?”

      I shrugged. “I may have had a small role,” I said with a laugh.

      “Shame Ronan wasn’t here to see it,” Jack said. “I guess a muckraking book about his dead father was a little too much on the same day as the memorial of his death.”

      “Do you know where Ronan is?” I asked. As he was my client I owed him an update.

      Jack nodded. “He’s doing the whole, shooting guns out of a helicopter thing again. He had so much fun the other day, he said it would help him take his mind off his father’s death, after the memorial.”

      “Sensible,” I said with a nod. Then I caught myself. It’s not often you say sensible, when you hear someone’s off firing guns out of a helicopter. But then again, this was Las Vegas.

      Jack was looking relaxed, the wrinkles that had been forming around his eyes had completely disappeared, and the air of exhaustion he’d been exuding the last few times I’d met him now lifted.

      “And now, I’ll be able to get back to some real work instead of desk-warming. Do you want to join me for a celebratory drink?”

      “Then we’ll make it a double celebration. Catching a killer and escaping the tyranny of the desk.”

      “Woo! High five!”

      I laughed at Emily as we slapped palms. It was unlike her to be so excited over something as mundane as being able to work. But it was a day to celebrate.

      Before Emily and I could develop our plans any further, a plump, middle-aged woman tapped me on the arm.

      “Hello? Please? You’re one of the detectives?”

      “Yes, I’m a private investigator,” I confirmed. The woman had dark hair and a face grooved with lines. She carried some extra weight, but she exuded an air of strength, not softness.

      “Your assistant, he asked where Willow was on the night of the murder. Is that really very important? Is that why they arrested her?”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the naivety of the question, though I wasn’t laughing at her of course. “Yes, it’s vital.”

      “Then I think I better tell you something…”

      I listened.

      And my heart began to sink.

      Emily and I weren’t going for that celebratory drink after all.

      If what the woman told me was true, Willow wasn’t the killer.
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      We sent Quinten off with Nanna and hurried up to the suite.

      The VIP elevator reached our floor and we exited. In the hallway, hovering outside our room, was Carrie.

      “Hey!” Carrie said brightly as she approached. “I heard the news. Champagne is on the way up, courtesy of Ronan. And another bottle is on the way up, courtesy of The Treasury. Thanks for all your work.”

      I stared at her dumbstruck. Ian didn’t.

      “Thank you, that is just what we need, isn’t it Tiff?”

      Ian swiped his door key and let himself inside. I stood outside with Carrie.

      “What’s the matter? Is there something wrong?” Carrie looked perturbed, like she didn’t want anything to be wrong, and if there was, she was going to fix it. It was her job to look after the hotel’s most distinguished guests, and we were, apparently, among that number.

      “There’s been a mistake. The wrong person has been arrested.”

      “Huh.”

      Carrie didn’t seem fazed. But then, she never did.

      “You might want to hold off on that champagne for us.”

      “How has this happened? Is there anything I can do?”

      I shook my head. “You’ve done more than enough for us. The police were just a little overeager. Actually, I don’t think they realize it yet.”

      “Then we mustn’t tell them,” Carrie said sharply.

      “We mustn’t?”

      “No way. The Treasury would much prefer it if it was you, one of our employees, that caught the killer. It’s thought, up in the c-suite, that it will be good publicity. The fact the police made the arrest this afternoon was actually slightly disappointing. But if they’ve got it wrong, all the better for us.”

      “Not for Willow,” I said.

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Don’t worry about her. Look, I’ve got to get going, but if you need anything—anything at all—just ring down for it.”

      “Thanks, Carrie. Will do.”

      We had a lot of work to do after what we’d just heard, and I wanted to get it done before Elwood and Benson figured out the same thing that we just had.

      Inside the suite, Ian was sitting at the dining table. In front of him, Snowflake was sitting on the table staring at him.

      “What is it? Are you hungry, Snowy?” Ian asked.

      Snowy continued to stare.

      “What would you like this time? Steak again?”

      Snowy meowed.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Ian said, reaching for one of the room phones to call for room service.

      “You haven’t been feeding Snowy room service steak, have you?”

      “It’s what she likes, Tiff. It’s not my fault.”

      “Then whose fault is it?”

      Ian shrugged and dialed zero on the phone. “Snowy’s, I guess. Hello? Yes, I’d like to order another…”

      I left him to it and headed out to the terrace. If Ronan wanted to waste his money on Ian’s cat, it was fine with me. And if he balked at the cost, Ian was going to find his income docked severely.

      When Ian had finished for the call, he joined me out on the small terrace. We both took a moment to admire the view down the Strip. As always, it promised excitement and entertainment, the world capital of fun. It didn’t matter whether it was day or night, there was always something happening.

      “Right, I’m going to pay a visit to the spa,” I said to Ian.

      Ian gave me a disapproving look. “I thought we were in a hurry?”

      “Not the Treasury Spa. The Empty Desert Spa.”

      “I really don’t think we have time for that. How many nights will you be away?”

      “No, you dolt. That’s not why I’m going. There’s something about the place that’s been nagging me. In the meantime, I need you to go through all of our suspects online profiles. Do a real deep dive.”

      “Any in particular?”

      “Yes.” I told Ian what I wanted him to do, and then I left to do some old-fashioned sleuthing of my own while he tackled the case the modern way.

      The suite was nice and all, but investigative work is a lot more satisfying when the car wheels are rolling and you get up close and personal with your sources and suspects.

      The stakes were now higher than ever.

      “Stay focused, Ian!” I called after me before I left.

      Ian yelled back that he absolutely would.

      From the hot tub.

      Of course.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two and a half hours later, I burst back into the suite. Snowy gave me a little meow of annoyed greeting. She was sitting on the dining table like a loaf of bread, in front of a completely pristine, white china plate. She was clearly still admiring the remnants of her meal.

      “I was right!” I yelled at Ian. He was sitting out on the terrace, in the hot tub, staring at his phone.

      “You were,” Ian said, wiping his brow. “I think I’ve got the goods, Tiffany.”

      “Good, now we’ve got to put it all together.”

      Before we could compare notes, the door chime told us that we had received a visitor.

      “Willow!” I exclaimed when I opened the door. “You’re out already?”

      Willow nodded and brushed past me, heading inside to sit at the dining table. I went and joined her, but she immediately got up and opened the fridge. She pulled out a bottle of champagne and carried it back to the table.

      “You don’t mind, do you?” Willow began unwrapping the foil wrapper on top of the bottle before I could answer. Clearly, I wasn’t going to get anyone to stop abusing the room service privileges we had anytime soon.

      “It was supposed to be a day of celebration. But then those incompetent police…” She shook her head as she yanked off the remaining foil and undid the wire nest underneath.

      Willow popped the cork and then grabbed some champagne glasses where they were neatly arranged on the counter, ready to be used at a moment’s notice, should there ever be an urgent need for champagne to be consumed. Such as right then.

      Willow offered me a glass, and I shook my head. The day was far from over.

      “And now, it’s a day of double celebration!” Willow lifted her glass into the air, cheersed with an imaginary partner, and took a sip. She sat down again at the table.

      “I bet you’re surprised to see me, right?” Willow said, after swallowing her first mouthful of champagne and sighing with pleasure.

      “Not really. I spoke to Maggie.”

      “You met Maggie?” Willow nodded to herself. “I guess she was there.”

      “She came up to me after the police took you away.” While I was speaking, Ian entered from outside, a robe over his swim shorts.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Ian said, pouring himself a glass of champagne. Maybe he really was developing a taste for the stuff.

      “Things would have been a lot easier for you if you’d been honest with us from the start, Willow. You shouldn’t have lied about your alibi.”

      “It worked though, didn’t it?”

      “What do you mean it worked? It got you arrested?”

      “Exactly!” Willow sipped her wine and giggled to herself. “Hence the champagne! That’s another whole chapter in my second Paddy Leary book. Just think of it! The author herself, arrested for killing the subject of her investigation! It’s perfect. I just hope I can get the book done in time to ride this wave of free publicity.”

      “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, what you were doing. You didn’t have to lie or pay an actor to say you were doing something else.”

      When Maggie had approached me, she told me what Willow had been doing the night of the murder. Maggie and she had been together, along with another six people, cleaning an office block during an overnight cleaning shift. It turned out that Willow’s career writing muckraking biographies wasn’t always quite enough to pay the bills, and so she took on the cleaning job in the evenings.

      When I met Maggie, I assumed that it was embarrassment that had stopped Willow from telling us the truth. But now it looked like it was a deliberate ruse on her part to get herself arrested. Some people…

      “So,” Willow said as she set her empty glass down on the table. “What’s next?”

      “Now, we capture the real killer,” I told her. “Ian and I think we have pretty much figured it out.”

      Willow’s eyebrows went up in excitement, and she poured herself another glass of champagne. “Spill! This is going to be another great chapter—me being there when it was all figured out!”

      Ian and I hadn’t even compared notes ourselves yet, but there would no longer be any harm in having Willow involved as far as I could tell. I was about to begin when we were interrupted by another ring at the door.

      I peeked through the peephole, and when I saw who it was, I plastered the biggest smile I could manage on my face. Purely for antagonistic purposes, of course. I was anything but happy to see our visitor.

      “Hi, Detective Benson! How nice of you to drop by!”

      His oblong face had taken on the appearance of a container of perfectly ripe strawberries. Angry strawberries.

      “Black,” he snarled. “You wasted valuable police time today. And you made the police department look like fools.”

      That seemed unfair to me. It was Quentin who had called the police, against my better judgement. And then it was Benson and Elwood who had gone ahead and arrested Willow. None of that was my fault, except perhaps for Quentin’s involvement. And truth be told, that was more Nanna’s fault, but I wasn’t about to blame her for everything. Not Nanna. Never.

      “I think you managed looking like a fool all by yourself, Detective Benson.”

      Willow sidled up behind me, a glass of champagne in her hand. She lifted it toward Detective Benson. “To your incompetence!”

      Benson’s nostrils flared, and it looked like he was going to do something he would regret. His hand lifted, and the first inkling of actual, real, serious, worry formed. Had we pushed him too far?

      Benson got control of himself and lowered his hand.

      “You stay away, Black. Don’t stick your nose into this investigation any further. Got it?”

      “I don’t work with you, I don’t work for you, and I’ve got no more time for you, Detective Benson.”

      I took a step back and let the door close so that it would swing shut in his face. It didn’t. He stuck his foot out and kicked the door back open, leaning on it as he did so. “I’m warning you, Black. I’ve got my eye on you. You mess with me again, and you’re toast. Got it?”

      “Excuse me?” Carrie appeared beside Benson. “Do we have a problem here? Officer, you have no right to be here. Please leave unless you have a warrant.”

      Benson’s head whipped around. “I’m a homicide detective.”

      “I don’t care if you’re the Chief of Police, the Mayor of the City, and the High Hog all rolled into one. Our distinguished guests doesn’t want to be disturbed. Now get, before I have security throw you out myself.”

      “Y’all made yourselves a mistake.” Benson let go of the door and began to stomp away down the hallway. “You’ll regret this!” He yelled after us.

      “Is everything okay?” Carrie asked, genuine concern in her voice.

      “Yeah, we’re good. Thanks for that. He’s new in town, and I guess he’s trying to make a mark.”

      “Well he’s made one. He’s got a black mark against his name in my book now.”

      “Oh?” I asked. “What does that mean?”

      “It means he won’t be gambling in any of our high roller suites.”

      Carrie and I both laughed. The chances of a police officer of any rank being rich enough to gamble in a high roller suite was ludicrous. Except for possibly Emily, once she and Jack got married, that was.

      After confirming we didn’t need anything else brought to us, Carrie left us to it.

      “That cop gives me the creeps,” Willow said when the door was safely closed again.

      “Me too,” I admitted. “Come on. Let’s sit down again. Where were we?”

      We returned to the dining room table to find Snowy sitting at the table, happily lapping up champagne from Ian’s glass.

      “Hey!” Ian hurried over and snatched the glass away.

      Snowy looked up in annoyance at us.

      “Not for another twenty years.” I wagged a finger at her. “You can have steak, but no champagne. Got it?”

      “You feed your cat steak?” Willow asked in surprise. “Being a private investigator must pay better than I imagined.”

      “I wish. No, the Leary fortune is paying for that steak. Now where were we?”

      “You were about to tell me who the killer is so I can get going on that book of mine.”

      “It’s still just a theory. But tonight we’re going to test it.”

      “Are we going to tell the police?” Ian asked.

      I snorted derisively. “After that performance from Benson? No way.”

      “Good,” Ian and Willow said in unison, both of them rubbing their hands together.

      “This is going to be a great chapter in my book.”

      “Let’s just hope it doesn’t get too exciting. Right, so this is what we know…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Willow, Ian, and I arrived at the gallery. Night had fallen and the streets of the neighborhood were dark, the streetlights unable to completely illuminate the murky puddles of dimness between them. From inside the gallery, fluorescent light poured out, a welcome promise of safety.

      The gallery was still between exhibitions, and there was little sign of life beyond the illumination inside. The building rang with echoes when we entered and called out.

      “Hello? Bobby? Are you here?”

      The answer came in the form of distant footsteps. Tap, tap, tap, tap…

      Bobby approached us from deeper in the gallery. He was still wearing his black suit and shiny dress shoes from the memorial. Again, his forehead was beaded with perspiration, and he didn’t look well at all. He stopped in front of us, a wan smile on his face. “Hello?”

      “Are you okay, Bobby?”

      “Okay?” He paused to consider. “Yeah, I’m okay. Why wouldn’t I be okay? I’m fine, couldn’t be better.” The answer fell out of his mouth in a rush, and when he was done, he wiped the sweat from his forehead again.

      “Sure, if you say so. I was wondering, that spa you went to…”

      “You came here to talk to me about the spa? It’s almost midnight.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but hey, you said you’re always here late, right? I’m thinking of booking and was wondering if I could look at your pamphlet again, I couldn’t remember the name of it.”

      “You couldn’t remember the name?” Bobby shook his head as if to clear it and wiped the back of his wrist across his brow.

      “Yeah, I’ll just get it.” He went to move and then stopped and examined our little group again, his eyes fixing on Willow. “You’re here, too.”

      “I am!” Willow said brightly. “We’ve been hanging out, haven’t we Tiffany?”

      “That’s right. Willow has been giving me more information about Paddy Leary.”

      “You should have come to me; I’ve got all the information you need.”

      “Sure, I’m always ready to hear from more sources.”

      “We’ve been drinking champagne,” Ian said loudly, exaggerating his drunkenness. At least I think he was exaggerating.

      “We were celebrating my book launch,” Willow said. “You’ll never guess what happened. The police came and arrested me during the middle of it. It was such fun.”

      “But you’re here,” Bobby said, confused.

      Willow nodded happily at him. “Yeah, they got the wrong person of course.”

      “Right. Of course they did. Let me get that pamphlet.”

      Bobby went behind the counter that served as an information desk and a place to pay for gallery entry and rustled around in the drawers. He didn’t immediately retrieve the pamphlet. First, he shook some pills out a bottle, cupped them in his hand, and then swallowed them whole. He made a face at the bitter taste, shook it off, and then dug around behind the desk some more. A moment later, fresh beads of sweat clinging to his forehead, he was walking back toward us holding the information pamphlet for the Empty Desert Spa vertically in front of him. He didn’t hand it over but instead stood a few steps back from me.

      “You really want to go there?”

      “Sure. It sounds really relaxing. I’ve had a rough couple of weeks. I could do with a rest.”

      “What were the rooms like?” Ian asked loudly, as if not quite in control of the volume of his voice.

      “Nice. Comfortable. Quiet.”

      “What color were the walls?”

      “The walls? The walls?” Bobby shook his head. “I don’t know, white, I guess. Must have been.”

      “What about the floor?”

      “The floor? What does it matter what color the floors in the rooms are?”

      “I’m just interested.”

      “That’s a weird thing to be interested about.” Bobby narrowed his eyes at us. He still didn’t offer the pamphlet. I reached for it. He took a step back. “You really want to know about the spa?”

      “You see,” Ian said, his voice still a bit too loud for the empty gallery, sending noisy echoes careening off the empty walls. “The thing is, we don’t believe you went to the spa.”

      “Of course I did. You’re not supposed to question—you’re not—you’ve seen the receipt!”

      “I did a little digging,” Ian said, “and do you know what I found?”

      “What?”

      “I found that the name Robert Smith is a common one.” Ian paused to let the astuteness of his observation sink in. That was pushing his luck if you asked me. “Very common indeed. In fact, it’s one of the most common names in the whole country. And that means, it’s really easy to, I don’t know, poke around online and find someone by the same name, doing something that would give you a perfect alibi on the night of a murder.” Ian shrugged. “I guess that would be easy to do, right?”

      Bobby’s mouth flapped open, and he shook his head. “I… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I went out there this afternoon,” I said to him. “I had a remarkably interesting chat with a manager. Turns out, he’s quite a fan of PIs. All I had to do was flash my license and he was eager to talk. We went over the records. We found there was a Robert Smith booked in at the exact same times you said.”

      “Exactly.”

      “The only problem was that Robert Smith wasn’t you, Bobby. It was another man. In fact, he liked it so much, he’s back there right now. I met him this afternoon.”

      This last little snippet was, in fact, a lie. There was no Bobby Smith staying there right now. But it was a lie that I deployed with a very distinct purpose—to get him to admit that he hadn’t been there at the time of the murder.

      And my little plan succeeded better than I’d even hoped. Too much so, in fact.

      Bobby tossed the spa pamphlet at me with a flick of his wrist and took another step back, wincing as he did so.

      “He’s got a gun!” Willow shouted.

      He did indeed have a gun. Concealed behind the now discarded pamphlet was a pistol that he was pointing at us.

      “Hands up, all of you.”

      “Bobby,” I asked slowly, my arms held above my head, “have you hurt your shoulder?”

      He glared at me and didn’t answer.

      “Did someone shoot you in the shoulder, Bobby?”

      “Be quiet. I’m thinking.

      “Mickey Puglisi shot you in the shoulder, didn’t he? You broke into his house to plant evidence that he was the killer, didn’t you? And you got yourself shot. Isn’t that right?”

      “I said shut up.” Bobby’s hand was shaking as he pointed the gun at us, and new beads of sweat were glistening and rolling down his shiny forehead.

      “And then, to implicate Andy, you staged a robbery and shot him in the street, so it looked like he was shot by Mickey. Right? You were getting desperate. Your plan was falling apart.”

      “I said shut up!” Bobby shuffled backward, gun still pointed at us, and with a great deal of wincing pulled a fistful of cable ties out from behind his desk. He slapped them on the counter.

      “You,” Bobby said, jabbing the gun in my direction. “Secure their wrists and ankles. Pull them tight. I don’t want them escaping.”

      Getting ourselves tied up wasn’t going to be a clever idea. If that happened, things could go from bad to worse very quickly. But the choice wasn’t going to be up to me.

      “Bobby, you don’t need to do that. Why don’t we just talk this through. You don’t have any options now, Bobby. Let’s bring this to a quiet close, yeah?”

      “Do what I said,” he said to me, voice raspy and strained. “Or I’ll shoot them first. Then you.”

      “Do it,” Willow said. She pushed her wrists together and stood with her ankles almost touching, ready for me.

      “Do it,” Bobby echoed.

      I grabbed the cable ties and cinched a pair of them around Willow’s ankles and wrists. She sat down on the floor and shrugged, a completely inappropriate smile on her face.

      “Another chapter for the book.”

      I shook my head at her in disbelief.

      I did Ian next. He sat down on the ground first, not wanting to risk toppling over. “Leave it loose, Tiff,” Ian whispered to me.

      I wasn’t sure if it was his general clumsiness, or the champagne, but he whispered rather too loudly.

      “Don’t leave it loose,” Bobby commanded. “Do it tight, or I’ll just shoot him.”

      “Better do it tight,” Ian said, not wanting to test Bobby.

      “Now, you,” Bobby said to me. “Come over here.”

      Heart pounding in my chest, I walked toward Bobby as slowly as I dared, not sure what he was going to do next. He was caught, he was trapped, and it was impossible to know how dangerous he might be. He’d already killed before.

      Bobby pointed the gun at me with a shaky hand, resting it on the counter to maintain control. I got close, looking for an opportunity to act. He was shaky; he was injured. If the opportunity presented itself…

      “Now what?” I asked gently, my eyes locked on his trigger finger. I needed him to stay calm.

      Bobby didn’t get a chance to answer. And he didn’t stay calm either.

      The door to the gallery flew open with a crash. I stepped back and turned. A shadowy figure lurched inside, trench coat flapping around him, gun held in front. He fired three shots into the ceiling.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      “Nobody move!” At least I think that’s what the man said. My ears were ringing.

      Dust and debris rained down.

      In the doorway stood Mickey Puglisi. It took a moment for me to recognize him. He wore a long black trench coat, dark sunglasses, and a black fedora. A shiny handgun completed his mafioso look.

      “Knew it!” Ian said excitedly from his position on the floor, his head now covered in white ceiling dust.

      While I stared at Mickey, Bobby grabbed my upper arm from behind and positioned himself behind me, so I was between him and Mickey.

      “You!” Bobby shouted. “I shouldn’t have let you escape.”

      “Let me?” Mickey chuckled a deep raspy laugh which contained not a whit of amusement. “You’re lucky you didn’t die in my hallway.”

      Mickey stared my way, and I guessed Bobby was staring back at him.

      “We’re going to walk backwards out of here. If you follow us, this one’s dead meat.”

      This one meant me, I realized to my horror. I shook my head at Mickey wordlessly. If he noticed, he didn’t respond. All his attention was focused on Bobby.

      “Why should I care?” Mickey extended his arms, holding his gun confidently between two hands as if taking aim at Bobby right behind me. I could see right down the barrel. He wasn’t going to go for an action movie shot and take out Bobby’s eye. He was going to blast right through me.

      I tensed myself, ready to pounce. I was waiting for a good moment, but no good moment came. I was stuck between two gun-wielding maniacs, and neither of them would be upset if I ended up riddled with holes.

      “No!” Willow yelled.

      She flung herself from her seated position on the floor, rolling hard into Mickey’s ankles. He took a step back, arms flinging to the side to catch his balance. That’s when Ian got him, crashing into him from the side. Mickey may have been a tough guy, but he was also old, and he wasn’t ready for any of that. He toppled over, gun clattering to the side.

      “Move!” Bobby yelled in my ear.

      With his gun pressed into my neck and all out of options, I did as I was told. Bobby rushed me through his gallery, moving quickly before Mickey could recover. Behind us came the sound of scuffling. Ian and Willow were doing their best to stop mickey from shooting us.

      We left the entrance atrium of the gallery and entered a short hallway connecting it to the first exhibition room. At the far end was a door labelled as a fire escape, and Bobby hustled us toward it, the grunting sounds of scuffling fading as we moved further away.

      “Go, Tiff!” was the last thing I heard from Ian.

      It was a shame that in this instance go meant leaving with a madman killer with a gun. But it was still better than being the meat shield between two of them in a shootout.

      We reached the fire escape, and I pushed open the bar with my hands at Bobby’s urging.

      “Stop!” Shouted a raspy voice.

      Bobby pivoted, spinning around to put me in between him and Mickey Puglisi again. Mickey was at the far end of the exhibition room, and he was raising his gun. With a hand around my throat, Bobby pulled me backward out the door before Mickey could fire.

      On the other side of the doorway, I felt the barrel of the gun lift from my neck for a moment. Bobby fired a shot in the direction of Mickey Puglisi. To my horror, it connected, sending a scrap of fabric into the air. Mickey unleashed a loud grunt and fell to the floor.

      “You shot him.”

      “And I’ll shoot you, too, if you don’t do what you’re told. Move. I’m right behind you. Try and escape, and you’ll get the rest of these bullets in your back.”

      We exited the gallery into an alley behind the building. It was dark, the lighting was minimal, and it was hard to make out anything more than gray shapes looming. At the end of the alley, I saw the rough shadow of a car. Bobby urged me on toward it with a push of his gun in my back.

      A beep sounded from the vehicle. Bobby had unlocked it with a key fob from his pocket.

      “You’re driving. Do as I say, or I’ll shoot you. Got it?”

      I tried to think of a clever comeback, the kind that would make him drop his gun and give up. Unfortunately, since I’m not a miracle worker, I couldn’t think of anything that clever.

      “Got it.” I climbed into the driver’s seat, Bobby’s gun pointed at me the whole time until the door was closed. He rapped on the window and pointed the nose of the gun at the seatbelt. I put it on.

      Bobby climbed into the passenger seat and then started the engine for me.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Just drive.”

      I gently pulled away, considering my options. My careful consideration did not last long.

      A pair of gunshots sounded, one of them sending a bullet flying into the back door of the car.

      Through the mirror, I saw the shadowy outline of Mickey Puglisi taking aim again.

      I stopped considering my options and floored it.
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      Mickey Puglisi’s shots still rang in my ear as we fled the city at a frantic pace, Bobby urging me on with wiggles of his gun as I drove. We left Las Vegas proper onto I-93 heading north.

      Bobby had calmed down somewhat, but his breathing was sounding ragged. Whatever injury he had picked up at Mickey Puglisi’s house was not doing him any favors.

      Bobby reached into the glove box and pulled out a small bottle of pills like he had in the gallery. He popped a couple of them, a snarling smile twisting his lips, chewing them, and closing his eyes for a moment as he leaned back against the headrest.

      It was a chance. I was just about to decide how best to make use of it when his eyes flicked open again. “Don’t even think about it.”

      I didn’t reply.

      Bobby shifted his position, twisting in the passenger seat to face me, and resting his back against the side door. He propped the gun on his lap and stared at me.

      “I think you need to go to a hospital.”

      It was worth a try. Anything was when you’d been kidnapped by a killer.

      “I think you need to mind your own business. I’ll go to a hospital when I’m good and ready. When this is over.”

      Over? How did he think this was going to end? He didn’t really think he could get away with everything, did he?

      “Why did you do it, Bobby? Kill Paddy, I mean.”

      He stared at me, and I wondered whether he was going to deny it. When he finally spoke, he didn’t deny it.

      “I had to. Don’t you see? Paddy coming back was a gift. I had to take advantage of that. It was destiny. Fate. See this?” Bobby rolled up the sleeve of his shirt.

      I flicked my eyes off the road for a second to look. He had a tattoo on his forearm. It was hard to make it out in the dark.

      “What is it?”

      “A fox.” Bobby shoved his wrist in front of my face for a moment so I could really take it in. It was a black silhouette of the creature, and now he told me what it was, its shape solidified.

      “What does it mean?”

      Bobby snorted. “It’s a symbol, right? What do you think it means?”

      “That you’re very cunning?”

      “I prefer intelligent rather than cunning. But that’s not all. In Irish folklore, a fox represents wisdom and intelligence. The ability to think quickly and react to situations. It’s more than just cunning. A fox can bide his time, too.”

      “I thought Paddy was the Irish one.”

      “He was, and I learned a lot from him. More than I bet he wished he taught me.”

      I nodded quietly.

      “Bobby, where are we going?”

      He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, leaving only one hand to hold the gun for a moment.

      “Don’t you worry about that.”

      But I was worried about that. What could he hope to achieve by kidnapping me?

      “Bobby—”

      “Enough talk. Just drive.”

      There was little point in arguing. It would just get him threatening me again. Instead, I had a better idea. It was night, Bobby was sick and tired, he’d just popped a bunch of pills, and we were driving on a quiet highway. What do people do in situations like that, normally?

      They fall asleep.

      Finally, I had a plan. It wasn’t a good one, but at least it was one. I was going to be the dullest, calmest, smoothest, most boring driver that had ever hit the highway.

      I drove at exactly the speed limit, not switching lanes, not braking unnecessarily, not talking, not doing anything except drive smooth and straight.

      After half an hour or so of this it looked like my plan was working. Bobby had yawned three times, and I made a point of not noticing or remarking on any of them. I didn’t want him to know that I realized he was tired.

      I kept driving. Another half hour passed in gentle quiet. There had been no sound from Bobby in a long time. I hadn’t dared risk even moving my head in case it brought him back to alertness. But now I finally took the chance. Gently, slowly, I turned my head slightly to the side and flicked my eyes his way.

      That was it! His eyes were closed, and the tip of the gun had tilted downward.

      What now, Tiffany? I had options, finally.

      I could reach into the pocket of my cargo shorts and grab my phone.

      I could reach across, and try and unclip his seatbelt, and then either slam on the brakes, or undo his door and try to push him out.

      I could snatch the gun away from him. I needed to do whatever was safest.

      Take the gun. That’s what I would do. Any other option would leave me in danger of being shot before I could complete it.

      Slowly, I lowered my hand toward the center console. I took a deep breath and steadied myself.

      “Don’t even think of moving.”

      “I wasn’t. My arm was getting tired.”

      “Yeah, right. Don’t bother lying to me. But you know what, you’re right. I nearly dozed off there. We need to take a rest.”

      “We just passed a sign for a truck stop. We could stop and get some coffee?”

      “You think I’m an idiot, don’t you?”

      I shook my head numbly. He wasn’t letting me get away with anything. That’s okay, I told myself. I still had time. I just had to keep thinking. Something would come up soon. It had to.

      “So where are we going?”

      Bobby didn’t answer me right away, but shortly after he directed me to turn off from the highway. We left the main road, and then he pointed us down a rural road for a short distance, before directing me to pull over in a flat patch of desert.

      He opened the glove box with one hand, his face on me the entire time. He gave a half shake of his head in warning. I wasn’t to do anything, or he’d shoot me.

      He pulled out handcuffs.

      “Why do you have those?”

      “In case I need them. And guess what? I do.”

      He handed them to me and instructed me to thread them through the steering wheel and then cuff my wrists. When I was done, he reached over and squeezed them just a little tighter.

      “Now what?”

      “We take a rest, so we’re nice and fresh for the last bit of the journey. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      I had no intention of doing anything stupid. But I was going to rack my brain for something intelligent to do.

      I thought myself through the situation. My hands were affixed to the steering wheel, and there was very little leeway. I couldn’t even reach the center console. Even if Bobby fell asleep, and dropped the gun, there would be little I could do. Perhaps a sudden driving maneuver. I could start the engine, floor it, and crash us into—

      My thoughts were interrupted when Bobby removed the key from the ignition.

      “Just in case.”

      I closed my eyes and ignored him, unwilling to admit that he had thought the same thing I had.

      Come on Tiffany, he’s sick. He’s tired. He’s popped a load of pills. You can outsmart him. You have to.

      I closed my eyes and pretended to fall asleep immediately. Judging by the sound of Bobby’s quiet breathing and gentle snores, he really had fallen asleep.

      But I wasn’t. I was thinking. In my pocket was my phone. If I could reach it I could call the police, or Ian, or anyone. Someone to save me. But it might as well have been back in the hotel, stuck in the lower pocket of my cargo shorts as it was.

      Bobby was leaned up against the door, the gun pulled in close to him, far out of my reach. His eyes were closed, and he was snoring gently. There must be something I could do, I thought. Think, Tiffany, think.

      And so, I thought. With my eyes closed I ran through every idea I had in my head. I started with considering picking the lock on the cuffs, but there was no way for me to get my hands on anything to pick the locks with.

      I ran through the possibilities in the quiet dark of the nighttime desert, my own fatigue making it harder and harder to think. I was considering an idea that involved winking at desert penguins through the door to get them to rescue me when I fully entered a dream state.

      When I awoke, I had not been freed by penguins or anything else, human, animal, or imaginary. I was still stuck in the car, and I now had pain emanating from my hip where Bobby had just jabbed me with the snub of the gun.

      “Time to go.”

      “Feeling refreshed?” I asked, blearily blinking my eyes back open and wishing I was still asleep.

      “Just drive.”

      Bobby didn’t look much better than before. His forehead was tinged with sweat again and his eyes looked like they might fully sink into his skull, disappearing from view entirely.

      Soon we were back on the road, still heading north.

      “How much longer are we going to be driving?”

      “Not much longer. We’re nearly there.”

      “Nearly where?”

      Bobby was silent a moment, and then finally he answered.

      “My old family homestead. It’s where I grew up. If you can believe it.”

      “Why wouldn’t I believe it?”

      I could feel the angry look he gave me searing into the side of my face. “Do you really think a man of culture, a gallery owner, a cosmopolitan man such as myself could come from a place like this?”

      He gestured with the gun out the window toward the desert that neither of us could see. But we both knew it was out there. There wasn’t much else.

      “And why are we going there now?”

      “Because, thanks to you, I need to think. My situation is a mess and I need to fix it.”

      There was no fixing the situation he got himself into. No way. Ian, Willow and Mickey Puglisi at the very least knew what he had done. How did he think he was ever going to get out of it?

      “It’s not very fair to blame me.”

      “I can’t imagine there’s anyone else to blame for this predicament.” Bobby waved the gun at me. “Let’s not talk about it. Just drive.”

      We drove another hour in uncompanionable silence before he directed me to leave the highway again.

      “This is it, we’re nearly here. Nearly back home.”

      While Bobby seemed excited, I was getting more and more worried. There was no possible positive outcome while he was in charge. I had to do something. But it’s a lot easier to do something when you have choices available. I had none, not yet.

      But he was sick, and he was tired, and he was injured. He would make a mistake. And I would get my chance. There was no other option. None that I was willing to contemplate.

      “Eyes on the road.”

      I was looking around again, furtively, I thought, searching for a way to escape or a way to disable him. I still hadn’t come up with one.

      Think, Tiffany, think. It was my mantra now. Think.

      “Stop thinking so much, just drive.”

      I must have whispered it to myself and he heard. That wasn’t a bad sign, was it?

      It didn’t matter, I had little choice in where we were going or what I could do. Not yet. We turned off the small highway onto a rural road, one that was in theory paved but had not been kept up well and was now rutted with potholes that made the car jolt with every few yards we progressed.

      It gave me a glimmer of an idea. A hope. A faint one, but tangible. A particularly big pothole loomed, lit by the headlights, a cavernous looking pit in the road that might swallow up the whole front wheel.

      I gunned the engine a little, speeding us up to a little over fifty, and I aimed the right front wheel directly for the hole in the road. That was his side of the car.

      We hit the hole with a sickening thump, and both Bobby and I bounced in our seats, him bashing his head off the ceiling.

      Bang.
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      BANG

      Glass fragments flew around the cabin, filling my hair and clothes. My ears rang. A cold rush of wind blasted through my window. I searched my body for injuries.

      “The next bullet will be in you.”

      So it was a warning.

      “There was a pothole!”

      “Yeah, and you aimed right for it. I’m not stupid you know.”

      More the pity.

      We passed several isolated farmsteads before we reached the one Bobby called home. We had to turn off the rural highway onto a long driveway which was even more rutted with holes. Crawling, not wanting to get there, and not wanting Bobby to fire any more shots from his gun in my immediate vicinity—my ears were still ringing—we made our way to his childhood home.

      We got closer and Bobby got more and more excited, and more and more awake. Perhaps it was his latest fistful of painkillers that had kicked in, or just the excitement of being back somewhere so familiar, but there was a new light in his eyes, and it wasn’t a good one. Not for me.

      At the end of the driveway was a ranch house, and a large yard. In the gloom several smaller buildings were visible. Barns or cowsheds or pigsties or sheds.

      “You can pull up over there, on the edge of the yard. We’re not going inside.” He paused to consider a moment. “You’re not, anyway.”

      “Where am I going?”

      “You’re staying outside. Less of the questions. We’ve got a lot to do if I’m going to get myself out of this predicament.”

      I pulled over where he indicated, a corner of the gravelly, dusty yard in front of a low-slung shed, about thirty yards from the main house.

      I didn’t want to turn off the engine. It would seem too final. I sat there, still out of ideas. Bobby reached over and turned off the ignition and pulled the key away and stuck it in his pocket. Another option gone.

      “Come on. Out you get. We’ve got work to do before the sun comes up. You should see the sunrises out here. They. Are. Spectacular.”

      “I’ll look forward to it,” I said glumly.

      Bobby snorted in amusement. Like he knew something I didn’t. Like, maybe I wouldn’t be watching the sunrise. And not because I would be in a nice cozy bed by then.

      Five minutes later, I stood on the edge of his family’s patch of Nevada desert, a shovel in my hands.

      “You know what to do.”

      “No, I don’t.” I was playing dumb, and it wasn’t a good sign. When you end up playing this dumb, you know you’re all out of ideas.

      “Dig. Just dig.”

      Being up all day and then driving half the night doesn’t exactly set you up for an early, pre-dawn, morning of hard labor. I was sweating and complaining before my tenth shovelful had been tossed into the scrubland.

      It was hard, slow-going work. Every time I dug out a shovelful of the dusty earth, an amount about twice the size seemed to slide back into the hole. Not that I was in a rush.

      “Speed it up. We’ve got to get this done by the time the sun comes up.”

      “Yeah? Then what?”

      “That won’t be for you to worry about. But I’m going to make a fresh start. Do you know why?”

      I leaned on the shovel a moment, breathing hard. I needed the rest. “Why?”

      “Because it’s my birthday. I’ll be fifty-five. Can you believe it?”

      “Why wouldn’t I believe it?”

      “Because I look young for my age. Don’t I?”

      I stared at him in the dim light provided by the stars. There was only a slim sliver crescent of the moon and no other illumination. In the gray light he looked more like a ghoul than a man in the prime of health.

      “I guess you do look pretty good for sixty-five,” I told him.

      “Fifty-five, get it right.”

      “How are you going to make a clean start? Mickey, Ian, and Willow would have contacted the police by now.”

      “No, they wouldn’t. I know Mickey Puglisi, and if there’s one thing he wouldn’t have done, it’s called the police. No, I would wager your two friends are no longer in the land of the living. And all that’s going to be left for me to clear up is Mickey Puglisi.”

      I froze, unable to move. Mickey wouldn’t do that, would he? I’d met him. We’d spoken, he seemed reasonable. He wouldn’t murder two people in cold blood after years of avoiding any kind of trouble. It didn’t make sense.

      “He wouldn’t do that.”

      “Of course he would. He’s old-school Las Vegas. Do you have any idea how many bodies there are buried just outside the city limits? I swear half the desert is a graveyard.”

      “But—”

      “Less of the buts. Dig.”

      And so, I dug—until my hands hurt, my shoulders ached, and my lower back felt like it had been replaced with that of an ancient woman’s. The hole I dug was a little over six feet long, a couple of feet wide, and about four feet deep.

      “Oh no!” Bobby stood up straight, alert, a look of panic on his face.

      I leaned on the shovel, little energy for much else, while I waited to hear what the matter with him was. I hoped it was something I could use.

      “Your phone! Give me your phone!”

      So, he had remembered. Even in his addled, injured state. Not that I’d had a chance to pull it out yet. He’d kept his eyes on me the entire time.

      “My phone?” I tried playing dumb again. It hadn’t worked so far. But maybe third time was the charm. Or the fourth, or the fifth…

      “Just hand it over. Everyone has a phone.”

      I hesitated, then he waved the end of the gun at me. My eyes flicked down to the hole I had dug. It would do, at least for his purposes. Reluctantly, I dug into the lower right pocket of my cargo shorts. My phone had been there the whole time, but I’d never had a chance to take advantage of it. I held it up in front of me.

      “You know,” I told him, “It’s going to be too late. My phone would have automatically connected to the nearest cell phone towers. It’ll be traced. You’ll be caught.”

      “Nearest cell phone towers?” Bobby laughed. “Where do you think you are? Manhattan? I doubt they could pick out your final location within 100 miles. They need to connect to multiple towers to get a good triangulation you know.”

      “Is that so?” I knew that from previous investigations and I hated that it was true. “Can you tell me more?” Yeah, my delaying tactics were getting desperate.

      “No. Hand the phone over and then dig some more. It’s not deep enough.”

      I gave him my phone. He switched it off and stuffed it into his pocket. The fact that he wanted the hole deeper gave me a sliver of hope. He was delaying what he thought was inevitable. I just needed to make him realize that it wasn’t inevitable. He had a choice. And I just needed him to make the right one.

      I dug down and lifted the shovel out of the sand, deepening the hole, having to really lean in now to get each shovelful out.

      I stared at the end of the shovel. It was sharp and heavy. I could fling sand into his face and then knock him out. Or at least I could try. He might get a shot off before I could blind him. It was a chance. I just needed him to be close enough.

      I lifted another shovelful out, and held it in the air, flicking my eyes his way.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      I emptied the shovel into the ground and ignored him, as if I had no idea what he was talking about. Bobby wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.

      “That’s looking good now.”

      “Good for what?”

      “I think you know what.”

      “Bobby, you don’t need to do this. You don’t need to do anything. Why don’t we just drive back to the city, yeah?”

      “That’s no longer an option. Unfortunately for you, there’s no way I can guarantee you won’t talk. Or rather, there’s only one way.”

      I’d been in a few messes before. I’d had guns pointed at me, knives held to my throat, people attempt to poison me or even gas me. But I’d never dug my own grave before. And I’d always thought I had a way out. I always had a plan.

      But this time I had reached the end of the road.

      “What’s that?” Bobby cocked his head, a puzzled look on his face.

      “What?”

      “Shh.”

      I shushed. I listened. A faint chill ran down my spine. Not of fear this time, but of excitement.

      “It sounds like a helicopter. We don’t get helicopters out here.”

      “No? Never?”

      “Military, occasionally. That doesn’t sound like military. They normally come together, two or more.”

      The sky had turned gray, as the first signs of dawn began to fill the sky. The sun would be up in another half hour. I just hoped I would be there to see it.

      The whirring of the chopper grew closer, and we both picked it out of the sky at the same time, a blinking red light heading our way.

      “Get down!” Bobby hissed.

      I squatted on the floor. The noise of the helicopter got louder and louder. And it seemed to be making a beeline right for us.

      “Not like that. In there. Get in there. Out of sight.” He waved his gun at the hole I had dug.

      “I don’t want to get in there.” Digging your own grave is one thing. But then climbing into it as well. It was too much.

      “Quick. Now. Or I’ll shoot you. This is no time for messing around.”

      Messing around? I was doing anything but.

      Bobby waved the gun at me again. I stood up and walked to the grave.

      “Now. Before I put you in it.”

      Gingerly, I stepped inside.

      “Lie down. Out of sight. Quick!”

      First, I crouched down, and then I sat. Finally, after another wave of his gun at my head, I lay back, my hands across my chest, feeling calmer than I had any right to be.

      I was ready for the shot when it came.

      And come it did.

      Crack.
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      The funny thing was, Bobby jerked before the sound came.

      “Ow!”

      Bobby took a couple of steps backward and then fell into the grave on top of me. I held up my arms to stop him from crushing me and managed to slow his fall somewhat.

      His gun fell from his hands. I snatched it and slid it underneath me so that he couldn’t get at it.

      “My arm! Someone shot me!” Bobby said, outraged. “Again!”

      I gasped for breath. Despite slowing his fall, he had knocked a lot of the wind out of me.

      “Good,” I gasped.

      The roar of the chopper grew louder and louder as it approached. It was clearly aiming right for us.

      But it wasn’t there for me, was it? Could it be? How could it?

      And who had shot Bobby?

      I squeezed Bobby’s shoulders through his suit jacket. “Don’t even try to move.”

      “Ow!” Bobby wriggled. “You’re hurting me.”

      “And you deserve a lot worse.”

      “My arm… I think I need a doctor.”

      “You need more than a doctor.”

      Further conversation became impossible as our words were drowned out by the sound of the helicopter, roaring just above us. Dust was flung up and whipped around, particles drifting down and landing on us. The helicopter set down nearby, the rotors slowing and the engine whine dropping when it settled.

      “I think, Bobby, my ride is here.”

      “It can’t be. No one could have found us out here. It’s impossible.”

      The voice was loud and unmissable: “Tiffany! Tiffany!”

      “Looks like they just did.”

      It wasn’t just one voice, that called. Others joined it, all shouting my name. I’d never felt so wanted.

      “Over here! Down here!”

      “Shh! They’ll find us.”

      I dug my finger into his shoulder, and Bobby added to the assistance in finding us by giving a loud yelp.

      “Over here!” I yelled again.

      There was a scurry of feet, and then a head started peering in above me.

      “Tiffany! Are you okay?” Emily called down. She was upside down, and the light was poor, but she’d never looked so good. I blinked up at her and got sand in my face. I wiped my eyes.

      “You’re here,” I gasped

      “What are you doing down there?” Ian asked, his bouffant red hair bobbing up and down above me. “Good job capturing him, though.”

      The next thing I saw was a rifle, quickly followed by my client, Ronan. “Is this the guy who shot my dad? Did I get him?”

      “It is. Does someone want to get him off me? It’s kind of claustrophobic down here, you know, lying in my own grave.”

      “What do you want to be buried all the way out here for?” Ian asked, confused. “Your grave needs to be in the city, Tiffany.”

      “I don’t want to be buried out here, Ian. Get him off me.”

      Ian and Ronan reached down, and pulled Bobby up by his arms, to much complaint from him. With his weight off me, I was able to clamber to my feet, and Jack and Emily offered me a hand each to pull me out. Willow stood beside them, a look of ecstatic glee on her face. I guess she had another chapter or two for her next book.

      “Looks like you got yourself in a bit of a mess,” Jack said. “Are you okay?”

      “I am. But what just happened? How are you all here?”

      “It was thanks to me,” Ian said stepping forward, a rather smug smile on his lips.

      I peered behind him. I was pretty sure that was Jack’s helicopter, unless Ian had done some especially extravagant late-night shopping after leaving the gallery.

      “Okay, not just me,” Ian admitted. “All of us.”

      Ronan waved the rifle he was holding. “Did you see that? I shot him right out the side of the helicopter. Pow! And people say shooting guns out of a helicopter is just an extravagant waste of money. It’s actually an extremely useful skill.”

      “Emily deserves some of the thanks, too” Jack said.

      “But don’t tell anyone,” she said, eyebrows raised. “I’ll get in trouble.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I admit it, I got a bit bored driving that desk they put me behind. I pulled up information on all your suspects, and one of the things I found was that Bobby Smith owned this little property out here. It didn’t seem relevant, not until Ian came bursting in to see us in the middle of the night, saying you’d been kidnapped by him.”

      “Do you remember that app I put on your phone?” Ian said to me. “We used it to follow you.”

      “Until the signal dropped out,” Jack said. “Then it was thanks to Emily knowing this address that we actually found your location.”

      “And I insisted they bring me along,” Ronan said. “And it’s a good thing I did. He waved his rifle again. “Right?”

      “How did you escape from Mickey?” I asked. “Bobby thought he would have shot you all.”

      “Escape?” Ian asked with a frown. “He rescued us, don’t you remember? You were there, Tiff! Anyway, he told us that after Bobby broke into his house, he laid low for a while. Deciding his next move. Initially, he planned to wait until this all blew over. He figured Bobby would be caught and he wouldn’t have to deal with any of the fallout. But then he decided he wasn’t going to do that anymore. He said he spent too much of his life hiding away. So, he came back, strapped, ready to get revenge on Bobby. And he just happened to save us in the process.”

      “I can’t believe he didn’t shoot you,” Bobby asked, disappointed. “He’s changed.”

      “For the better, by the sounds of it,” I told him.

      I examined Bobby again. There was blood dripping from his arm. Emily walked up beside him with a first aid kit. She attached a tourniquet to his arm before handcuffing him.

      “You should be screaming in pain,” Emily told him.

      “He’s been chewing on painkillers all day. I doubt he can feel much of anything.”

      Behind us, the sky was beginning to change from gray into a new ocean of reds, oranges, crimsons, and magentas.

      The helicopter pilot turned off the engine, and as the whirrs and whines faded, a morning silence fell.

      “Hello?” called a voice out of the helicopter door. Is it safe to come outside?”

      Climbing out of the helicopter was Quinten.

      “He’s here, too?”

      The rest of them shrugged. “When he heard you were in danger,” Ian said, “he insisted on coming along. We ran into him in the lobby of the Tremonte, he’d been gambling with Nanna.”

      “And where is she?”

      “Here I am, dear.” Nanna exited the helicopter right behind Quinten. “You’ve really got to stop getting yourself into situations like this,” Nanna told me sternly as she approached. Then she grabbed me by the shoulders, squeezed them, and gave me a hug. “I am pleased you’re okay though.”

      “Me too,” I admitted.

      “Stunning, isn’t it?” Emily said, waving her arm expansively toward the horizon, where the sun was slowly rising. It was about to peek over some distant hills, having already set the sky and desert scrub alight in salutation of its imminent arrival.

      We stopped talking and stared. Bobby was right. The sunrises here were spectacular.

      Jack gently took Emily by the elbow and walked with her a few yards away from us. They stood side-by-side, admiring the view.

      “What’s he doing?” Nanna hissed in my ear.

      I didn’t realize he was doing anything. Not until I saw his hand dig into his pocket. Then I had a very good idea indeed.

      “I think he’s going to… just watch, Nanna.”

      Quinten came to stand beside me. “What are they doing?”

      “Shh!”

      Jack and Emily were far enough away, that we couldn’t hear the words. We didn’t need to. Jack dropped to one knee and offered Emily a small square box. He lifted it open to reveal a diamond ring that glowed orange with the morning fire from the sun.

      “He’s proposing!” Quinten said. “Here!”

      “That’s very observant of you, Quinten,” Nanna said.

      I wasn’t really listening to Nanna and Quinten. I was still watching Emily and Jack. You didn’t need to hear their words to know what was being said. Emily started nodding, wiping her eyes, and then held out her hand for Jack to slip the ring onto it.

      “Yes!” Emily shouted. Finally, a word we could hear. “Yes, yes, yes! You silly oaf!”

      “That’s no way to talk to your fiancé,” Quinten said sternly.

      “She’s kidding,” I told him with a nudge in the side to encourage a little more shutting up on his part.

      “Even so.”

      Behind the happy couple the sun rose in all its glory, bathing them both in a golden glow almost as magnificent as their aura of happiness.

      “Funny place to do it,” Nanna said. “Just a few yards  from a shallow grave.”

      “But the scenery is spectacular, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose so,” Nanna said grudgingly. “I’m surprised Jack went for it here. Given his station. I would’ve thought he would do something more extravagant. Maybe on the stage of a top performer’s show or something.”

      “That is what he was thinking of,” I said with a laugh. “I persuaded him that Emily might appreciate something more subtle. I suggested he do it somewhere natural.”

      Nanna looked at me with some surprise. “That was actually a good idea.”

      “You don’t suppose he arranged all this, do you?” Quinten asked, his head apparently spinning with ideas. “You know, to make the proposal memorable?”

      Nanna and I both gave him death glares. You don’t accuse our dear friend of arranging a kidnapping and attempted murder to get an excuse for a memorable proposal and get away with it.

      “I was just saying…”

      Emily and Jack were both standing in an embrace, but I could see Emily kept opening her eyes, holding out her hand, and examining the diamond ring that hung on it.

      Quinten started blinking rapidly, and I worried that we might have broken him with all the excitement.

      “Quinten? Are you okay?”

      He stopped blinking, and a secret little smile formed on his face. He grabbed my hand and urged me to follow him with a nod of his head.

      I looked to Nanna for support. She just gave me a confused look in return. She didn’t know what he was up to. I had an idea, but it was too ridiculous to be real. It couldn’t be right.

      I followed Quinten a few steps. He released my hand, stood facing me. “I can’t believe I’m going to do this.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Do what?”

      He wasn’t going to. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. And he definitely shouldn’t.

      He did.

      Or at least, he tried to.

      Slowly, Quinten lowered himself to one knee. “Tiffany Black…”

      Nanna was there in an instant, and before I could stop her she thwacked him across the head with her palm, and then grabbed his ear and yanked him to his feet.

      “Ow!” Quinten complained. “What did you do that for? I was about to —”

      “No, you weren’t,” Nanna told him. “This is Jack and Emily’s moment and you are not going to ruin it.”

      “I thought it would be romantic. A double proposal.”

      “Quinten,” I said to him, as kindly as I had the energy to, “I wouldn’t have said yes. I’m sure you can understand why. We hardly know each other.” And I could barely stand to be in his presence. But that would be a little too cutting for someone as sensitive as him. Maybe he deserved it.

      Emily and Jack turned and walked back toward us. Thank goodness they hadn’t seen what Quinten had tried to do. It would have soured the moment for them both.

      “We’re getting married!” Emily said. “Married! Can you believe it? Married! Married, married, married!”

      I gave her a giant hug of congratulations and then gave one to Jack as well. Both were shaking with excitement and had grins that looked like they wouldn’t fall for at least a month. If ever. They might need to see a doctor in fact. If your smile persists for more than three months, then seek medical attention from a healthcare professional…

      “You know, it’s pretty great timing,” Emily said to Jack, a mischievous look in her eyes.

      “It is?”

      Emily nodded, and her cheeks blushed. She looked down at the ground.

      “What? What is it?”

      Emily held both of her new fiancé’s hands. “Jack, you’re going to be a dad as well. I’m pregnant.”

      The pair of them were silent for a moment. Emily started to look worried, and then Jack’s grin turned into an even bigger one, he stepped toward her, lifted her bodily off the ground, and spun her around and around and around.

      “I don’t suppose you have any champagne in that helicopter of yours do you?” Nanna asked when Jack finally set Emily back on terra firma.

      “There is a champagne fridge.” Jack frowned. “But Emily can’t have any.”

      “I should have waited until later to tell you,” Emily said with a laugh. “What about half a glass?”

      “You can have a quarter glass, just to cheers your good news,” Nanna said. “Your good news and your other good news. Double good news.” Nanna said.

      I was tempted to point out to Nanna that her granddaughter had just been rescued from her own shallow grave, so perhaps we could be celebrating triple good news, but I guessed my moment had passed. It was Jack and Emily’s turn now.

      Bobby, who was still sitting on the sandy ground, wrists cuffed together, looked up at us all plaintively. “I don’t think champagne is appropriate, given my circumstances, do you?”

      “Oh yes,” Nanna said, “I nearly forgot. That’s three pieces of good news we need to celebrate.”

      She remembered!

      “If we’re celebrating all that, then we also need to celebrate my excellent marksmanship,” Roland said, “That was an amazing shot I made.” He gestured toward Jack’s helicopter. “And that isn’t even a hunting helicopter.”

      “You people are sick,” Bobby said sullenly.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get in the chopper. I need to sit down.”

      It was cramped with us all inside, and when the engine started again, it was noisy, but then that’s how all the best parties are: loud and crowded.

      Soon we were in the air. The champagne flowed, Bobby cowered on the floor in the back, and the rest of us had a whale of a time, passing around champagne, and toasting our various good news. When we returned to the Tremonte, we moved the party inside, taking over Jack’s office and turning it into a hedonistic bacchanal of breakfast foods, champagne, and fresh orange juice for Emily.

      Even Elwood and Benson behaved themselves. We sent Bobby to the hospital with the detectives, and Elwood said we didn’t need to come in for interviews until late that afternoon. Benson glowered and glared in silence, clearly not happy with the arrangement, but unable to do anything about it.

      Of course, with our spirits high, Nanna was the worst influence, insisting we open more champagne to go with our celebratory breakfast. Champagne and bacon, champagne and eggs, champagne, and donuts, and of course champagne and cupcakes.

      And Willow got rather carried away with just how great she thought her next book was going to be. She said the finale was going to read more like fiction than the honest truth.

      “Guaranteed bestseller,” Willow promised. “Guaranteed!”

      Quentin got into the spirit of things for a short while, until after his third glass of champagne he fell asleep at the breakfast table, no doubt to dream of more inappropriate proposals to people he barely knew.

      I took a break from the festivities for a short while, donut in hand, to stare out of the spectacular view from Jack’s office window. The Strip was already alive with the hustle and bustle of tourists engaging in the serious business of Las Vegas’ primary business: having fun.

      “Are you okay, dear?” Nanna asked, squeezing my wrist.

      “Couldn’t be better, Nanna. Couldn’t be better.”

      “Well done on solving your case, even if the part where you dug yourself a grave was a little unconventional.” She elbowed me in the side, laughing. “I suppose the only thing that would make it better would be if you had someone nice to share the moment with. Other than us, I mean. What I actually mean, is a—”

      “Yeah,” I said, laughing. “I know what you mean, Nanna.” I lowered my voice. “But not Quentin, please.”

      Nanna laughed. “No, not Quentin. But someone, Tiffany. Someone.”

      I didn’t answer.

      Maybe she was right.

      “You know,” Nanna said, “Stone is coming back next week.”

      “Stone and Stacey, you mean?”

      “Stacey?” Nanna laughed. “Oh! His cousin. Yes, I expect she’ll come to visit as well.”

      “Stacey’s his cousin?”

      “Sure. Who did you think she was?”

      “I don’t know, Nanna. Anyway, don’t you worry about me. I’m going to take a week off and spend all of it in the spa at the Treasury. Ronan said he insists on paying for it.”

      “You take a few days for yourself,” Nanna said. “But then, it’s going to be go-time, Tiffany Black. I’m finding you a man whether you like it or not.”

      The champagne, the fatigue, the exultation at being alive. Whatever it was, I didn’t feel like arguing the point with Nanna.

      All that mattered right now was that I was home safe, my friends were happy, and my work was done.

      Done, until another case came along, that is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later I arrived at Wilhelma Equestrianism International. This time, I drove myself there, in my own car, and I was dressed appropriately. I had double-checked with Quinten, and I settled on a pair of jeans, boots, and a T-shirt. Perfect. He wasn’t going to fool me this time.

      When I arrived, Quinten was already there, and he and Wilhelma came out of the main wooden building to greet me.

      We walked into the building together, the air still filled with the smell of fresh wood. Instead of going to Wilhelma’s office, this time we walked a little further down the main hallway to another room which was set up as a boardroom. There was a long picture window along one wall which let the late afternoon light stream in. On the other wall were a series of six portraits of a beautiful black stallion. In the center of the room was a long rectangular table, surrounded by wooden chairs, and all of them looked to be handmade.

      Wilhelma sat at one end of the table, and Quinten and I sat opposite each other just in front of her.

      “I have a confession to make,” Quinten said to Wilhelma.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. He ignored me and kept his attention on his soon-to-be business partner.

      “Tiffany here,” Quinten continued, “is not a potential investor. She doesn’t have the money for that.”

      I frowned at him. How did he know how much money I had? And I did have enough to be an investor. I mean, since we weren’t talking specifics, even a wooden nickel would get you something, right? Even if it was just a tiny percentage of a tiny percentage.

      But I had more than a wooden nickel to my name, thank you very much. In fact, my bank account had recently received a generous bolstering thanks to transfers from Ronan Leary in the form of both his payment for my services, and the bonus he had promised us. He was still in town and working on his new show, Better than Broadway. He said we would get an even better bonus in the form of front row tickets to his show when it finally opened.

      “What is she then?” Wilhelma asked, peering and examining me as if to check I wasn’t actually a pony, leprechaun or piece of gum stuck on the bottom of a shoe.

      “She’s a gumshoe.”

      “A what?”

      “A private dick.”

      “Quinten, I’m not understanding you. Please explain yourself better.”

      I figured we would be there all day with Quinten’s beating around the bush and decided to speed things along by answering myself.

      “He’s trying to say that I’m a private investigator.”

      “And what, may I ask, have you been investigating?”

      “The usual,” I said with a yawn. “Murders, kidnapping, off-off-off-Broadway star’s fathers. Everyday PI stuff.”

      Wilhelma looked at me wide-eyed. She gulped and then turned back to Quinten. “What is going on?”

      “She’s talking about another case. I hired her because my grandma told me to do my due diligence.”

      “Due diligence?”

      “Yes, due diligence. That means I need to check out my investments before I invest any more of my—or my grandmother’s—money. Check out my potential partners. So that’s why I hired Tiffany Black. She’s a private investigator, and I had her look into you, to make sure you weren’t some kind of horsey conman.”

      “A horsey conman?”

      “According to her report, you are not a horsey conman. You’re clean as a whistle. You’re honest as a preacher.”

      I’m not sure my report had gone that far.

      “You hired someone to investigate me?” Wilhelma sat back in her chair, arms folded in front of her. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”

      I decided to help Quinten out.

      “It shows that he’s careful. That’s what you need in a business partner. You don’t want someone who will trust everything someone tells him, do you?”

      “Yes, but…” Wilhelma tapped her chin. “I thought we had a kind of rapport. I’m surprised you felt the need to investigate me. I’m not a horsey conwoman you know.”

      “Oh, we do, we do, we do have a rapport. We have a wonderful rapport,” Quinten told her, leaning forward, blinking and talking excitedly.

      Quinten’s blinks continued and seemed to reach a frenzy. Wilhelma smiled at him. “It is rather smart of you, I suppose. Wise, even. I would be foolish to reject a man who showed such wisdom. But what, may I ask, did your little detective discover?”

      That made me smile. As compliments go, and I’m not sure that was one precisely, little isn’t exactly the most extravagant, but I would take it. A little detective. That’s what I was, according to her. Better than being a large detective.

      “You have no significant criminal history or history of corporate fraud,” I told her.

      “It sounds like you know your stuff,” Wilhelma said with a happy nod. “You are exactly correct. I have committed no corporate fraud and no serious crimes.”

      “Everyone says she’s the best,” Quinten said, a little pride in his voice as he nodded toward me. “In fact, just last week she caught a murderer, with my help.”

      “With your help?” Wilhelma asked in near disbelief. “That sounds exciting! You have to tell me all about it.”

      “Oh,” I said nonchalantly, “it was nothing.”

      Wilhelma didn’t even hear me, she was still focused on Quinten. She wanted to hear the story from his lips, not from the ones of the actual person who was in danger, and who caught the criminal. Instead, she wanted to hear from the annoying bystander. That was okay. I’d had my fill of telling the same story over and over again for the past week anyway. Everyone wanted to hear it. Detective Elwood. Detective Benson. The state prosecutor. The head of the homicide department… I had so many fans these days.

      “But first, the business. Is it settled, then?”

      “It is,” Quinten said. “I am ready to sign.”

      “Good.” Wilhelma turned to me. “ And you can be our witness. You and the stable boy.”

      In short order, a contract was produced, and Charlie the stable boy was brought in to sit beside me.

      He nudged me and started to unbutton his shirt. “Come back for more clothing?”

      “Definitely not. I’m all set this time.”

      He stopped unbuttoning the shirt and shrugged. “If you ever need to borrow any, you know, for a party or whatever, just come here and holler.”

      Yeah, right. If I ever needed hugely oversized men’s clothes, and I couldn’t borrow them from Ian or Dad or Uncle Joe, I would know where to come.

      “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’m probably going to be good for the foreseeable.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      When the documents were signed, and I had added my name as a witness alongside my wardrobe buddy, Wilhelma told us it was time for us all to take a walk outside. She said there was something she wanted to show us.

      A moment later, Cloverclop and another pair of horses were brought out. The stable boy went away to do some more shoveling or whatever he did when he wasn’t working in fast-fashion or legal contracts.

      I climbed aboard Cloverclop with a lot more confidence than the time before, and soon the three of us were trotting away.

      Wilhelma led us up the hill we had ascended last time. When we crested the top, we all dismounted to admire the view.

      It was perfect timing.  The sun was about to set, and the sky was burning in quiet glory.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Quinten asked us.

      “It is. But not as beautiful as what you and I are going to build together, Quinten.”

      “This is just the beginning, isn’t it, Wilhelma?”

      “The beginning of our business, and perhaps of something more?”

      Quinten gave her a questioning look. I stared at her intensely trying to figure out whether I was misunderstanding. I had a feeling I knew where she was leading. But she couldn’t be, could she? I mean, surely not. She wasn’t about to—

      “Quinten…” Wilhelma dropped to one knee. She looked up at him, as one hand dug in and then produced a gold ring from her pocket “will you be my partner in more than just business? Will you be my husband?”

      She had done it! Unbelievable. Clearly, Quinten thought the same. He started blinking like it was his job and he was being paid by the number of eyelid movements he could make per second. His mouth gaped open like he wanted to catch a jumbo jet.

      “Quinten?” Wilhelma asked, staring up at him.

      He began to topple. I jumped forward, grabbed him by the arm, slowing his fall as he fainted onto the ground.

      “I think you shocked him.”

      He wasn’t out for long. Just a second or two. I could tell he was awake again because he started blinking like a machine gun. He pushed himself up to his knees.

      “Wilhelma…” Quinten dug into his own pocket and pulled out another ring. It was rings everywhere around here. “Will you, marry me.”

      “I asked first. You have to answer first.”

      “But I’m a man. My grandmother will kill me if she finds out that you proposed to me first.”

      “Why don’t you just both answer at the same time,” I suggested. “Okay?”

      The pair of them looked at me, then at each other, then back to me and nodded their consent.

      “Okay,” I said, with as much seriousness as I could muster. The beautiful sunset helped. “Will you marry each other?”

      “Yes!” they shouted in unison.

      They both leaned in to hug and bashed their heads in the romantic excitement. Shaking my own head in a mixture of amusement and happiness for the couple, I turned, clambered back up onto Cloverclop, and left them to it.

      Quinten was another one I could cross off my list of failed potential love matches.

      And that was more than all right with me. While they were talking, I felt my phone buzz.  When I was back at the ranch building, Cloverclop handed over to Charlie, I pulled the phone out of my pocket.

      I had a message.

      A message from Dale.

      My heart started beating faster.

      I read:

      >First draft of my thesis complete! Need to celebrate! Free for dinner?

      I bit my lip while I typed up my reply. A girl doesn’t want to look too eager, does she? In my head I felt Nanna giving me a thwap like she’d given Dale. Sometimes a girl should be eager. I tapped out my own response.

      >Free as a bird.

      
        
        And I clicked send.
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        Chapter One

      

      

      

      It was with pride and barely concealed excitement that I walked down one of the below-deck hallways of the Swan of the Seas after collecting the tools of my new trade: a smartphone and a notebook computer.

      Tucked under my arm were the two ugly blue blouses I’d been issued that made up the entirety of my uniform. Because of my unique role, which would see me scurrying back and forth across the entire ship, I was exempt from wearing dress pants or a skirt and was permitted to wear jeans.

      Having collected everything I needed for my new job, I was on my way to very my own cabin—well, mine and my mystery roommate’s.

      After an abortive attempt at being a journalist at a small town newspaper back home, I’d left Nebraska to sail the seven seas and, to quote another cliché, find myself. And I was going it alone. It was the bravest thing I’d done in my life, though sometimes I wondered if it was also the stupidest.

      I felt a tinge of pride when I got to my cabin, seeing the small plastic nameplate stuck to the wall outside filled with two printed names: A. James, who was me, and S. Williams, who was presumably my new roommate.

      “Gosh, I hope she’s nice,” I said to myself under my breath. I was feeling optimistic though; she had the same last name and first initial as my best friend. She had to be nice, right? The only worry I had was that I hadn’t yet met her; somehow, we’d missed each other during training.

      My hand hesitated. Should I knock on the door of my own room? Or should I just use the keycard and let myself in right away? I clutched the keycard in my hand as another thought occurred to me.

      What if S. Williams was a man?

      What if he was a handsome man? Wouldn’t that be an interesting way to start my new life? But I was pretty sure the cruise liner company had policies against cohabitation with members of the opposite sex. A rather outdated policy, in my opinion.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Come in! It’s open!”

      I cocked my head. That voice. It sounded like it came from a thousand miles away.

      Tentatively, I pushed down on the heavy metal door handle, which operated a heavy metal lever to unseal the door.  Although the door was sturdy, it swung open easily—if a bit slowly—and I peered inside.

      “Adrienne! Addy! Addy! Addy!” The voice was from a thousand miles away. “Yay! I told them to put us in the same room, but I didn’t think they’d actually do it!”

      “Samantha? What on earth are you doing here?” My mouth agape, I shook my head in disbelief.

      I’d left my best friend back home in Nebraska a month ago, when I left for my employee training and a few days of solo R&R before my first cruise.

      My best friend was sitting on the bottom bunk bed. Her hair had been trimmed to a cute little blonde bob and her chubby cheeks were, as almost always, locked in an indefatigable smile. Samantha bounced to her feet and grabbed me in a tight squeeze across the doorway.

      “I couldn’t let you go off and travel the world without me!” she squealed in my ear.

      “But… how?”

      Samantha let me go and I stepped inside our small room, to get a better look around.

      “It’s easy. A couple of days ago, I was browsing a job site, and there was a last-minute position here.”

      “But what about training?” I asked, blinking at her. Seeing something, even a person, in an unexpected place can leave you feeling a bit off-kilter.

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, you know. When you’ve been working on cruise ships for five years, you don’t actually need to attend the training.”

      “But you…” I shook my head and laughed. I knew for a fact she’d never even seen an ocean before—at least she hadn’t a month earlier when I last saw her. Five years cruising experience indeed. “You lied!”

      Sam flicked her short hair defensively and gave me a charming smile. “For a good cause! It’s your first time going off on your own for so long, and God knows cruises can be dangerous. What if something happened to you? I’d never forgive myself!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I can take care of myself.”

      Sam eyed me warily. I knew she didn’t have much faith in my abilities, but she was trying to be polite. “Sure,” she said finally. “But it’s your first time on a big ship like this, and who knows what kinds of people are here? All kinds of crazies in close quarters—”

      “Like you!” I interrupted with a grin.

      Sam looked relieved. “Glad you’re not mad at me. I just—you know, the last time you went on a road trip alone, last summer? What happened then… well, I just can’t let that happen again. I needed to be with you, even if that meant fibbing a little on my resume.”

      Refusing to let that terrible memory cloud this important day, I smiled at Sam. “Unbelievable. It’s so exciting you’re here!”

      “I know!” said Sam, though her excitement had seemed to fade rapidly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked with a frown. “You look a little… green.”

      Samantha gave me a lopsided smile, held up a pill she produced from somewhere, and popped it into her mouth. “It’s because we’re still docked. Once the ship gets going, I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re seasick? And we haven’t even left yet!”

      She gave me a sad nod. “I’ll be fine. I read all about it. Apparently the body adapts.”

      “Does it? For everyone?”

      She shrugged. “It better. Speaking of everyone, what time is it? Don’t we have a meeting to get to?”

      “Hold on…” I whipped out my smartphone. “Smile!”

      Sam gave me a thumbs-up and a passably genuine smile, though I knew she was having to force it more than normal. She also looked a little green, but that would be fixed with the liberal use of photo filters.

      “I’m glad you thought to capture this moment,” said Sam, her smile now wan.

      “Ye-es. But actually, it’s work! #FirstDay #CrewLife … I’ll think of some more.”

      “What do you mean that’s work? Taking selfies?”

      I bobbed my head excitedly. “Yep! And that wasn’t a selfie because I wasn’t in it. I’m the social media manager, Sam, which means I spend all day taking pictures and Tweeting and Instagramming and Facebooking and posting things on the ship’s digital displays and customer information websites.”

      Sam was frowning now. “That’s not fair. I’m just a customer liaison. That means I have to listen to all their complaints and help them with all their problems.”

      I gave her a supportive shoulder squeeze. “That’s awesome! You’ll get to meet so many interesting people. I’m a little bit jealous!” This was a one hundred percent, total, absolute lie, but it was also sparkling white. I was pretty sure my job was going to be way more fun than hers, but I didn’t want to get her down.

      “Yeah, maybe. Come on. Let’s go.”

      Remembering she’d said something about a staff meeting, I pulled up my schedule using the staff app on the phone. She was right. Although my role was different, I was technically part of the Customer Liaison Team like Sam and we indeed had a meeting.

      We walked arm in arm down the hall and I felt like I was floating on a cloud. Of course, I was actually floating on water, but I guess they’re pretty similar feelings. I wanted to grill Sam more about how she faked her way into the job, but that conversation would have to wait until we were back in our room with the door sealed tight.

      “We must be going the right way. Can you hear all those people?”

      From ahead of us, we could hear the echoing chatter of a small group of people. Down below deck, it was all hard metal surfaces and sounds bounced around like in a cave. Up in the passenger areas, though, it was more like being inside a proper building: carpets and wallpapers and wood paneling absorbed sound normally rather than the utilitarian echo chamber of the ‘working’ levels.

      “Know where you’re going?” The voice had a rich, melodious tone and when I turned to look, I saw that the girl it was coming from had a smile just as friendly as Sam’s. In fact, given Sam’s current state, it was even friendlier. She must have heard us as she’d been walking down a corridor that intersected the one we were on.

      “I think so,” I said, offering the girl a smile.

      I had been worried about not knowing anyone aboard the ship, but then Sam showed up, and now this girl, even though we’d just met, had an air of friendliness about her that seemed infectious.

      “Cece Blake,” she said, sticking out a hand.

      Sam and I both exchanged quick, gentle handshakes with her.

      “Adrienne James.”

      “Samantha Williams.”

      She gave us a once-over, her eyes flicking over our uniforms. “Ooh, social media manager? That’s a new one, you lucky thing.”

      I beamed at her.

      “And customer liaison.” Cece’s smile grew notably tighter. “That can be real interesting.”

      “What do you do?” I asked her at the same time as I read her name badge. Idiot, I mentally kicked myself.

      “Housekeeping,” she said, tapping a short-nailed finger against a badge that said exactly that under her name.

      Our friendly meeting was interrupted by a thumping sound.

      “What was that?” asked Sam with a frown.

      I made a mental note to remind her to stop asking so many questions. If she was going to pretend she had five years of shipboard experience, then she really needed to pretend to know what was going on.

      “Sounded like a giant bag of meat smacking against a metal bulwark,” said Cece with a shrug.

      It kind of did. “Is that… a thing?”

      Cece snorted and used a hand to cover up a giggle.

      “Hell-ohhhh?” came a slurred voice.

      From the same direction Cece had come, a large man lumbered into view, ping-ponging his way off the metal bulwarks.

      “Great,” said Cece under her breath in a tone which indicated she was anything but delighted by the vision before us.

      “Ah! Wenches!” The man stopped his lumbering and leaned against a wall. “Is wenches right? Or is that taverns?” He had a worried frown, and he dropped his hands to his knees to steady himself. Sweat was beading on his forehead.

      “Sir, this area is restricted to staff and crew,” said Cece politely but firmly.

      “Crew! Ah!” The man beamed. “Which crew member would like to show me back to my quarters?” He raised a hand to his mouth to cover a yawn.

      “That’s my job,” said Sam glumly, her beaming smile now a distant memory.

      Cece winced. “Yeah, you better take him to his cabin. Just take that service elevator up to the VIP quarters and his room is right around the corner.” Cece pointed down toward the end of the hallway. “Goodness knows how he got down here though. You need your keycard to make it work.”

      Sam’s hand went up and reflexively touched her ID and access card, which hung from a lanyard around her neck like most staff members. “Wish me luck…”

      Cece took her by the shoulders. “Just don’t get too close to him. Understand?”

      Sam nodded, though she didn’t look happy about it. “See you in a bit…”

      We waved her off and watched as she led the man into the elevator. When the doors had closed, we resumed our journey to the meeting.

      “I guess she’s had plenty of experience with passengers like that,” said Cece, shaking her head to herself. “I’d hate to do her job.”

      “Plenty of experience?”

      “Samantha Williams, right? I was looking over the list of new members. She’s been doing this since I was in high school.”

      “Oh, yeah. Five years, all right.” While I was happy to have Sam here, I wasn’t overly pleased about having to play along with her little ruse. “But don’t you have to deal with customers like that too? You have to go into their rooms.”

      “Yep, but we do that when the passengers aren’t there. And anyway, if I don’t want to talk to them, I just tell them I don’t hablo Ingles.”

      I giggled. “I guess me and her couldn’t get away with that in our jobs!”

      Cece shook her head. “Nope. You have to be nice to people like old Patrick Murphy back there.”

      “You know that guy?”

      “He’s famous. Infamous, rather. Takes about a hundred cruises a year and acts like an idiot on every one.”

      “Is he… violent?” I asked, worried for Sam.

      “He’s not punchy, but he is handsy. I guess your friend is used to dealing with people like that though.”

      I pondered that thought for a moment. Back in Nebraska, Sam had been able to handle herself, but I worried that out here at sea was a completely different kettle of fish.

      “She’s a tough cookie.”

      “Awesome. There’ll be plenty of people up on the VIP floor anyway. Lots of them like to get here early and settle in before the riff-raff arrive.” We reached a room with a wide-open door and a couple of people hanging out outside. “Come on, in here.”

      I followed Cece into the room labeled Staff Meeting Room Three. Like a lot of the non-passenger areas of the ship, the ceilings were low and everything felt cramped. The room had several dozen chairs in it, and a small elevated section at one end from which presentations could be given.

      There were already about twenty people in the room and the air bubbled with excitement. I took out my phone and snapped a few pictures. I probably wouldn’t use them, but I figured something good might turn up.

      “Sweet. The best seats are still free.” Cece sat down in the very back row, closest to the door we had entered through, and patted the seat next to her. I instinctively hesitated. At school, I always sat at the front of the class and still had the childish thought in the back of my mind that sitting at the back was for the ‘bad apples.’

      The hesitation didn’t last long. I’d left home to start a new life and become a new person. Why not start by casting off my goodie-two-shoes image? With a grin, I sat next to my new friend.

      “These things never start on time,” she said, shaking her head and sighing. I checked the time. It was 4:30 p.m. exactly, the time the meeting was supposed to start.

      We were still waiting five minutes later when Samantha arrived, tapping me on the shoulder from behind and then squeezing past me to sit down.

      She didn’t look great. Her normally calm face seemed to be trying to decide whether it wanted to be red or green.

      “Did you get him back to his cage?” asked Cece with a smirk.

      “Yeah, just about.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t look it.

      “Yeah… I’m fine,” she said, though her tone was so subdued she might as well have had a neon sign above her head flashing DEFINITELY NOT FINE.

      “Testing, testing, one, two, one, two. Can you hear me at the back?”

      We responded that we could indeed hear the lady at the front who I knew to be Sylvia Diaz. She was the cruise director and my immediate boss, who I’d met several times during the interview and training process. While I hadn’t fully made up my mind about her, I was pretty sure we wouldn’t ever be friends; we were as compatible as toothpaste and cheese.

      “Right. The meeting agenda is up on the screen and you should all have been emailed a copy. Please pay attention. It’s not just for my benefit. It’s also a legal requirement that you are fully informed about all safety procedures…”

      And so, the meeting, and my new career, began in earnest.
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      The next day, with the memory of the interminably long meeting still at the forefront of my thoughts (did you know that if a passenger falls overboard, we’re not supposed to strip off and dive in right after them? And that if there’s a fire, we’re supposed to pull the alarm? And that stealing from a passenger’s room is a big no-no?), it was time to get to work.

      After Sam and I had finally finished chatting last night, I’d dozed off to sleep listening to the ship’s engines. The crew quarters were close enough to the engine rooms that the ship’s power plant provided a constant background hum that, although alien to a farm girl like me, was not unpleasant.

      I had tried not to look too excited when I parted with Cece and Sam as they headed to their respective jobs after breakfast. It didn’t seem fair that they would be cleaning and dealing with fussy passengers while I basically got to do what I wanted, wandering around the ship, taking pictures of the most interesting things, and writing posts about them. But hey, life’s not fair, I told myself with a grin when I thought no one was looking.

      The first thing I did was take a few pictures of people boarding: #CruiseLife #Cruising #FirstDayCruise. Most of the VIPs had boarded the day before for an extra exclusive night, but the regular passengers—non-vips, as Cece called them—were being welcomed aboard today.

      The Swan of the Seas was apparently a minnow in the world of cruising, though it felt like a floating city to me. The population on board was at least triple that of Cornridge, Nebraska, where Sam and I hailed from and it felt to me just as monumental as if I’d moved to Chicago or New York.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see who it was.

      “Adrienne, darling?” said Sylvia the cruise director, who had sidled up behind my prime location looking down on the gangway below.

      “Oh, hi!” I said and immediately felt guilty.

      It’s a bit of a weakness of mine; whenever I’m doing something fun, I feel like I should be doing something not fun instead. And this job was definitely fun so far.

      “Good work so far, but I’m going to need you to think about a bit more pizazz in your work, do you see?”

      “Pizazz?” I asked, scrunching up my nose.

      I’d only started a few minutes before. It didn’t seem exactly fair to accuse me of being boring, which is presumably what my pizazz-lessness was.

      “Yes, get out there, mingle. Meet the customers. I know you’re not a customer liaison, but in some ways, you are the ultimate customer liaison. Do you see?”

      Do you see seemed to be a verbal tic of hers and I was already tempted to answer no.

      “Uh-huh,” I sounded. “I was thinking of interviewing some of the cruise regulars. Since I do have a background in journalism, after all.”

      Sylvia nodded at me. “Yes, that might work. But make sure they’re positive. If they have any complaints, make sure you edit them out. Your job is to provide a positive spin, not to ‘report’ on problems, do you see?”

      “Yes, I see,” I said, hiding a frown. I was being censored already and I hadn’t even reported anything yet!

      “Remember, you’re our social media tsarina, our publicity princess, our picture poster, and our Twitter tweeter. You’re not Bernstein and Woodward. Do you see?”

      I gritted my teeth and forced my finest fake smile. “Absolutely. I’m going to be so positive I’ll pop.”

      “Fantastico! You can ask some of the other staff members who the regulars are for your interviews, but remember, keep them short and sweet and fun. And make sure you’re Tweeting and Instagramming hourly!”

      Hourly? Goodness. Perhaps this work wasn’t going to be quite as laid back as I thought it would be.

      “Yes, boss,” I said and saluted her with my smartphone.

      She beamed back at me and went off to harass some other poor staff members. Looking below me, I could see that the gangways had been lifted and removed, and the last of the ship’s moorings were being untied.

      Beyond, I caught my last glimpses of the most fun city I’d ever had the pleasure of visiting: New Orleans. After nearly a month there, I’d come to the conclusion that there was more excitement in one night in New Orleans than in an entire month in Nebraska. Not that Nebraska is dull, you understand, but… no, scratch that. Nebraska is dull. But almost anywhere would be compared to Nola. Speaking of which, I’m not supposed to say Nola, because apparently it makes me sound like a tourist.

      I was on a deck called The Constitutional, so named because it provided a pleasant path to stroll the circumference of the ship at a leisurely pace, with a few cafés dotting the path and a liberal sprinkling of benches, chairs, and sun loungers placed every hundred yards or so in case you needed a break in your exercise. Another deck had a running track for those wanting something a bit more active, and I hoped to get a few interesting shots there later.

      I was just about to head back inside when an idea stopped me dead in my tracks.

      Patrick Murphy!

      Cece had said that he was a cruise regular, exaggerating that he went on a hundred or so a year. Not that I’d normally choose to focus on a rude drunk, but Sam had seemed quite upset when she’d come back from escorting him to his room the day before. I wanted to know more about him—and now I had an excuse.

      The previous night, Sam and I had spent a couple of hours studying the layout of the ship, trying to memorize the location of every point of interest. It wasn’t just for our own edification of course; it was also a job requirement. Unlike Sam though, I had the opportunity to wander the ship as I pleased—in fact, it was my duty to visit all the interesting parts—and so memorizing the location of everything was going to be a lot easier for me.

      It was about a ten-minute walk from my spot on the constitutional deck to the VIP section, in which Mr. Murphy’s stateroom was located. When I arrived, I immediately made my way to the nearest crew station, where I found a printed list of passengers and their cabins for this section. His room was designated VIP-12.

      Pleased at my own cleverness, I sauntered down the hallway with confidence, only to realize that particular corridor ended at VIP-10.

      Confidence deflated, I returned to the crew station and made another attempt, this time successful.

      Outside the cabin door was a sign reading “The Stateroom of Mr. And Mrs. Patrick Murphy.” Although the sign was of course only temporary, it looked like a permanent fixture and no doubt made the passengers in this section feel like they actually were Very Important People. Perhaps some of them really were.

      Next to the door was an ornate lion’s head doorbell that, although undoubtedly made in China for pennies, looked like it had been borrowed from an Edwardian mansion. If there weren’t dozens of identical ones throughout this section of the ship, it certainly would’ve fooled me.

      I pressed the button and was mildly disappointed that it rang with a normal ding-dong rather than a roar.

      I waited patiently for five seconds, impatiently for another fifteen, and then I rang it again.

      After my third attempt at ringing, I decided to change my tactics before giving up and finding someone else to interview. This time, I rapped on the door with my knuckles, regretting it as soon as I realized the ornate white door was actually painted steel. Banging your hand against a steel door is much more painful than doing so against a wooden one. My knocking produced less noise than the ouch I let out in painful surprise.

      What I did notice, though, was that the door was not, in fact, fully shut. It was open just about an inch. I stared at the crack between the door and its frame. Was it open when I arrived? Or had it just opened?

      I gave it a tentative push and the heavy door slowly began to swing inward.

      “Hello?” I called through the crack.

      There was no answer. I pushed the door a bit harder and it swung all the way open.

      Peering inside, my eyes went wide with shock.

      “Oh my…”

      The room was so much nicer than mine it didn’t seem fair. While of course I understood that I was just a member of staff and this businessman was paying hundreds or thousands of dollars a night, seeing the difference left a kind of gnawing jealousy inside me.

      I’d never be able to afford a room like this. Not in a hundred years.

      The floor was laid with marble, and the walls were simply but tastefully decorated with a number of abstract art pieces.

      And the lighting! Mine and Sam’s room had no windows and a single too-harsh fluorescent bulb that made the room achingly bright if it was on, or left us in pitch blackness if it was off. But here, there were large sliding windows which let in all the natural light to bounce off the brightly painted walls and copious mirrors spread throughout.

      “Hello?” I called. “Mr. Murphy?” I put my head right in through the door but I didn’t yet step inside. “Is anyone there? The door’s open…”

      I didn’t get a response. Quickly checking over my shoulder to make sure no one else was watching me, I stepped inside.

      “He-llo!” I called, much louder than before, but in a friendly sing-song voice. I didn’t want to sound like a burglar—not that I knew what burglars sounded like.

      I took another step inside and something caught my eye. Up ahead, I could see a rather expensive-looking leather sofa, but more importantly, behind it was a shoe sticking out.

      The problem was… it didn’t look like it was just a shoe. I thought I could see it attached to a sock. But I couldn’t see any further due to the sofa and my current line of sight.

      I took another step forward, moving slightly to the right to get a better viewing angle.

      Oh, how I wished I hadn’t.

      The shoe was most definitely attached to an entire leg, and presumably the rest of a person beyond.

      “Are you sleeping!?” My voice was loud and high pitched, almost yelping. Calm down, I thought, calm down. I took three deep breaths.

      “Are you passed out drunk on the floor?” I began to walk forward with nervous little steps. “Please be passed out drunk on the floor. Mr. Murphy! Mr. Murphy…”

      Squeezing my hands into tight little fists, I forced myself to keep going. With another couple of steps, I could see right over the sofa and what it had been hiding.

      “Oh… no.”

      Patrick Murphy was laid out on the floor, a reddish-brown stain surrounding his head. From the angle of one of his arms, it was clear he wasn’t sleeping—not even a very drunk person could sleep at that painful angle.

      Patrick Murphy had gone from dead drunk yesterday to actually dead today.

      

      
        
        Click here to continue reading…
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