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   Lost Kitten in Las Vegas (A Tiffany Black Story)
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When cupcake-loving croupier and private investigator Tiffany Black is asked to investigate the death of an architect-turned-poker-addict, she stumbles upon a group of unpleasant neighbors, who also happen to be potential killers. 
 
   Meanwhile, Tiffany’s friend Stone asks her for a small favor – a tiny task which leads Tiffany into an attempt to unravel Stone’s identity. Unfortunately, some masks only hide more lies…
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Las Vegas in the fall wasn’t too terrible. The hordes of summer tourists had left, taking their stingy tipping habits with them, and the temperature had finally dipped below boiling point. 
 
   An evening breeze wafted through my half-open bathroom window, and if I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine that my cramped, one-bedroom apartment was a nice place to live. 
 
   Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to close my eyes. If I wanted to get to my shift on time, I’d have to leave within the next ten minutes. However, I’d botched my eyeshadow so badly that it looked like someone had given me two black eyes. 
 
   I was about to reach for my makeup remover when there was an insistent banging on my front door. Not loud enough to annoy the neighbors, but loud enough to annoy me.
 
   “Tiffany!” There was a hushed urgency to the call. “Tiffany, hurry up!”
 
   I knew that voice and I chose to ignore it. I’d fallen for this trick far too many times, and besides, I had my own crisis to deal with.
 
   “I’m coming, I’m coming,” I called out. That was a big fat lie. I stood absolutely still in front of my bathroom mirror, swiped makeup remover across my eyelids, and breathed a sigh of relief when I looked like myself again. 
 
   That would teach me to attempt the “smoky kohl eyes” Linda at work always raved about. She claimed the extra tips she received were all due to her sexy eye makeup. If that were true, I was doomed to a lifetime of mediocre gratuities – all because of my inability to apply more than a swipe or two of mascara. Unless, of course, my work as a private investigator picked up, in which case I could finally quit working as a dealer at the Treasury Casino.
 
   The banging on my door had stopped, but I knew that Ian was standing quietly on the other side with all the persistence of a puppy that’s smelled a bone. I sighed, resigned to my fate. 
 
   Ian lives down the hall from me, and is one of the few non-geriatric residents of my building. He’s the human equivalent of a bouncy castle; a curly-red-haired man-child packed to the gills with hope and enthusiasm. He also harbors the mistaken impression that I need to be updated with every “brilliant” idea or brainwave that he gets.
 
   Two days ago, he’d brought over a bunch of ugly wigs he thought we could use as disguises in “our” PI business, and the day before that, he’d barged in, all crazy-eyed, to tell me they were showing reruns of Star Trek. A week ago, he’d wanted to borrow paprika and roasted almonds (I had neither), and a few days before that he’d wanted to know if I had any vampire-ridding strings of garlic. (I didn’t, and I only half-listened to Ian’s claim that our new neighbor down the hall didn’t just have bad teeth, but also had a predilection for human plasma, and why wasn’t I more worried, since it was a known fact that ugly old vampires preferred to feast on the lifeblood of young females?) 
 
    “Tiff, hurry up!” Ian’s voice was oddly strained, and I frowned. This did actually sound urgent.
 
   “What is it this time?” I opened the door grudgingly, and then I froze and stared. No wonder Ian had sounded so insistent. 
 
   He rushed past me into the living room, and I closed the door.
 
   “You can’t be serious,” I said.
 
   Ian didn’t bother to reply, and instead placed the small bundle of fur he’d been holding against his chest on the floor. I watched, enchanted despite my desire to be cynical, as miniature paws emerged from the fur, and it morphed into a tiny kitten, all white and fluffy and staring at me with big blue eyes.
 
   It mewed once with a voice so tiny I could barely hear it. Its eyes were big and beseeching, and I almost cooed out loud.
 
   But I didn’t. Instead, I shook my head and tried to speak logically. “It might be cute,” – and it was, it was so cute that even Darth Vader would’ve wanted to give it a Roomba to ride on – “but you can’t keep pets in this building.”
 
   “She’s not a pet. She’s my friend.” Ian beamed, pleased to have discovered what he clearly thought was a loophole in our building’s no-pets policy.
 
   The kitten looked around, amazed by my tiny apartment, and I frowned. “Does your friend know how to use the toilet?”
 
   “Urrgh.” Consternation flashed through Ian’s eyes, and he quickly lifted the kitten off the carpeted living area and onto the linoleum floor of the kitchenette. “She’ll learn.”
 
   The kitten nuzzled against Ian’s feet, and he bent down to stroke her. “Her name’s Snowflake.”
 
   The name suited her. Snowflake was almost succeeding in turning me into a big softie, but one of us needed to act like an adult here, so I said, “Snowflake needs a proper home. You know Mrs. Weebly will send her to the pound as soon as she finds out.”
 
   Snowflake took a few tentative steps away from Ian and sniffed the kitchen floor. Ian looked at me hopefully. “Mrs. Weebly doesn’t need to know. I just rescued Snowflake from the streets, she can’t go to the pound.”
 
   I sighed. Logic wasn’t going to win over somebody enamored by a cute kitten. Just then, Snowflake decided to use my kitchen floor as her bathroom.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Ian said quickly. “You go to work, I’ll clean up.”
 
   “I’m sure you will.” I watched as Snowflake looked around, wobbled over to the corner, and began licking herself meticulously.
 
   “I could hide her from Mrs. Weebly,” Ian said.
 
   I gathered my things and slung my tote bag over my shoulder. It was getting late, and I couldn’t let a tiny kitten prevent me from getting to work on time. “Her owner’s probably out there looking for her. Can you imagine how much he misses her?”
 
   Ian looked crestfallen.
 
   I hated to be the one spreading disenchantment in the world, but Ian might not be doing the right thing by adopting Snowflake. “Where did you find her?”
 
   “She was wandering down the Strip, all alone. Someone could’ve hurt her.”
 
   “How does a kitten get onto the Strip?”
 
   Ian shrugged.  
 
   “Maybe the owner’s still out there,” I said. “You need to give her back.”
 
   I opened my front door, and just before I stepped out, I turned to look back at the kitten. Snowflake had fallen asleep in the corner of my kitchen, the spitting image of beauty and innocence. 
 
   Who’d have imagined that such a sweet little creature could lead us into such a horrific mess? 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Visitors to Vegas sometimes think that working as a casino dealer is like having a non-stop party for a job. Your “office” is always brightly lit, full of cheerful holidaymakers, and reverberating with the jingles of slot machines and the chatter of happy people. 
 
   What most people don’t know is that the casino is like a giant theatre, and visitors only see the highly synchronized acts on stage. I, on the other hand, am a stagehand – the type that doesn’t get paid very well and does a lot of running around in uncomfortable shoes. Though I might seem like a partier, because I’m handing out blackjack cards or rolling the roulette wheel, I’m having about as much fun as a harried parent hosting a birthday for her toddler and his rambunctious, sugar-high friends.
 
   I like most gamblers. They keep me employed, and they’re generally pretty nice people. Unfortunately, there’s always that one guy who blows through his kid’s college fund at my blackjack table and then blames it all on me. Little Susie lost her chance at becoming an aeronautical engineer: suddenly it’s all my fault. Never mind the fact that I wasn’t the one placing the bets. 
 
   My shift didn’t get off to a great start, thanks to Little Susie’s dad, who was the very first person to sit down at my blackjack table. After he was escorted away by security, I was moved over to a craps table, where I was kept company by a group of inebriated bachelor party guests. I wondered how Ian would’ve dealt with the drunk partiers, had he been in my place. He would’ve probably stopped working, tossed back a few drinks with them, and promptly been fired. 
 
   While the thought of Ian getting drunk and being fired was amusing, it made me think about Snowflake. And though I wouldn’t admit it to Ian, it would’ve been nice if he could’ve kept the little furball. It was a good thing he’d found her – Snowflake was so tiny and quiet, I had no problem imagining a four-foot wide tourist unknowingly crushing her under his massive, heavy feet as he rushed from one fat-laden buffet to another.
 
   My shift couldn’t end soon enough, but it was past two in the morning when I finally changed out of my dealer’s uniform and into khaki shorts and a t-shirt. I stepped out of the artificially bright and cheery casino and onto the equally bright and cheery Strip. It was getting a little chilly, but most of the tourists outside were warm from all the free drinks they’d imbibed. They posed cheerfully for photos and selfies, and did the Vegas shuffle from one casino to another.
 
   Although the night was well underway, traffic on the Strip was held up by slow-moving limos and taxis, and I was glad I lived a brisk walk away. I maneuvered my way past streetwalkers, holiday-makers, and three men handing out cards pushing their escort services. I was about to walk past a fourth escort-service promoter, when I did a double take.
 
   “Ian?”
 
   “Hey, Tiff!” Ian grinned broadly. “I was hoping I’d see you!”
 
   “Why’re you handing out escort brochures?”
 
   “I’m not! They’re – look.” He handed me a piece of paper, and I looked. In the middle of the page was a large photo of Snowflake; the headline on top said “Is This Your Lost Kitten?” 
 
   I had to admit it was a pretty good idea. “It was nice of you to go to so much trouble.”
 
   Ian shrugged and tried to hand a page to some women who were walking by. “Lost kitten,” he said. One of them paused and took a look at the photo, before shaking her head and walking off.
 
   “Whoever lost Snowflake might be nearby,” Ian said, and I nodded. Snowflake was lucky to have him looking out for her. And then he said, “I should’ve asked that woman for her number, right? You think I could meet a girl this way? Maybe after I’ve found Snowflake’s owner, I could keep handing out these brochures and try to meet someone here.”
 
   “I’m sure there are better ways to meet the ladies.” I was about to say something about Ian’s inability to find a girlfriend, when an obviously inebriated man swayed towards us. “Hey man,” he slurred. “I wouldn’t mind a girl.”
 
   “Neither would I,” said Ian. “But I forgot to ask for her number.”
 
   “How come she’s not wearing a bikini?”
 
   The man was staring at me closely, and I took a step back. I didn’t like the way he was leering, and I’d had my share of dealing with drunks for the night.
 
   “She’s not an escort,” Ian said patiently. “And b—”
 
   “She should wear a bikini,” the man slurred. “All women. Should wear bikinis. All the time.”
 
   “And all men should look like Ryan Gosling              ,” I said. “All the time.” Before drunken non-Ryan Gosling could irritate me any further, I turned to Ian and said, “I’ll see you around. Good luck finding Snowflake’s owner.”
 
   Five minutes later, I was walking down the dark alley opposite the Cosmo Hotel. As usual, this stretch of road was silent and empty, and pretty soon I was lost in thought. This was where I’d first met my boyfriend, Jack, and I smiled to myself as I remembered his gorgeous green eyes and straight, dark hair. I had a day off tomorrow, and I’d be spending it with Jack. It had been a while since I’d last seen him, and I was day-dreaming about what we’d do on our date when a hand landed lightly on my shoulder.
 
   I jumped six feet into the air, twirled around, and was about to do my best horror movie-style I’ve-seen-the-slasher scream, when I saw who it was. 
 
   “You look happy to see me,” said Stone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The fear was replaced by mild irritation. “Why’d you scare me like that?”
 
   “You should be more alert.” There was a hint of amusement in his deep voice. “Dark alley – someone else could’ve attacked you.”
 
   Well, no-one else would attack me now, not least because I had no enemies out there. And even if someone did attack me, I knew enough Krav Maga to get out of any scuffle alive. At least that’s what I’d told my Krav Maga instructor when I last made an excuse for not attending class.
 
   We fell into step silently, and Stone shortened his gait to match mine. Walking next to him felt reassuring – he had a tall, muscular presence that warded off darkness even when all the streetlights were broken. Stone was dressed in his usual uniform of navy jeans and a crisp white shirt, and his dark hair fell slightly over his forehead. 
 
   “I ran into your nanna at the Riverbelle Casino tonight,” Stone said.
 
   Nanna lives with my parents and plays poker on the sly. “Did she win?”
 
   “Some hands. She said you’ve got a day off tomorrow.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Any plans?”
 
   I thought about Jack. Stone disapproves of him; he thinks he’s unstable and a little bit crazy. I didn’t feel like defending my choices in men, so I shrugged wordlessly. 
 
   Stone said, “I might need a favor.”
 
   I turned and looked at him. 
 
   I’d met Stone when a client of mine hired him as my bodyguard. Since then, Stone’s always been the one helping me out, introducing me to my Krav Maga instructor, and getting in touch with his casino buddies when I needed to look up something in surveillance footage. I’d be happy to get a chance to repay him all those favors, so I said, “Of course. Anything,” and held my breath; I hoped it would be a task that I could actually do. I’d been moonlighting as a PI for a few months now, but I was still a little nervous about my skills.
 
   “I need you to tail a guy.”
 
   That definitely sounded like something I could do, and I breathed out. “Consider it done.”
 
   “Are you sure? It’s an all-day job.”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “You don’t have plans with Moneybags?”
 
   Moneybags was just one of Stone’s fond nicknames for Jack. “I’m happy to do this, Stone. Just tell me who.”
 
   Stone’s pretty much perfected the art of the poker face, but I thought I saw a flash of relief in his dark eyes. “His name’s Michael Schuman. It should be an easy job.”
 
   We reached my apartment, and I invited Stone upstairs. When I flicked on the lights, I noticed that my dark brown carpet was flecked with tiny white kitten hairs. Ian had mopped up the kitchenette floor, but at some point Snowflake must’ve explored the rest of my place.
 
   Stone seemed bemused by the fur. “Are you shedding?”
 
   I smiled wryly. “Ian brought a kitten over.” Stone’s dark eyes seemed reflective as he looked at the fur. “Did you ever have a pet?” I asked.
 
   “When I was six. Golden lab. S— Never mind.”
 
   “No, I’m curious. What were you like when you were six?”
 
   “Incredibly boring. Anyway.” Stone settled down on my couch and pulled out his smartphone. “Let me text you this guy’s photo.” He talked as he fiddled with his phone. “Michael’s an executive from Oklahoma, over on business. His wife’s a little nervous about what he does after work. He’s only in Vegas for a day, so our work isn’t much.”
 
   My phone beeped with the incoming message, and I glanced at the photo. Michael was a square-jawed, dark haired man in a suit and tie. Handsome in a corporate way. “What business is he in?”
 
   “Stationery. Anyway, the wife wants us to tail him all day. He lands in Vegas at seven a.m. and then he’s meant to be in a meeting at his hotel.”
 
   “Where’s he staying?”
 
   “Hilton near McCarran.”
 
   The Doubletree Hilton near McCarran was your typical airport hotel – lots of rooms, a generic lobby, and hotel staff who looked like they’d rather be at the beach. You could airlift it and place it next to any airport in the world, and it would fit right in – unlike the flashy Strip resorts. The hotel had a large carpark in front, which meant I would have no trouble parking my car and waiting in it. The job seemed easy enough, and I said so to Stone.
 
   “Should be. Zac’d do it, but he’s busy with another project during the day.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   I never asked what projects Stone and his employees worked on. Stone runs a “security services” company, and though he claims to be an ex-CIA operative, I think he was actually a government-hired hitman. 
 
   “Zac’ll tail him from McCarran to the Hilton, and he’s all yours after that. Call if you need backup. For all we know, he might just stay at the hotel and never step out.”
 
   “But it’s unlikely. Who comes to Vegas without going to the Strip?”
 
   Stone grunted non-commitally. 
 
   I tried to think of anything else to ask. “Any particular reason we’re tailing him? An ex who lives in Vegas?”
 
   Stone’s face was impassive. “I didn’t ask the wife.”
 
   “Ok.”
 
   “His flight leaves Vegas at seven the next morning. Zac’ll be waiting at the airport from four – call if he leaves any sooner. Just make sure he doesn’t see you.”
 
   I nodded and couldn’t think of much else to ask about Michael Schuman. A few minutes later, Stone went on his way, and I went to bed.
 
   I spent most of the next morning sleeping off my last couple of shifts and was woken up by a loud knocking. My bedroom clock and my stomach both told me it was after lunch-time, so I dragged myself over to the door, half-expecting to see Ian and Snowflake. It turned out to be my mom and Nanna.
 
   “Surprise!” said Nanna. “We brought you lunch.”
 
   Her words were music to my ears. I gave her a quick hug, and my mom stepped inside and placed a casserole dish and a small Tupperware box on my tiny kitchen counter. 
 
   Nanna was wearing a bright blue tracksuit and matching blue sneakers, her “shopping” outfit. Time had shrunk Nanna till she was a good six inches shorter than me, but her orthodontic soles and artfully fluffed-up thinning white hair gave her a couple inches’ boost, and enough confidence to act like a teenager. My mother was wearing a floral dress and sensible shoes, her dark hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail. While Nanna wore clever taupe eyeshadow and mauve lipstick, my mother looked like she wasn’t wearing any makeup at all. I guessed they were on the way to the outlets – all the better for Nanna to spend last night’s poker winnings.
 
   “It smells great!” I said. “Thank you.”
 
   “Hmm.” My mom looked around my apartment critically. “I wish you’d learn to cook, but till then…it’s vegetable lasagna. And there’s some dessert in the box.”
 
   I opened the box immediately. There were two cupcakes inside. White frosting on dark chocolatey goodness. I could taste the deliciousness already.  
 
   “You can give the dishes back tomorrow,” Nanna said. “You’re coming for dinner, aren’t you?”
 
   “Um.” I frowned and tried to think back to when Michael was leaving Vegas. “I’m not sure. I might be doing some PI work.”
 
   “Isn’t that nice!” Nanna said. “What is it?”
 
   “Surveillance,” I said vaguely.
 
   “Your place is a mess,” my mom announced. “No wonder you never invite us over.”
 
   There was another knock on the door, and I looked at Nanna.
 
   “We ran into Ian on the way up,” she told me. “He said he’d come over.”
 
   I nodded and let her answer the door, while I headed to the bathroom to freshen up and change. When I came out, Ian was sitting on the living room floor playing with Snowflake, and my mom and Nanna were making clucking “How cute!” noises. Ian had a cat toy in his hand – an ugly rubbery mouse on a string that he was dangling above Snowflake’s nose and moving out of harm’s way when her paw got too close. Every few seconds, she meowed and looked around, probably hoping to see a better-looking toy.
 
   “Hey,” said Ian when he saw me. “How’s your day off going?”
 
   “Good start.” I smiled at my mom and Nanna. I couldn’t wait to eat.
 
   “Your mom brought over all this food,” Ian said. “But I already had lunch.”
 
   “How tragic,” I said, not feeling an ounce of sympathy.
 
   “Yeah.” Ian continued to dangle the rubber mouse in front of Snowflake. “So I ate those two cupcakes instead.”
 
   A red haze appeared before my eyes. I needed to breathe. I needed to count backwards from ten. I would kill Ian for this. Not while Mom and Nanna were there. But once they left… Should I smother him or use a knife? 
 
   My mom and Nanna burst out laughing. I looked over at them in surprise, and then at the open Tupperware box. The cupcakes were still in there. Safe and sound.
 
    “I told them you’d blow a fuse,” Ian said.
 
   “You should learn to share,” my mom said.
 
   My blood pressure dropped back to normal. “I’m good at sharing. Just not cupcakes. Ian knows that.”
 
   Nanna shook her head, and my mom said, “Marriage is all about sharing. Don’t you want to ever get married?”
 
   “We’re not in the fifties anymore.”
 
   “No, but…most men still like women who can cook.”
 
   “And bake,” Ian added. “Why can’t you bake your own cupcakes? I could taste-test for you.”
 
   I served myself some of the casserole and set the microwave to reheat. “I’m going to marry a man who can bake.”
 
   Ian said, “Like Glenn?”
 
   Glenn lived downstairs and baked amazing cupcakes, but he was in his eighties. More importantly, he already had a girlfriend.
 
   “Sure,” I said. 
 
   “How’s it going with Jack?” Mom asked.
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Then why haven’t we met him yet?”
 
   “Because he’s always travelling.” And because I wasn’t sure he should meet my parents yet; I still wasn’t sure if this was a real relationship or not. I liked him a lot, but he was a successful businessman who used to only date models and wannabe socialites, and I always thought he was a little out of my league. Recently, he’d been travelling a lot more, so I only saw him a few times each month: not quite the stuff amazing relationships are made of.
 
   Before we could get into too many uncomfortable details about my love life, there was another knock on the door.
 
   I looked at my mother, wondering if she’d invited someone else along. She looked just as surprised as everyone else in the room, so I called out, “Who is it?”
 
   “It’s me,” said a warbly voice. “Mrs. Weebly.”
 
   “Oh, shoot!” Ian was on his feet instantly, scooping up Snowflake with one hand. “Now what?”
 
   “In the bedroom,” I hissed, half-pushing him in and closing the door afterwards. 
 
   As soon as Ian and Snowflake were safely hidden, I opened the front door and smiled a big, fake smile. Years of working at the casino had helped me perfect my technique. “Hello, Mrs. Weebly. How are you?”
 
   Mrs. Weebly was about the same age as Nanna, but a bit wider and a bit taller. And a lot less nice. “I heard a cat,” she said. “I’m here to look for it.”
 
   Snowflake was about as loud as an ant; there was no way Mrs. Weebly could’ve heard her. The woman must have some kind of special cat radar. 
 
   Rumor was, a few decades ago, Mrs. Weebly used to be an assistant to a big-shot executive, and her job consisted of keeping folks from barging into his office. Clearly, she’d picked up some good “barging into places” skills herself, because she seemed to walk into my apartment through sheer force of personality. 
 
   “This is my mom and nanna,” I said feebly. “There’s no cat in here.”
 
   “Nor should there be,” Mrs. Weebly said, glaring around my living room and clearly finding it lacking. “Pets are banned in this apartment. They bring property values down.”
 
   Never mind that the building’s property values were already down thanks to absentee owners, a lack of funding for proper security, and a year-old scandal involving a prostitute, some cocaine, and a Porsche crashing through a gate. 
 
   As if on cue, Snowflake meowed loudly from the bedroom.
 
   Mrs. Weebly looked up. “What was that?” 
 
   I glanced nervously at the bedroom door. “My alarm clock. It’s always going off and sometimes the radio starts playing for no good reason.”
 
   Ian must’ve heard me and switched on his phone’s music streaming app. Loud music immediately streamed out from my bedroom, drowning out any impossibly loud kitten noises. 
 
   Mrs. Weebly said, “I know what I heard, and I know you’re keeping a cat in there.”
 
   She began to walk towards the bedroom, but I rushed forwards and blocked the door. “Please don’t go in there, it’s such a mess.”
 
   “It is a mess,” agreed Nanna. “Trust us, there’s no cat here. And Tiff keeps all kinds of things in her room that you don’t want to see.” She winked broadly, implying that I was some kind of sexual deviant. 
 
   My mother blushed a deep maroon, and Mrs. Weebly stammered and looked at the floor awkwardly.  
 
   I gave Nanna a pointed look, sure that she could’ve thought up a better excuse. For the record, I’m not a sexual deviant. There’s nothing particularly sexy in my bedroom, not least because I haven’t had a man in there for a while. 
 
   “Maybe it wasn’t a meow,” Mrs. Weebly said finally, clearly unable to believe that someone as white-haired as Nanna could be such a blatant liar. She turned and was about to leave when she spotted the cat toy lying on the floor. In his rush to hide Snowflake, Ian had forgotten about the rubber mouse.
 
   “What’s this?” Mrs. Weebly said, glaring at me. “Why do you have cat toys?”
 
   “It’s not a cat toy.”
 
   “Then what is it?” Mrs. Weebly said.
 
   I searched the recesses of my mind, trying to find a good excuse for having a rubber mouse in my apartment. 
 
   “It’s a sex toy,” Nanna said.
 
   Mrs. Weebly inhaled sharply and turned to look at Nanna. 
 
   “It’s not a sex toy,” I said, annoyed at the accusation. Even if it was, what kind of people would leave sex toys lying around in the middle of their living room floor? Well, maybe people whose lives were much more interesting than mine. 
 
   “Then what is it?” Mrs. Weebly said. 
 
   A moment of silence prevailed, and then Nanna said, “Oh, come on, dear. We’re all ladies in here. You don’t have to be so shy.” 
 
   Mrs. Weebly looked at me suspiciously, and then back at the toy. “It doesn’t look like… It looks like a cat toy.”
 
   “Things are modern, these days,” Nanna said. “Young people. They’re so creative.”
 
   I could feel myself turning red and trying to think of alternative explanations. Nothing came to mind.
 
   “Well,” Mrs. Weebly said. “I suppose that’s better than keeping a cat in secret.”
 
   Perhaps it was. After all, neighbors having active sex lives wouldn’t bring down property values. 
 
   Mrs. Weebly left, not a moment too soon, and I knocked on the bedroom door to let Ian know that he could come out. 
 
   “You’ve got to get rid of Snowflake,” I told him. “Mrs. Weebly could get us kicked out of the building, and where else would we live? This is the only place so close to the Strip that’s cheap.”
 
   Ian looked at Snowflake sadly. Now that she had unfettered access to the rubber mouse she had lost all interest in it and was busy licking her tiny tail. 
 
   “I’ve put an ad on Craigslist,” he said. “And put out an ad in the Vegas Sun. I can’t just hand her over to a cat rescue – they kill their cats after six months!”
 
   I looked at my mom. 
 
   “Don’t look at me,” she said. “Mr. Gingers won’t let another cat stay with us.”
 
   She was right. My parents’ old ginger cat could be super territorial and aggressive, and poor Snowflake would be miserable.
 
   “I’ll ask around,” Nanna said. “But most of us old geezers live with kids or grandkids who don’t like cats or already have too many.”
 
   “Maybe having a kitten will be good for you,” my mom said. “Maybe it’ll teach you some maternal instincts.”
 
   “Maybe it’ll make me look like a crazy cat lady,” I said. “And drive away all the eligible bachelors.”
 
   Nanna said, “If you’re not going to learn to cook or bake to get yourself a man, maybe you should make that fib we told Mrs. Weebly come true. Maybe you should invest in some good sex toys.”
 
   “You do know that good sex toys are just another reason for not needing a man, right?”
 
   My mom rolled her eyes, exasperated with the turn our conversation had taken. “Introduce us to Jack soon. And Ian, good luck finding Snowflake’s owner.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Jack and I had planned to meet for coffee that afternoon, so a little before four, I drove ten minutes from the Strip and found myself in a quiet café with wooden furniture and few other customers. I turned up early, but Jack had arrived earlier than me, looking slightly disheveled in a wrinkled white shirt with rolled-up sleeves. A smattering of stubble covered his square jaw, and his green eyes were ringed by dark circles.
 
   He smiled when he saw me walk in, and I felt the same rush as when I’d first seen him. 
 
   “You look tired,” I said. I pulled out a chair opposite him and leaned forward for a quick kiss. His lips were warm on mine, and for a moment I forgot about Stone and Snowflake and everything else in my life.
 
   When we pulled apart, Jack said, “It’s been exhausting. But it’s good to see you again.”
 
   I smiled and held his hand across the tiny café table. “It feels like such a long time.”
 
   I counted back. I’d seen him a week ago, for breakfast after my shift, and a fortnight before that for an early dinner prior to my shift; it had been almost a month since we’d last managed to coincide schedules and spend a whole day together.
 
   “I’m glad we’ve got some time now,” Jack said. 
 
   I took a deep breath and was about to tell Jack about my change of plans, but before I could say anything, the waitress came by to take our orders – two coffees and a slice of chocolate mud cake for me. 
 
   When she left, Jack said, “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Why the face?”
 
   “I, um, have to work tomorrow.”
 
   I shrugged apologetically, and Jack looked at me, unable to hide his disappointment. “Really?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Can you maybe switch the shift around?”
 
   “No. Actually, it’s a PI gig.”
 
   Jack smiled. “That’s great! You’ve been trying to get more PI work! Who’s the client?”
 
   “Um.” Jack’s supportiveness was making me feel guilty, even though I’d done nothing wrong. “Stone?”
 
   The smile slipped from Jack’s face. Stone isn’t his favorite person in the world: Jack thinks Stone’s a bit too shady and that he’s mixed up in strange business dealings and unsavory clients.
 
   “You’re working for Stone now?”
 
   “Just this one gig. He’s got too many projects, and I’m stepping in as a favor.”
 
   “Just for one day?”
 
   “Just one day.”
 
   Jack sighed tragically. “Well, at least he doesn’t have you running drugs.”
 
   “He doesn’t—!” I realized he was half-joking, and smiled. “Stone’s not as bad as you think he is.” 
 
   “Yeah, but next thing you know, he’s hiring you full-time and you two’re spending all day together.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen.” Stone had already offered me a full-time place at his company, which I’d said no to. I don’t believe in working for friends – not full-time, anyway. But Jack didn’t need to know that; I didn’t want to fight with him on the one day I got to see him.
 
   The waitress reappeared with our order, and Jack took a sip of his coffee. “That guy seems…strange.”
 
   “He’s a friend, and he’s a good person.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure he’s after more than just your friendship.” I shook my head no, but Jack went on. “He’s always over at your parents’ house, having family dinners, and taking you out to practice at the gun range.”
 
   “He’s never made a pass at me, and he’s not interested in women.”
 
   Jack looked at me in disbelief. “You think he’s gay?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, he’s got girl issues. Once, I asked him why he didn’t have a girlfriend, and he told me something strange about getting anyone he loves into trouble. He said he can’t have a relationship.”
 
   “Sounds about right.”
 
   “Besides, I’ve known Stone for a while now. There’s nothing between us.” Also a bit of a white lie; every once in a while, I did feel like Stone and I had a strange chemistry. But nothing would ever happen: Stone knew I was with Jack, and other than a few derogatory comments about my boyfriend, he’d never suggested that I leave Jack. And he had, in fact, told me that he was incapable of having a girlfriend. I said, “You’ve got nothing to worry about.”
 
   Jack smiled. “You’re right, you’re right. But it does suck that we won’t be together – again.”
 
   My mud cake had already half-disappeared, and I took another bite, savoring the rich, dark flavor.  I offered a bite to Jack before it was all gone, but he shook his head. Yet another reason I was glad to be dating him: I needed a man who understood that my dessert was not for sharing. “How about tonight?” I said. “I’m free till tomorrow morning.”
 
   “That’s the thing. I’ve got an emergency in Beijing and I need to fly out tonight – but I was hoping you could fly with me. My plane could’ve dropped you back home tomorrow evening.”
 
    That was it: the whole reason Jack and I would never last. I wasn’t a fly-to-Beijing-at-the-last-moment kinda girl. Before I’d met Jack, I’d never even been beyond Mexico. I wasn’t used to his lifestyle – the fake blondes who air-kissed when they met, and the stuffy restaurants where the wait staff looked at me like I wasn’t good enough to wash the dishes in their kitchen, let alone sit across from one of Vegas’ most successful businessmen.
 
   I scarfed down the last bit of my cake. “Don’t you need to go with other people from your work?”
 
   “I got my staff commercial flight tickets, so the two of us could have the whole jet to ourselves.”
 
   I stared into my coffee. Jack was so nice to have thought out everything, and here I was, ruining it all. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t…”
 
   “I know.”
 
   We sipped our coffees awkwardly, and I wondered if I should offer to cancel my job with Stone. But this wasn’t my fault – Jack hadn’t told me about his plans. And I owed Stone. He’d saved my life, once. 
 
   “Maybe I could ask Stone if…”
 
   Jack looked at me hopefully. “Could you work for him another day?”
 
   I sighed. I hated to ruin Jack’s plans, but I couldn’t disappoint Stone. This was the first time he’d asked me for a favor. “I can’t,” I said finally. “I wish I could, but I can’t.”
 
   “No, of course.”
 
   “Haven’t you ever had a date cancel on you because she had work?”
 
   Jack shook his head. “No, usually…” He didn’t finish his sentence, but I knew what the usual circumstances were. Usually, the girl was a loser who was happy to drop everything for him. Usually, his date was a model or starlet or d-list reality TV star who could just reschedule her life for a man. Jack’s normal dates were very different to me.
 
   I took a deep breath. “When will I see you again?”
 
   “As soon as this China situation gets sorted out. Maybe next week, maybe next month. I’ll fly into Vegas whenever I get a chance.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   We finished our coffees, and afterward Jack rushed straight back to the airport.
 
   As I drove home, I wondered what was wrong with us. Maybe, if we’d really been passionately in love, we’d have had a huge fight and flung our drinks at each other. And then we’d have made out on the coffee table, gotten kicked out of the café, and come back to my place. Was I too old for the crazy kind of love? 
 
   I went to bed unhappy about how things had turned out. I half wished I had a bottle or two of wine at home to drown my sorrows, but I don’t keep alcohol around for that very reason – I make a terrible drunk.
 
   The next morning, at half-past six, I cruised past the Hilton in my battered Honda Accord. This area of Vegas was full of compact, modern-looking offices. A few minutes later, I made a U-turn and drove back the way I’d come and into the massive hotel parking lot.
 
   I drove straight to the side of the carpark farthest from the entrance, angling the car so I could see anyone coming in and out of the hotel in my rearview mirror. There wasn’t much activity in the parking lot, but within a few minutes, a shuttle bus drove up to the front of the hotel, blocking my view of the entrance. Great.
 
   I inched out of my parking spot and over to another side. This time I made sure that my view of the entrance couldn’t be blocked so easily.
 
   It was a quarter to seven when I called Zac. I’ve met him about twice – a wiry, bespectacled British man who looked like he should be permanently installed in front of a computer.
 
   “His plane’s on schedule,” Zac told me. “He’ll probably step out of the airport in forty-five minutes, and then I’ll tail him to the Hilton. I’ll give you a call if anything goes wrong.”
 
   I thanked Zac and prepared to settle in. My car was stocked with energy bars, bottles of water, binoculars, my gun, my iPod, a couple of Terry Pratchett novels, and an emergency survival pack. I didn’t quite see the point of the survival pack, but after watching a couple of zombie movies, Ian insisted that I keep one with me – a large duffel bag packed with a change of clothes, a blanket, dried food, medicine, and a special packet of zombie-repellant powder that Ian had purchased off eBay.
 
   Zac called after more than an hour. “He’s on the way.”
 
   Five minutes later, Michael stepped off a hotel shuttle bus, dragging a small rolling suitcase behind him. He wore a dark suit and Ray Bans, and he looked suave and handsome, like something out of the pages of a magazine. I wondered why I found his almost generic good looks unsettling: maybe his wife had a reason to be suspicious of him? But then again, I’d never suspected Jack of cheating on me, despite all his wealth and obvious attractiveness to gold-diggers. 
 
   I waited in my parking spot until a couple of hotel employees out on their break gave me suspicious looks. Once they’d disappeared back inside, I drove to the convention center opposite. It had been more than an hour since Michael had entered the hotel, so I called reception and confirmed that someone named Michael Schuman had checked in. Sandy, the receptionist, put the call through to his room, and as I’d expected, the phone rang out with no answer. 
 
   Stone had told me that the seminar would go on till six o’clock, and I settled in for a long wait. The convention center parking lot was empty today, so I was able to hang out in the car. My back-up plan had been to check into the hotel as a guest and wait for Michael by the pool, but I was glad to not have to do that. 
 
   Surveillance was one of the most boring jobs ever, and around midday I popped into the hotel briefly to use their bathroom. The lobby looked tired and faded, and Sandy at reception turned out to be a tall, slender brunette, who pointed me towards the restrooms politely. 
 
   On my way out, I stopped to chat with her. “Is there some kind of seminar going on here?” 
 
   “Yep. Third time this week we’ve booked out the conference room.”
 
   I wondered if there was any chance Michael could sneak out before six o’clock. “Do they get a lunch break?”
 
   Sandy looked at me like I’d asked her if there were any Martians at the seminar. “I guess. They haven’t booked the dining room, so they’re probably getting lunch delivered. Did your office want to book the conference room or something?”
 
   “Um, not quite.” I mumbled something about being curious how these seminars functioned and headed back out to my car.
 
   I watched the hotel entrance till six o’clock, getting out of the car occasionally to stretch my legs. Every now and then, the tourist shuttle bus that ran from the Hilton to the Tropicana pulled up in front of the hotel entrance. It would be Michael’s most likely transport to the Strip, so each time the bus pulled up, I watched closely for any signs of a party-seeking Michael.  
 
   The hours rolled by until it was seven o’clock; still no sign of Michael. What was going on – had Michael managed to evade my eagle eyes? I called the hotel again. Sandy was still there, and this time, when she put my call through to his room, Michael answered. I hung up immediately, feeling like a teenager prank-calling her neighbor. 
 
   Ten minutes later, another shuttle bus pulled up, and this time, Michael stepped out of the hotel and onto the bus. Instantly, I regretted not having planned this out with Zac. I called Zac’s cellphone and got his voicemail. Maybe he was in a meeting, or maybe he was in the bathroom; either way, I didn’t have time to keep calling him, so I called Ian instead. 
 
   “Meet me near the Tropicana,” I said. “I’ll give you the keys to my car, you can drive it back home.” 
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “I don’t have time to explain. I’ll be there in ten minutes, wait near the taxi rank. Run if you need to.”
 
   “I’ll be there in five.”
 
   As I hung up, I wondered if I should’ve told Ian about this job. He could be helpful, despite his enthusiasm. And though I haven’t quite signed off on it, Ian fancies himself a partner in my PI work. 
 
   I tailed the shuttle to the Tropicana, where Ian was thankfully waiting right behind the taxi stand. I stepped out of the car, and Ian stepped in almost seamlessly. He was smart enough to not waste time with chatter, and instead drove off after giving me a wide smile and an optimistic thumbs-up. 
 
   The shuttle bus stopped in the parking bay a few meters ahead of the taxi stand, and Michael stepped off, along with two other tourists. The tourists headed straight into the casino, seemingly intent on their gambling, but Michael stood staring at the Strip, slightly slack-jawed. He walked up to the Boulevard and began taking a series of photos on his smartphone – the view of the Excalibur towers, the Statue of Liberty and the skyline buildings of New York New York.
 
   As he strolled down the Strip, gawking at the neon lights and people around him, I took a moment to take off my cynical, employee-tinted glasses and appreciate the beauty of Las Vegas. The sun was setting, the casino lights were glittering, and the crowd was buzzing with palpable enthusiasm. This is a fun night, the city seemed to say, and you’re in the right place to enjoy it.
 
   I followed Michael, keeping a couple of paces behind him and taking surreptitious photos on my smartphone. When he walked into the Riverbelle Casino, I stayed a table or two away as he lost a few hands of blackjack, had a minor win at the craps table, and then headed over to the buffet section, where he wolfed down his meal like he was practicing for a hot-dog eating competition. 
 
   Michael stepped back outside after his dinner and meandered over to a smoky, back-alley comedy club, where he watched two hours of bad stand-up, and drank two martinis and a gin-and-tonic. I was starting to wonder why his wife would ever suspect him of having an affair; he hadn’t strolled past any strip-clubs, nor had he even ogled any of the scantily-dressed tourists or cocktail waitresses.
 
   After what felt like a lifetime’s worth of bad comedy, Michael headed outside. I followed him just in time, and as he stepped into a cab, I hailed one for myself. I put a call through to Ian, telling him to bring my car over to the Hilton near McCarran.
 
   I watched Michael’s cab pull up to the Hilton and stopped mine just outside the carpark. If the cabbie was surprised he didn’t show it, and thankfully, Ian had already parked my car at the far end of the parking lot. 
 
   Twenty minutes later, I’d tailed Michael uneventfully to the domestic departures terminal at McCarran and watched him disappear inside. 
 
   Something about the whole shebang felt a little off, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Four days later, Ian burst into my apartment all out of breath. It was just past lunch-time, and I’d been getting ready to do some vacuuming. 
 
   “Tiffany, you take her.” 
 
   He thrust Snowflake into my hands and sank dramatically onto my couch.
 
   Snowflake and I looked at each other curiously. She opened her mouth wide, but no sound came out, so I made a face back at her. “What’s going on?”
 
   Ian sunk his head onto his hands and groaned. “I have to give her up.”
 
   “You found her owner?” I held Snowflake against my body and stroked her gently. Her fur was soft and silky, and she was so tiny and vulnerable. 
 
   “This lady put an ad on Craigslist, and it turned out to be for Snowflake. She wants her back!”
 
   I couldn’t hide my disappointment but I knew we were doing the sensible thing by giving Snowflake back. “Of course she’s been looking for her, Snowflake’s adorable.” Ian looked at me beseechingly, and I passed Snowflake to him. “You did the right thing.”
 
   “She’s coming here in ten minutes,” he said.
 
   “You gave her my address?”
 
   “I need moral support! Haven’t I always been there for you?”
 
   Uh – not quite. Maybe. Sort of. I sighed. “Fine,” I said glumly. “Who is this woman?”
 
   “I don’t know. A monster who lost Snowflake once. She doesn’t deserve little Snowie.”
 
   “I still think you should call her Flake.”
 
   “I’m not calling her anything.” Ian put her down on the carpet, and Snowflake began a heated game of Catch My Own Tail, twisting around in improbably fast and futile jumps. “I’m losing her forever.”
 
   We stared at Snowflake until she stopped jumping and stared back at us curiously.
 
   There was a knock on my door and Ian shot up, distraught. “I can’t do this.” He headed towards my bedroom. “You deal with the lady, I’m not here.”
 
   He shut the door after himself, and I looked from the bedroom door to Snowflake, who was watching the bedroom door. “I guess this is it,” I said to Snowflake, and opened my front door.
 
   The woman who stared back at me had one hand raised to knock again and was holding a pet carrier in the other. 
 
   She looked like the kind of model who’s always draped over a sports car: high cheekbones, long eyelashes and a perfect button nose. She flaunted her slender figure in tiny shorts, a tight tank top and strappy stilettos. Her long, blonde hair had been pushed back with a bejeweled headband, and her makeup was nude and understated. Her eyes were a bright blue, and she had a mole high on one cheek.
 
   “You can’t be Ian,” she said. In addition to being beautiful, she wasn’t stupid.
 
   “I’m Tiffany.” I forced my lips into a polite smile. “Come in.”
 
   She took one mincing step forward, glancing around as though she expected to see roaches crawling along my walls, and then she inhaled sharply. “Lancelot!” She rushed forward and scooped up little Snowflake.
 
   “Lancelot?” 
 
   “Silly name, right?”
 
   “It’s quite clever,” I said, trying to be polite. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Katrina Bronson.” She extended one perfectly French-manicured hand, and I shook mechanically. 
 
   I hated her. She’d lost Snowflake once – that had to be the height of irresponsibility. Besides, I knew she was surreptitiously judging me and my apartment. “I guess you really missed Sno—Lancelot.”
 
   Katrina smiled enigmatically. “Thanks for taking care of her.” I caught her eyes trailing over my slouchy, second-hand sofa. “Good thing you guys saw my ad.”
 
   She grabbed Snowflake by the neck and shoved her, not too gently, into the pet carrier. Snowflake looked out at me with big, sad eyes.
 
   I stifled a sigh. “How’d you lose her, anyway?”
 
   “She must’ve jumped out the window and walked over to the Strip.”
 
   “How’d you know we found her at the Strip?”
 
   For a split second, Katrina looked taken aback, but she recovered instantly. “Ian mentioned it.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “You know, you look familiar. Have I seen you somewhere?”
 
   I couldn’t recall seeing Katrina before, but then again, beautiful blondes like her are quite common in Vegas, especially at the weekends when starlets fly in from LA. I shook my head, no. “You live here?”
 
   “For the past couple of months. Hang on – I know where I’ve seen you! The charity gala for Alzheimer’s a few months ago! You were there with…” 
 
   She frowned, trying to remember, and I said, “Jack Weber.”
 
   Katrina snapped her fingers. “Exactly! Sorry you guys broke up.”
 
   “We didn’t break up.”
 
   “Oh…” She glanced around my place and said, “Well, I’d expected…”
 
   “Jack to be dating someone rich and famous?”
 
   “No, no, I thought…uh…”
 
   I stared at Katrina’s strappy stilettos so that she wouldn’t see the annoyance in my eyes. Sure, Jack wouldn’t normally be dating someone like me. But that was none of her business. Snowflake mewled softly inside the carrier and peered up at me with large, sad eyes. I knew what Snowflake was trying to say: “Please don’t let this horrible woman take me.”
 
   I needed to say something before the silence got too awkward, so I blurted out, “I love your shoes!”
 
   “Thanks!” Katrina tossed her hair back proudly. “They’re custom-designed by Hans Ouiger, have you heard of him?”
 
   To me, the words sounded like the name of an Ikea dining table set. But I couldn’t sound like an unfashionable philistine, so I said, “I read about him in Vogue a few months back. Wow, you’re so lucky!”
 
   “Thanks.” Katrina paused for a moment, and I saw her eyes slink over to my second-hand TV console. “We ladies should help each other out,” she said slowly, “So I’ll give you some good advice. Here’s the thing – you need to reel Jack in, or he’ll be gone. Where is he now?”
 
   None of your business, I wanted to say. But before I could reply, Katrina went on. “He’s always busy and travelling, right? There are other women out there. You need to be with him. Otherwise, before you know it, he’ll be gone for months, and you’ll be stuck in a dead-end relationship.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I stared at her, trying not to let my annoyance show. “But I’ve got a life here. And work.”
 
   Katrina raised one eyebrow pointedly. “And I can see you’re doing so well. The right man can offer heaps more.”
 
   “I’m not sure—”
 
   “Here’s a secret,” she said. “I’m bursting to tell someone, but those prissy wives I know won’t understand. See, I love my boyfriend, but I’m allergic to cats. And I tried to tell Jeff, but he wouldn’t listen. I’m not getting younger, and I can’t break up with Jeff over my allergies. So I took Lancelot and I left her on the Strip. I knew some crazy cat-lady – no offense – would find her.”
 
   It took a moment for her words to sink in. I snapped my mouth shut and glanced from Katrina to Lancelot, who was now lying quietly in the carrier, and then back at Katrina. “Why are you telling me all this?”
 
   Katrina shrugged. “I wanted to share one of my secrets with someone. It’s hard to make women friends here.” She smiled what she clearly thought was a charming smile, but all I could see was a monster who’d gotten rid of Snowflake.
 
   I said, “Then why’d you look for her?”
 
   “Jeff was miserable. So I put up the ad on Craigslist just to show him I cared. I didn’t think someone would actually answer.”
 
   “But now you’re stuck with the cat again.”
 
   “I’ll figure it out later, I need things to work out with Jeff. Anyway, I should go.” She picked up the pet carrier and looked back at me. “We should have coffee sometime. You seem nice.”
 
   A few seconds after she’d left the apartment, Ian stepped out of the bedroom looking miserable. “That’s that,” he said.
 
   I was still staring at the door in disbelief. “The woman’s horrible!”
 
   “I know. Maybe she’ll poison Snowflake next time.”
 
   “She just might.” I caught a glimpse of the wigs Ian had given me, lying in one corner of the room. “Let’s go. We need to get Snowflake back.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   I opened my front door to see Mrs. Weebly standing by the elevator. “… brings property prices down,” she was saying.
 
   “Get out of my way,” Katrina said. “I don’t even live here.”
 
   By the time Ian and I got to the elevator, the sliding doors had closed.
 
   Mrs. Weebly turned to us, shocked. “That woman had a cat. Can you believe it? I tried to tell her—”
 
   But Ian and I were already running away, over to the fire escape, down the stairs. We got to the lobby as Katrina stepped outside.
 
   “What now?” Ian said, panting loudly.
 
   I jammed the wig I was carrying onto my head. It was blonde, with a heavy fringe that covered my forehead. “We go after her.”
 
   I strode purposefully, wondering what I looked like as a blonde, and from behind me, Ian said, “What if she drove here?”
 
   “She lives near the Strip,” I said. “She didn’t drive.”
 
   Ian and I walked quickly, unwilling to let Katrina out of our sight. My wig fitted me perfectly, but Ian’s bald wig kept slipping off his head. We turned onto the Strip, and a man with a pink Mohawk grinned at Ian from a distance, thinking he’d found a fellow hair-buddy. But when Mohawk Man got closer, his grin disappeared, and he looked away quickly, as though he’d witnessed something too hideous to bear.
 
   “You look terrible,” I told Ian. “Why didn’t you try on the wig when you bought it?”
 
   “I did. The sales lady told me I looked like Bruce Willis.”
 
   I burst out laughing but forced myself to stop when I saw Ian’s hurt expression. “You look a little like Bruce Willis,” I said soothingly.
 
   “Ah, whatever. She didn’t see me.” Ian yanked his wig off in annoyance, and we watched as Katrina turned into The Caribbean Towers, a new residential high-rise on the Strip. Apartments there weren’t cheap, and I knew that unlike my apartment building, the lobby probably had good security.
 
   I rushed inside the building and almost bumped into Katrina.
 
   “Hi, there!” I said brightly. 
 
   Katrina looked at me like she’d just seen a bug. “Do I know you?”
 
   “No, I’m T—Scarlett. And this is my brother, James. I thought we should say hi, since we’re neighbors!” During my entire spiel, my maniacal smile never left my face. I probably looked more like a deranged psychopath than anything else. 
 
   “Uh-huh.” Katrina glanced from me to Ian.
 
   “James owns a tech firm,” I went on. “He’s thinking of relocating here.”
 
   Interest glimmered in Katrina’s blue eyes. “Really.”
 
   “Sure,” Ian said modestly.
 
   “After he cashed out of Google,” I said, realizing just which nerve I’d hit, “he made it big with his own startup.”
 
   Katrina looked at Ian like he could be her next meal ticket – if things got too rough with her current boyfriend. “That’s nice,” she purred. “I’m so glad you came over to say hi.”
 
   We strolled through the lobby, and Katrina nodded at the uniformed security guard sitting at the front desk. 
 
   “How long have you been living here?” Katrina said, as we stepped into the lobby.
 
   I glanced down at Snowflake who was standing up in the little pet carrier, and left Ian to fend for himself. 
 
   “I – uh – three months,” Ian said.
 
   “Which floor?” said Katrina.
 
   She’d just pressed seven, so I said, “Seven.”
 
   “It’s funny I’ve never seen you here before.”
 
   “Well, you know…” Ian said, looking at me in desperation.
 
   “He’s always working,” I said, giving Katrina a you know how it is glance.
 
   “Of course,” she said. “I understand.”
 
   We stepped off the elevator and we all turned left.
 
   “It was nice meeting you,” I said to Katrina, as she stopped at a door labelled 709 and began fiddling with keys.
 
   “Likewise.” She graced Ian with a dazzling smile and then went back to her keys.
 
   Ian and I walked slowly to the end of the corridor. We must’ve passed at least ten doors, and I finally stopped at one. I glanced back in Katrina’s direction, but she’d already stepped inside and her door was closed.
 
   “What now?” Ian whispered.
 
   I shrugged. “I look for keys, I guess.”
 
   I began rooting through my tote bag and found my set of lock-picks. If I needed to, I could pick a lock on one of these doors and hide in the apartment until Katrina left.
 
   We heard a door opening again, and I turned to see Katrina stepping out, sans pet carrier. “Don’t look,” I hissed to Ian. “Pull out your phone and pretend to be talking.”
 
   He did as I said, speaking in a hushed voice, and I heard the elevator doors ping open. I gave Katrina a few seconds to step inside, and then Ian and I rushed over to her apartment.
 
   It only took me a few seconds to open Katrina’s door using my lock-picks, and then Ian and I walked in. It was a gleaming, minimalist-style apartment with a white leather sofa and bare walls, and I didn’t have to look around to find Snowflake – Katrina had just dumped the pet carrier near the front door – without even bothering to take Snowflake out. Ian wasted no time in undoing the carrier door and scooping Snowflake into his arms. 
 
   “Let’s go,” I said. “I hope Katrina’s boyfriend doesn’t get too sad.”
 
   We stepped out, locked the door behind us, and started to walk towards the elevator, when I noticed that the floor numbers on the top indicated that it was coming up. The elevator pinged, and the doors began to slide open.
 
   I grabbed Ian’s arm, pivoted around and began to walk casually in the opposite direction. Footsteps followed us, and I tried to keep my breathing steady. When I heard the footsteps stop, I glanced behind me surreptitiously to see Katrina standing in front of her apartment door, looking for her keys.
 
   “Oh, crap,” I muttered, hoping and praying that Snowflake stayed quiet.
 
   “What?” Ian whispered.
 
   “Keep walking,” I hissed.
 
   I had my lock pick in one hand, ready to use it on any of the doors, but we’d almost reached the end of the corridor.
 
   And that’s when I saw it. Like a mirage in a desert, it was improbable – but I needed it to be real. 
 
   One of the apartment doors was slightly ajar.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   I pushed it open and stepped inside. Ian followed.
 
   I’ve got some experience walking into strangers’ apartments. The first time I did it, I met my friend Glenn. The second time, I met Ian. So I wasn’t too worried about walking into some random person’s apartment – Ian and I could explain how we were rescuing a kitten from an evil woman, and pretty soon all of us would become good friends. 
 
   “Hello?” I called out softly. “Anyone home?”
 
   Silence.
 
   There was nobody in the lounge room. A threadbare Persian rug lay on the floor, and a mid-century modern style sofa faced a large-screen TV. The room had no windows, and was lit by overhead downlights. Two doors stared at us from adjacent walls; they probably lead to the bedroom and the kitchen. 
 
   I could hear the tick-tick-ticking of an alarm clock coming from one of the rooms.  
 
   I handed Snowflake over to Ian, and closed the door behind us. I called out again, just to be sure we were alone. “Hello? We’re not here to make trouble, we just want to wait for a few minutes.”
 
   There was no response and Ian said, “Maybe they stepped out to get the mail.”
 
   “We wait five minutes, and then we leave. Make sure you don’t put Snowflake down; don’t get fur on anything.” 
 
   “I wonder who lives here,” Ian said, and we glanced around nervously. “Nice furniture. Let’s check out the other rooms.” Before I could stop him, he walked off in the direction of what looked like the kitchen door.
 
   “I don’t know, this isn’t…” 
 
   “The kitchen’s all shiny,” Ian called out.
 
   “Don’t eat anything,” I replied, although, that was more my style. Maybe there was a bit of cake lying in the fridge… 
 
   I walked into the bedroom to avoid the temptation of cake. This room was decorated in dark wooden tones – a mahogany bed that hadn’t been made up, and a lovely dark wooden desk with that loud-ticking alarm clock. I sat down at the desk and stared at the notebooks strewn across the surface. A familiar-looking book caught my eye: Comprehensive Poker Mathematics. Nanna owned that book too.
 
   A blue, spiral-bound notebook lay on top of the poker book. Unable to help myself, I picked it up, and began flicking through it idly. A messy hand had written out poker notations and the probably of various hands. Whoever owned this place was really into poker – they’d probably get along with Nanna. On a whim, I turned to the end of the notebook, where there was a grocery list: Salad greens, apples, milk, cereal, bread, chocolate. Below the list, there was a name jotted down in different colored ink: Wynona?
 
   “We should go,” I called to Ian. It had been a couple of minutes, and I was starting to feel uncomfortable about lingering in a stranger’s apartment.
 
   Ian entered the bedroom. “The kitchen’s neat,” he said. “The guy has one of those expensive Kitchenaid mixers that Glenn has.”
 
   “He must bake a lot. Where’s Snowflake?”
 
   “She fell asleep in the kitchen. I wonder what the bathroom’s like.” 
 
   Before I could stop him, Ian wandered into the bathroom adjoining the bedroom. He seemed to be in there forever, and finally, I called out impatiently, “Ian. We really need to go now.”
 
   “Tiff.” Ian’s voice was choked. “You need to get in here.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   I rushed into the bathroom, and when I saw what Ian was looking at, my hands flew to my mouth in an attempt to stifle my scream. 
 
   A dark-haired man in his late thirties lay draped over the beautiful white bathtub. His skin was pale, his eyes glassy, and his white t-shirt drenched with blood. 
 
   Ian was saying something, but I couldn’t hear because of all the blood thumping in my eardrums. I scanned the bathroom, wondering where the killer was. There was no sign of anyone else, or of the murder weapon. I couldn’t believe we’d just been hanging out so calmly while there was a dead body in the bathtub – and possibly a killer behind the curtains. 
 
   “What do we do?” Ian asked. 
 
   “Look around,” I whispered. “Make sure we’re alone.”
 
   Ian took a few steps away from me, and I grabbed his arm. “Together.” For once, I was glad of his company.
 
   The bathroom was compact and wasn’t harboring any murderers. We stepped out into the bedroom together and checked under the bed, behind the heavy drapes, and inside the wardrobes. Nothing. The living room was clear too, as was the kitchen, where Snowflake had fallen asleep in a corner. Ian scooped her up protectively and looked at me.
 
   “We have to call the cops,” I said. “We can say…”
 
   “That we were rescuing Snowflake?”
 
   I shook my head. “That’s kidnapping. Pet-napping. Something.”
 
   “You want to lie?”
 
   “It’s no big deal. Better than losing Snowflake to that woman, right?”
 
   Ian nodded, and I told him the story I’d concocted, before we called 911 and waited for the cops to arrive.
 
   Detective Elwood was one of the first arrive on the scene. He was a fat, grumpy man I’d first met a few months ago when I’d been working on a case.
 
   “You again,” he said when he saw me. “How’s your nanna doing?”
 
   “Fine.” I nodded, feeling a little shaken by the dead guy in the bathroom. “How’s your wife?”
 
   “Going to couples’ therapy with me. Nothing I do seems to make her happy.”
 
   “Roses once a week,” said Ian.
 
   Elwood shook his head. “I tried that, but she said she wants surprises. And she never likes my surprises. What’s going on here?”
 
   Ian told him about finding the guy in the bathtub, leaving out the part about us wandering in and having a good look around first. A forensics team arrived, and they went into the bathroom with Elwood and presumably started up their investigation.
 
   “We need to talk,” Elwood said when he came out of the bathroom. “What’re you two doing here anyway?”
 
   “We thought this was a friend’s house,” I said. “We came to show him our new kitten. We must’ve gotten the address wrong.”
 
   Elwood glanced at Snowflake. “Dumb story, even for you two. What’s really going on?”
 
   Ian smiled nervously. “We got a bit confused. Tiffany’s all sleep-deprived from work, and I haven’t slept for three days since I’m on a Star Trek marathon. I’m watching all the episodes in a row.”
 
   Elwood looked at me. “What’s he on about?”
 
   “It’s a TV show.”
 
   Elwood rolled his eyes. “You two need to give statements.”
 
   “Sure,” said Ian. “Do you know who killed the guy?”
 
   “This is a police investigation,” Elwood said. “We can’t tell you what’s going on.”
 
   I didn’t want to antagonize Elwood and make ourselves seem like suspects but I had to ask. “Have the forensic guys found time of death?”
 
   Elwood looked like he was weighing up the pros and cons of answering me directly. Finally, he said, “They’ve got an idea. We think he’s been dead for a while, now. But don’t ask me anything else.” 
 
   The next day, there was a small article in the Vegas Tribune about a man found dead in his apartment, but it didn’t mention any important details – like the fact that he’d been shot. I kept an eye out for any news over the following week, but there was nothing. Finally, a fortnight later, Ian and I succumbed to our curiosity and dropped by the station to visit Elwood.
 
   The station looked like a fifties-style boring brick building from the outside, but inside it had been renovated in the bland, shiny-white-office style. Elwood lead us to a small conference room and sat opposite us with a bored expression on his face. “Let me guess,” he said drily. “You found another body.”
 
   Ian missed the sarcasm and said, “No, but we haven’t been trying too hard.”
 
   Elwood turned to me, so I said, “We were wondering if you found the killer.”
 
   “What killer?”
 
   “You’re still investigating?”
 
   “Yes. And I can’t talk about it.”
 
   “Of course,” I said, mindful of the fact that I needed to stay on Elwood’s good side; I kept running into him during my investigations. “We understand. This is none of our business. Let’s go, Ian.”
 
   Four months went by. Ian kept Snowflake hidden in his apartment, and I visited her every now and then. She grew cuter by the day, and I loved how happy she was to have cuddles whenever I visited. But there was no more news about the murder that Snowflake had led us to – nothing in the papers and nothing on TV. I didn’t want to bother Elwood again, and assumed we’d heard the last of the case. It was strange to discover a body and then never find out what had happened, but I supposed that was life – not every criminal act required me to investigate it, and not every murder was solved. 
 
   I was perfectly happy to forget about the case and go on with my days like the murder had never happened – until I met Margo. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   It was six in the evening on Thursday when my cell phone rang. 
 
   “This is Margaret Langton,” said the voice on the other end. “I’d like to hire you as a PI.”
 
   I frowned. “Have we met? Did someone recommend me?”
 
   “No. And yes.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘no and yes’?”
 
    Margaret sounded smug and confident that I’d want to work for her. “We haven’t met. Sophia Becker recommended you.”
 
   Sophia’s was the first case I’d ever worked on. She’d been accused of murdering her casino-tycoon husband, and she’d introduced me to Stone. “Well, we can make an appointment to chat sometime. Let me check my schedule.”
 
   “How about now?”
 
   “I can’t make it right now.” I was meeting Jack in an hour’s time, and then I had a shift at the casino. “How about…”
 
   “This will only take five minutes.”
 
   “I’m sorr—”
 
   “I’m outside your door.” She hung up abruptly and I stared at my phone, and then I stared at my front door. My heartrate had suddenly gone up sixty-fold.
 
   The woman had sounded quite normal, up until that last sentence – how had she found my address and why was she here? I’ve had my share of run-ins with the crazies, and I began to picture Margaret as a crazy-haired, wild-eyed psychopath who was planning to kill me. 
 
   But then again, she had mentioned Sophia. 
 
   I tiptoed up to my front door and peered through the fish-eye. The lady standing outside was dressed in a pink-ish tweed-style skirt suit and had silvery-grey hair shaped into a chin-length bob. She wore rimless glasses and a strand of pearls.
 
   “I’ll be with you in a minute,” I said hesitantly.
 
   Margaret looked like a well-off librarian. Maybe she wasn’t crazy; maybe she was just distraught, or anxious. Although she’d looked and sounded very calm. 
 
   I went to my wardrobe, found my spare handbag and checked that my gun was still in there. It couldn’t hurt to be safe. I slung the handbag over my shoulder, and opened the door. “Come in, have a seat, Mrs. Langton.”
 
   “Call me Margo,” she said, sitting down on my sofa and crossing her legs. Up close, I could see that her makeup was immaculate. She must’ve been at least sixty, and with her grey eyes and pale lipstick, she didn’t look like a psychopath at all. She placed a black quilted Chanel handbag on her lap. “Everyone does.” Margo glanced around, but didn’t seem appalled by my living conditions. “I apologize for barging in on you, but I wanted to meet you before I left Vegas.”
 
   “How did you get my address?” I sat down on a chair opposite her, placing my bag within easy grabbing distance.
 
   “Sophia. But it took a lot of convincing to make her tell me.”
 
   I glanced pointedly at the clock. “I need to leave soon, so we’ll have to talk fast. What’s going on?”
 
   “As I’ve said, I’d like to hire you as a PI. I’m sure you get a lot of cases here in Vegas. Husbands spying on wives and such.”
 
   The last few months had actually been very busy with that kind of surveillance work, but I tried to be vague. “There’s all kinds of work.”
 
   “And you do murder cases as well.”
 
   I was getting a bad feeling about this lady. She looked poised and collected, but there was obviously something wrong under the surface. Her grey eyes glimmered with a sort of wary hopefulness. “I do. But I don’t like to. I try to focus more on domestic cases.”
 
   “Why don’t you like to?”
 
   “Sometimes you just can’t solve a case, even after a lot of work; clients don’t like to hear that. It’s dangerous, and it’s normally too expensive for most clients to pay all the incidentals.”
 
   “Money is not an issue.” Margo opened the flap of her handbag, and I instinctively reached for my own gun-storage bag. Margo pulled out a checkbook and a silver pen. “I’m in a difficult position and you’re recommended by both Sophia, whose husband used to be friends with my husband, and that incompetent Detective Elwood.”
 
   I felt an unexpected flash of loyalty. “I wouldn’t call Elwood incompetent. There’s a limit to what cops can do.”
 
   Margo looked at me coolly, and then, after a moment, she said, “I know there are things money can’t buy, but I have to try. My son was killed almost five months ago, and I want you to look into it.”
 
   “You already think Elwood is incompetent. And you think I’ll find out something new?”
 
   “Maybe. Ideally, you’ll find who killed him.”
 
   I shook my head. “That’s difficult. A cold case means witnesses forget things, and evidence gets buried. If it’s been almost half a year… ”
 
   Margo wrote something on the check and handed it over to me. “That’s the deposit, I’m happy to pay double that once you’ve finished.”
 
   I looked at the number she’d written and practiced my poker face. With that amount of money, I could pay off a big chunk of my mortgage and maybe quit my job at the casino. On the other hand, Margo was clearly used to getting what she wanted, and I didn’t like the thought of disappointing her and having her turn up at my door again. Maybe next time she wouldn’t be so calm.
 
   I tried to stall for time. “You don’t live here?”
 
   “I live in New York. I flew in to meet Detective Elwood, and then you, and I’m flying out tomorrow night.”
 
   “I might not find anything.”
 
   “I trust you. I judge people based on instinct, and I have a good feeling about you. I know you’ll try your best.”
 
   “Well – thanks.”
 
   “So you’ll take the case?”
 
   “I don’t even know what the case is.”
 
   “My son was killed four months ago. Max Langton. If I believed in omens, I’d say that you’re destined to find something new. After all, you found the body.”
 
   An image flashed before my eyes – the man draped over the tub, t-shirt dark with blood – and I felt a little sick. “That was your son.”
 
   “Yes. They officially closed the case two days ago. I want you to look into it.”
 
   Margo’s behavior made sense now: she wasn’t mentally deranged, she was just a distraught and desperate mother trying her best. “I hate to keep repeating this,” I said, “but the chances of finding anything new are low.”
 
   “I’ll accept it if you tell me you haven’t found anything. I just need you to try.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “I’m leaving Vegas soon. I was hoping you’d accept the case and start tomorrow.”
 
   I respected her grief, but I resented her insistence. “I have plans for the next few days, and I’ll need to think about this case. I can’t take on everything.”
 
   “If it’s about the money, I can pa—”
 
   “It’s not about the money,” I said quickly. More money was always nice, but I didn’t want Margo to think that paying me more would make me her slave. “And I really have to get going now.”
 
   Margo stood up. “I’ll give you a call tomorrow, before I leave, in case you want to chat.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “What’re you doing here?” I said, sliding into the red booth opposite Stone.
 
   We were at Jerry’s Diner, where I was supposed to meet Jack. 
 
   Jerry’s Diner was a few minutes’ walk away from the Strip, and catered almost exclusively to locals who worked at or near the casinos. Until a few months ago, it had been known as The Blueberry Breakfast Café, but the new name suited it; at some point perhaps it had served only breakfasts, but these days it stayed open 24/7. 
 
   Jerry’s Spanish-style exterior was low, flat and pink, with a blue-tiled roof; inside, the place was large, white-tiled and full of diner-style booths and plastic laminate tables. Over the years it had become an establishment among the locals – the food here was good, cheap and filling. An obligatory neon sign hung out front but there were no tourists inside; according to the travel guides, Jerry’s lacked “the quintessential Vegas vibe.” 
 
   “Just about to leave.” Stone leaned back and looked at me. His skin was tan against the whiteness of his shirt, and his eyes were dark and thoughtful. “But it’s good I ran into you.”
 
   I smiled. “How come?”
 
   “I’d like you to do another surveillance job for me.” I was about to protest – I didn’t want to make a habit of working for friends, and I knew that Jack wouldn’t be too thrilled about my working for Stone – when he went on. “I need someone I can trust, and of all the folks I know, I trust you the most.”
 
   I was stunned into silence. After a few seconds, I managed to say, “I’m flattered, but—”
 
   “It’ll be a huge favor.”
 
   “Can’t Zac—”
 
   “No. I’d like you to do it.”
 
   “Just surveillance?” It didn’t seem like a big deal, but Stone was watching me carefully.
 
   “I don’t know how long he’ll be in town, but I’ll be on the job with you. It’ll be trickier than the other one, and this guy might expect someone to tail him, but he won’t expect a woman.”
 
   I frowned. “Why would he expect someone to tail him?”
 
   “He’s a suspicious guy. I think he’ll be in town next month.”
 
   I shrugged. “Ok, I guess. I can call in sick for a week if I need to.”
 
   “Or you could quit.”
 
   He held my glance for a few seconds, and then I looked away. “I’ve been thinking about it, but…”
 
   “You need to take a leap of faith at some point.”
 
   “True, and I do have a new, rich client.”
 
   Stone’s eyes drifted past my shoulder. “Speaking of rich—”
 
   I turned around. “Jack!” I stood up and flung my arms around him. 
 
   As Jack and I smiled at each other, I heard Stone say, “See you around.”
 
   Jack settled into the shiny red booth Stone had just left. “I hear all kinds of nasty stuff about that guy.”
 
   “Just because people don’t know him—”
 
   “They know some stuff about him. They say he gets things done, and he doesn’t care how. And you can’t prove that he was really in the CIA.”
 
   “There are people who’ve met his CIA handler.”
 
   Jack sighed. “Let’s not argue about him. How’ve you been?”
 
   This was our first date in what felt like forever, and Jack was right – there was no point arguing about Stone. 
 
   Jack was also right about the fact that there were rumors about Stone. Rumors about things like Stone’s past and the methods he employed at the security agency he owned – but none of that changed the fact that Stone had helped me get started as a PI and that he’d once saved my life. I owed Stone, I trusted him, and I didn’t care what other people said about him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Seeing Jack almost made me forget about Margo. Almost. 
 
   Our date was limited to a quick dinner, since I had a shift at the casino afterwards and Jack was flying to San Francisco for a business meeting. But as I shuffled decks and handed out Blackjack cards later that night, I thought back to Margo’s insistence. 
 
   I could understand where she was coming from but she was likely to be the kind of person who’d throw a fit if I didn’t find out anything. Since it had been four months after Max’s death, there was a high chance that the case would turn up nothing new. And if I did turn up anything, Max’s killer would probably not be happy with me.
 
   On the other hand, my shift at the casino made me think that maybe it would be easier to deal with a cold-blooded killer than one more inebriated college sophomore. I could always run away from a murderous maniac, but I couldn’t just flee from the giggling blondes who were drunkenly mocking everyone they deemed “uncool.” 
 
   My desire to escape the annoyances of casino life was making me seriously consider Margo’s job offer, so the next day, I woke up from my six hours of sleep at around midday, a woman on a mission. I needed to stop by the precinct to check out what had happened to Max Langton, and then I’d decide what to do.
 
   But first, I found the cupcake decorations I’d bought for my friend Glenn and stopped by his apartment downstairs.
 
   “These are perfect!” Glenn said when he saw the decorative sugar roses. His blue eyes twinkled warmly, and I wondered once again why I hadn’t set him up with Nanna when I’d had half a chance. Glen was about her age, but much better looking than her, and a retired pastry chef who never tired of baking cupcakes. If we were related, even by marriage, I wouldn’t need to ever worry about where my next cupcake would come from. “Have you had lunch yet?”
 
   I winked. “I have, but I haven’t had dessert.”
 
   As Glen went to make a cup of tea and find some suitable dessert for me, I grabbed a seat on his sofa. His apartment’s layout was similar to mine, but it had an extra bedroom and was much better furnished. “Have you seen Snowflake recently?” he asked. 
 
   “She’s growing up so fast! Isn’t she adorable?”
 
   “You need to be careful about Snowflake. Mrs. Weebly had a chat with me the other day; she swears she can hear a cat somewhere. You know she’ll evict Ian if she f—”
 
   There was the sound of a key turning in the lock, and then the door opened.
 
   “Tiffany, darling!” 
 
   “Karma!” I exclaimed, standing up to give her a hug. “And Nanna – what’re you doing here? And, uh…”
 
   Karma was Glenn’s girlfriend – a fifty-something-year-old hippie who believed in psychic visions and a sugar-free diet. To be fair, she was more vocal about her anti-sugar stance than she was about her psychic visions. The visions had always been right so far, but I was sure she was wrong about hating on sugar. As I gave Karma a hug and a peck on the cheek, I tried not to stare at the man who had walked in behind Nanna. 
 
   Glenn said, “Tiffany, this is my brother, Wes. He’s visiting from Indiana for a week.”
 
   Wes looked just a little bit younger than Glenn. He was tall, with salt-and-pepper hair and the same twinkling blue eyes as his brother. “Karma and Gwenda were showing me around town,” he said. “Looks like a fun place to retire.”
 
   “I’m trying to convince him to move here,” Glenn said. 
 
   Wes slipped his arm around Nanna’s waist and said, “I’m a little more convinced now that I’ve met Gwenda.”
 
   I tried not to look too surprised, and Karma shot me an amused look. “Love at first sight. What can you do?”
 
   Wes leaned down to give Nanna a kiss, and I rolled my eyes. The seniors in Las Vegas tended to do well in terms of romance, and Nanna was no exception – her love life over the past five years had been much more exciting than mine.
 
   “He’s coming over to dinner tonight,” Nanna said. “You’ll be there, won’t you?”
 
   My eyebrows shot up involuntarily. Bringing him over to meet my parents – that was moving pretty fast, even by Nanna’s standards. 
 
   Wes smiled at me. “I can’t wait to meet your family.” 
 
   I mumbled politely, a little jealous of their fast-paced relationship. Maybe it was time I took a better look at my own love-life. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   I didn’t think I’d ever seen Detective Elwood in a good mood. 
 
   When I met him at the precinct and asked how he was, he gave me his usual gloomy scowl and treated me to his latest tale of woe. He thought his wife was cheating on him – she got texts on her phone and went out of the room to reply. “Maybe I should hire you to spy on her,” he said morosely. “But what would that make me, a cop who hires a PI? Anyway, you’re after the files on Max Langton.”
 
   “I am.” 
 
   We were sitting in one of the modern conference rooms in the precinct – an impersonal space decorated in cool shades of grey and lacking any humanizing touches like artwork or plants. “His mother told me you’ve closed the case.”
 
   Elwood shrugged. “The precinct’s overburdened. The economy’s not doing well, so we’re not getting enough tourists, which means the city can’t pay us enough. It’s horrible. The world’s just going to hell in a handbasket.”
 
   I nodded politely and put up an invisible shield to protect me from Elwood’s negativity. The world wasn’t great – I was aware of that – but there were good things in it, too. I needed to stay focused on those good things; a little hard to do when you think about crime and killers all the time, but that’s where Glenn’s cupcakes came in. Life could never be too bad if you had a cupcake to go home to.
 
   “So you needed to close the case?”
 
   “It’s been months. The guy’s an out-of-towner, and there’s no leads.”
 
   “So it’s ok to tell me what you know, then.”
 
   Elwood sighed heavily, implying his incredible pain at having to share sacred police knowledge with a layman. “He was an architect. Moved here to do some PhD project at the university, something on new forms in the digital age, but he never followed up and became a poker addict instead. Neighbors say he was quiet, never bothered them or made any noise. But then there’s that time of death thing.”
 
   “What time of death thing?”
 
   “Well.” Elwood knitted his brows together. “He was killed less than four hours before we found him. Which meant – well, we went through videos of everyone who’d come into the building. And no outsiders entered.”
 
   “Which means…”
 
   “He must’ve been killed by someone who lived in the building.”
 
   “So it’s just a matter of going through all the residents.”
 
   “Well, yes. But a place that close to the Strip – a lot of tenants were long-weekenders and tourists who’d found the place on AirBnb or the like.”
 
   “So someone could’ve moved in temporarily, killed Max, and then moved out.”
 
   “Exactly. And that’s even more likely because of the cash.”
 
   “Cash?”
 
   “We found some in his desk with a strange note; guy was probably running drugs to pay for his poker, but none of our informants could tell us about him.”
 
   I frowned thoughtfully. “He was a drug runner?” 
 
   Elwood said, “Margo didn’t tell you?” I shook my head, no. “There was some cash and a note thanking him for a successful delivery. That’s another reason we closed the case – an out-of-town drug dealer wasting our time. I’ll go get the files, you can see for yourself.”
 
   I was annoyed that Margo had hidden her son’s potential drug trade from me, and as I flipped through the case file, I wondered if there was anything else about Max that she’d hidden from me. The stack of cash – which only amounted to a thousand-odd dollars – had been found in one of the drawers in Max’s desk. The very desk I’d sat at. The note attached was printed out in black ink – “JS says thanks for the delivery, again.”
 
   There were a couple of photos of Max standing around with a group of friends. The cops’d probably gotten the photos off his mother, and in them, he looked like a normal, happy guy. White male, skinny with thinning brown hair, no tattoos – nothing that shouted, “drug dealer.” 
 
   I went through the details of the drug rings the police were monitoring. I knew that there were pushers and users in Vegas, just like any other city, but I had no idea the problem was so serious. A lot of the trade was to curious tourists, but a fair amount of sales were made to jaded locals. All of the police informants claimed they had never met Max and had no idea who he was. Yet the note must’ve meant something; I wondered if he could’ve been delivering something else.
 
   The rest of the case notes elaborated on what Elwood had already told me. Max had been something of a loner; he’d moved to Vegas a year ago but he hadn’t made any close friends and didn’t have a girlfriend. Neighbors said he kept to himself, and some casino staff identified him as a regular at the poker tables. His bank statements showed a hefty balance a year ago – probably his payout after leaving his job in New York – and then regular withdrawals, since moving to Vegas, with no new deposits. There was no suggestion that he’d earned any money since moving here, unless he was paid, and dealt in, cash. 
 
   There was no indication that Max used drugs himself and nothing to suggest any enemies or anyone who might want to harm him. I needed to have a serious chat with Margo, and check if she was hiding anything else.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   I’d see Jack later tonight – he’d be flying in from San Francisco again – but before that, I was having dinner with my parents.
 
   My parents lived in North Las Vegas, in a middle-class suburb that could almost have been plucked out of anywhere in the Midwest. The folks there worked hard, sent their kids to school, and ignored all the debauchery and partying that went on just a half-hour drive away from their homes. My parents were as middle-class as all the rest and valued a stable, decent lifestyle. Which was why Nanna hid the fact that she was a regular at the poker tables down at the Strip, and that she’d been earning a steady income off the poker-novice tourists.
 
   Glenn, Wes and Karma were already there by the time I arrived.
 
   “You’re late,” my mother said disapprovingly, as I sank down onto a comfy armchair and tucked my feet underneath me. “Jack couldn’t make it?”
 
   “I didn’t invite him. Besides, he’s in San Francisco.”
 
   “It’s ok,” my dad said. “We’ll meet him when we meet him. How’s the casino work?”
 
   We were hanging out in the den. It was an over-furnished room towards the back of the house, where my dad kept his large-screen TV and watched his NFL games. The “proper” living room at the front of the house was for “nice guests.” It looked out onto the front lawn and was furnished with modern, Pottery Barn sofas. My mother was so focused on keeping the room looking presentable that we hardly ever used it. I’d once asked her who a “nice guest” would be, but she’d looked at me in exasperation. I assumed from her silence that the room was reserved for use by Oprah, George Clooney, and maybe, if he was very lucky, the president.
 
   “The casino never changes,” I said. “There were a group of rich oil tycoons the other day. One of them was on the phone with his personal banker the entire time.”
 
   “I’ve been to the casinos twice,” Wes said. He was sitting on the couch opposite me, with Nanna on one side of him, and Glenn on the other. “It’s so…over-the-top.”
 
   “Of course,” Karma said. “It’s meant to suck you in.”
 
   “Some people never escape,” my mother said, tight-lipped. “My friend Jeremy’s son Tyrone just declared bankruptcy.”
 
   Nanna said, “Tyrone who used to manage Scruffy’s Diner? Wow, you’d think the locals would know better.”
 
    “Karma and I hardly go,” Glenn said. “Most of us oldies only go for the two-for-one meals.”
 
   “Those are good value,” said Wes. “But aren’t you tempted to stop by the slots or blackjack?”
 
   Nanna and I exchanged a glance. It was clear that he didn’t know about Nanna’s poker wins. Nanna said, “I suppose some games aren’t too bad. Poker is all about math.”
 
   “What about the pocket cards?” Wes said. “There’s always luck involved. And that can get addicting too, can’t it?”
 
   “Speaking of poker,” I said. “I might take up a new case. Nanna, you know some of the regulars at the poker tables here – how about Max Langton? He moved here from New York.”
 
   Nanna frowned. “I only know a couple of the retired folks who play poker. Is this Max over seventy?”
 
   “No. Young guy, from New York.”
 
   “Then I don’t know him.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I said. “I thought you knew all the poker players here.”
 
   “Just the locals – the ones who’ve been around for a while.” 
 
   “How do you know all these people?” Wes asked, smiling politely.
 
   “Nanna’s really popular,” I told him. “She knows everyone here who’s retired, and she knows most of their kids and nephews and nieces. She’s real big on socializing.”
 
   Nanna shook her head modestly, but Karma said, “No, it’s true. I’ve always gotten good vibes from Gwenda. You’ve picked a social butterfly, Wes.”
 
   Wes turned to Nanna. “I’m glad you like it here. And I know Glenn was hoping I’d move out here for good, but I don’t think I can do it. There’s too much going on, and I miss my kids back in Iowa.”
 
   “I knew it!” Karma said. “I could sense your unhappiness.”
 
   Nanna looked at Wes uncertainly. “How long are you staying?”
 
   Dad and I shared a glance. Nanna had gone through seven or eight boyfriends since she’d moved here a few years ago, but Wes was one of only three men who’d come to a family dinner.
 
   “Another week, maybe.” Wes looked around at us. “Thanks for inviting me to dinner. I’d rather have a meal with family then go into a large casino.”
 
   My mother smiled. “We’re happy to have you here. Why don’t we head into the dining room?”
 
   As we all trooped out of the den, I glanced at Nanna. The lines on her face looked sharper, and she slipped her hand into Wes’s. One of the downsides of rushing into a relationship, I decided: the potential for quick heartbreak.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   I barely had time to get home, pack an overnight duffel bag and find my passport, before Jack was at my door. 
 
   I flung my arms around his neck, and after a long, warm kiss, I pulled back and looked into his eyes. Green with flecks of gold; I’d never get tired of looking into them. He was one of the best looking men I’d ever seen, and I said, “You’re not going to leave Vegas, are you?”
 
   Jack gave me a puzzled look. “Other than boarding a plane with you right now?”
 
   “Long term, I meant.” I grabbed my duffel and passport. “Your family’s back in New York.”
 
   “Just my sister,” he said, as we headed down to his car. “And my uncles and aunts and nephew.”
 
   “You don’t miss them?”
 
   “I can fly out whenever to see them, and Vegas gives me good tax breaks. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Oh, no reason.” At dinner, Nanna had been talking up the Vegas shows, how seniors could get discounts, and how the seafood buffet dinners were really worth it. Wes hadn’t seemed impressed, but maybe he’d change his mind.
 
   Jack’s chauffeured car whisked us over to the terminal for private clients at McCarran, and a polite, well-groomed lady processed our documents before waving us through to the flight area. Before I knew it, Jack and I were boarding his jet, and once again, I was admiring the cream reclining chairs and wondering if I should just get used to this. 
 
   Jack poured us both some champagne for takeoff. “To Paris,” he said.
 
   “Paris,” I echoed.
 
   The plane rose up into the air smoothly, and I glanced out the small window at the lights of Vegas strewn out below us, twinkling happily. A girl could get used to this life. Maybe the horrible woman who’d lost Snowflake was right; maybe I should move faster with Jack. A life with Jack would be champagne flights and private dinners in Paris. And he was nice; he wasn’t like the typical rich men who dumped their wives as soon as they turned forty. And he had nice green eyes, and he was nice, wasn’t he?
 
   The champagne and long shifts caught up with me, and before I knew it, Jack was shaking me awake. “Tiff, we’re about to land.”
 
   “Wha – where?”
 
   I looked down. There was a warm blanket covering me, and the cabin overhead lights had been switched on – and then it came back to me. Paris. I smiled at Jack. “I could get used to this.”
 
   “You should.” His green eyes twinkled back at me, and I sat upright and buckled myself in. “Paris is so gorgeous, we could come here every week.”
 
   I groaned. “Don’t tempt me. What time is it?”
 
   “About four in the morning. We can get some sleep, and then, um, I kind of need to meet some people in the business district. You don’t mind, do you?”
 
   The smile slid off my face. Our first proper date in months, and Jack wanted to go off to work? “Of course not,” I forced myself to say, trying to turn the corners of my lips up again. I wondered if he was meeting someone else in Paris, maybe a Parisienne mistress? I forced that thought from my mind. “Will you be long?”
 
   “I should be done by lunch. You could take in the spa at the hotel, maybe a museum?”
 
   The plane taxied down the runway, and I smiled and nodded. “Of course, that would be nice. Then we’ll meet for lunch.”
 
   I don’t know why I’d expected any different. Last time, it had been my work that was more important, this time it was Jack’s. But at least we were in Paris, and I could stock up on pastries and macarons. 
 
   ***
 
   I woke up to darkness and switched on the bedside lamp. Heavy drapes covered a large window, blocking out the light, and there was some kind of ink painting on the wall opposite. I reached one arm over to Jack’s side of the bed. Cool to the touch. He must’ve left hours ago. 
 
   According to my cellphone, it was almost nine in the morning, and I had a missed call from Margo. She hadn’t left a message, and I refused to think about her. I was in Paris. I wasn’t going to sit around feeling sorry for myself; if Jack didn’t work as hard as he did, we probably couldn’t afford to fly over here on a private jet. Plus, I’d see him in a few hours. 
 
   I walked over to the window and flung the curtains open, and then I gaped, open mouthed. Beyond the rooftops and narrow streets, the Eiffel tower rose high into the air, glimmering in the early sunshine. First thing, I promised myself, I’d hop into a cab and take the lift to the top.
 
   I’d barely ordered room service, when my phone rang.
 
   “Hello, Margo.” Might as well get this over with.
 
   “Tiffany, I was wondering if you’d had any thoughts on—”
 
   “I have, in fact. I was hoping you could tell me about the case.”
 
   “I can come over now, I’m still in Vegas.”
 
   “I’m not. In fact, I’m overseas and this call is racking up my roaming charges.”
 
   There was a moment’s silence as she digested that. “Why are you overseas?”
 
   I shook my head, aware that she couldn’t see me. “It’s not important. We’ll have to talk on the phone mostly, so let’s do this now. Tell me about the case.”
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Everything.”
 
   “You’ve read the case files.”
 
   “Yes. Why didn’t you tell me about the drugs?”
 
   “He’s not a drug dealer.” There was a hint of anger in Margo’s voice. “He’s a nice boy, and he would never do anything like that.”
 
   “Then how did he pay for his gambling?”
 
   “He’d written a textbook on architecture and got some royalties from that. Did you go through the bank statements?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Then you know he wasn’t making any cash deposits. Don’t drug dealers deposit cash into their accounts?”
 
   “No, some of them just pay everything in cash.”
 
   There was an awkward silence. “He wasn’t dealing drugs,” Margo repeated.
 
   I took a deep breath in. “Margo. We don’t know anything for sure. If you’re absolutely sure about something, there’s no point in me looking into it.”
 
   “I – I didn’t mean that.”
 
   “Well, you have to be open to whatever I find. Whether it’s good, or bad, or nothing.”
 
   There was another long silence. I imagined Margo was considering hiring another PI, someone who’d promise her the world and would never find out anything less than complimentary about Max. But then she said, “You’re right. I don’t know what you’ll find, and I trust you. You did a good job for Sophia, and you did find – you walked into Max’s apartment. Maybe that’s a sign.”
 
   I didn’t believe in signs, but I did believe in clients who paid well and had reasonable expectations. “You’re absolutely sure you want me to go ahead?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Even if I find out he’s a drug dealer, or involved in some kind of underhand business?”
 
   “Not knowing what happened is worse.”
 
   It was my turn to be silent. Finally, I said, “I can email you a copy of my contract and my bank details, and then you can transfer the deposit over.”
 
   “Thank you!” Margo sounded like she’d just won a car on a radio giveaway. “That’s great. Thank you so much!”
 
   I smiled, despite myself. “Don’t thank me yet. I might not find out anything.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Jack’s meeting ran late. By the time we met up, I’d taken a tourist shuttle bus around the city and gotten off at the Orsay. Jack and I met up for a late afternoon coffee in the gorgeous museum café, where he was overly apologetic. 
 
   “My business partner got really nervous about a deal at the last minute,” Jack said. “He insisted on seeing me and then doing this long conference call – it was ridiculous. I’m so sorry, I thought we’d be spending the whole day sightseeing together.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I had fun by myself.” 
 
   “You didn’t meet any of those charming French men I hear about, did you?”
 
   I laughed. Paris was so far away from Vegas, far from the worries of murders and casino gamblers. “We should do this more often,” I said, before I could stop myself.
 
   Immediately, I worried that Jack would think I was after more free holidays, but he just smiled happily. “I’m glad you think that! I was worried you didn’t want to spend time with me.”
 
   “No, I do,” I said. “As long as your business partner doesn’t get nervous again.”
 
   It was Jack’s turn to laugh. “I told him that next time he needs to fly out to Vegas. But no more work talk, let’s go have a look at this place.”
 
   And we did. We took in the Impressionists quickly, trying to avoid the tourists who all seemed to want to see the same paintings we did, and then we slipped out for an evening cruise on the Seine. Jack had booked a private chef for us, and as we floated down the narrow river, admiring the old bridges and the buildings on either side, we nibbled on a degustation dinner and sipped the nicest red wine I’d ever tasted.
 
   When our dinner was over, and we pulled up to the dock again, I sighed. “I wish we didn’t have to leave.”  
 
   “We can do it again,” Jack said. “When’s your next day off?”
 
   I smiled. “When’s your next day off?”
 
   The food and wine and cruising was making me see everything through a rosy glow, but despite the headiness of it all, I knew that getting the timing right again would probably take a month, maybe two months. Neither of us wanted to think about that, so instead, we bantered about Parisians and French food and everything but our next date. Pretty soon, we’d grabbed our bags and found ourselves on Jack’s jet again, heading back to Vegas.
 
   Jack was going onwards to Chicago, where he had another meeting, and I would be heading straight to a shift at the casino.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   I thought I’d feel exhausted, going straight from a day in Paris to the shift at the Treasury, but I felt great. I was on such a high from the time spent with Jack, and the excitement of actually being in Paris, that I powered through the shift happily. It was the most I’d ever enjoyed my work in the casino; I flicked off drunken advances deftly, and I barely flinched when a giggling lady spilt her margarita on me. “You’re on holiday,” I told her. “Enjoy Vegas.”
 
   I was walking on air by the time my eight hours were over. When I changed out of my uniform and stepped outside, I was almost surprised to see the bright sunlight. Just minutes ago, I’d opened the curtains of my hotel room to see the Eiffel tower glinting in the distance.
 
   Morning in Vegas was a striking contrast from morning in Paris. Where Paris had been bustling with commuters and tourists, the streets of Vegas were asleep. Most revelers had gone home, and there were only a few locals heading over to the cheap buffet breakfast bars to grab a meal before or after their shifts.
 
   I meandered down my usual route, through the narrow alley behind The Cosmo Hotel, where I was surprised to see Mrs. Weebly heading in the opposite direction.
 
   “Where are you going?” I asked with a smile, my warmth extending towards my crotchety neighbor for once.
 
   “Meeting a friend for breakfast.” Mrs. Weebly eyed me suspiciously. “Why are you in such a good mood?”
 
   I hadn’t realized she thought that I, too, was a crotchety neighbor. “Oh, just happy. Everything’s great, and we’re lucky to be here!”
 
   “I suppose so,” she said warily. She stared at me like she was trying to judge whether or not I was on drugs, before walking off in the opposite direction. 
 
   A few paces later, my phone buzzed.
 
   “You’re back in one piece,” Stone said.
 
   “I am! And how are you?”
 
   “Busy. I was at the Strip having a meeting, and I thought you might be interested in hitting the gun range.”
 
   “Now?” Maybe I should get some sleep. But the travel had messed up my circadian rhythm, and I felt wide awake. I hadn’t done any shooting practice in a while, and it was a good idea to stay on top of my game. “Sure, I can head back to the Strip and meet you there.”
 
   “Turn around.”
 
   I turned around, and there was Stone, standing at the other end of the alley. I waved and began walking towards him. Mrs. Weebly was between us, a meter or two away from Stone, and just then, someone brushed past me.
 
   I turned around. It was a tall, lanky man with shoulder-length, ponytailed blond hair. Before I realized what was happening, he gave Mrs. Weebly a shove from behind, sending her tumbling to the ground. He grabbed her handbag and ran off.
 
   He tried to cross the street but Stone was on him in a flash. The handbag fell to the ground, the contents tumbling out. The man stumbled to his feet, and I found myself at Mrs. Weebly’s side, helping her up. She seemed fine – she wasn’t bleeding anywhere, but she looked shaken. Stone peered up at her, and the blond man used this opportunity to run off. Stone glanced at the man. I knew what he was thinking – he could catch up with the man, but then what? It was more important to check that Mrs. Weebly was ok.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said to me. Her voice was a little shaky, and I noticed that her palms were scratched from her fall.
 
   Stone gathered up her bag and its contents and handed it back to her. “Are you sure? We can take you to a doctor, if you’d like.”
 
   “Don’t be silly,” she scoffed. “If I went to the doctor after every little fall…”
 
   I looked at Stone. “My car’s nearby,” he said. “I can drive you…”
 
   “Nonsense! I’ve got my bag back, and I’m fine.”
 
   “You shouldn’t use this alley,” Stone said. “I keep telling Tiffany, too. It’s always dark, and even in the daytime there’s always something bad happening.”
 
   “You know,” said Mrs. Weebly, as the three of us walked slowly in the direction of the Strip, “That lady, Karma. She tells me the same thing. She says this alley’s got bad juju. Of course, I don’t believe her, and this is the shortest way from our apartment to the Strip. Karma did say, though, that my tumor would be benign. And it was.”
 
   I frowned. I didn’t like Karma’s “intuition,” nor did I believe in psychics, but it was undeniable that Karma tended to be right about almost everything she got a “special feeling” about.
 
   “Anyway,” Mrs. Weebly went on. “You don’t have to walk with me.”
 
   “My car’s parked this way,” Stone said.
 
   Mrs. Weebly looked at him closely. As usual, Stone was dressed in a white shirt and blue jeans, but this morning his chin was grazed with stubble, and his eyes were ringed with circles.
 
   “You’re a nice young man,” Mrs. Weebly said. “Thank you.”
 
   Stone smiled, rubbed his nose, and looked uncharacteristically embarrassed. “It’s nothing, anyone would’ve done the same.”
 
   “No,” Mrs. Weebly said. “Folks these days, they only care about themselves.” She looked at me pointedly. “Like that Ian. I know he’s keeping a cat in his apartment, and that’ll bring down building values. You think I’m petty to care about that, but my apartment’s the only thing I’ll pass on to my daughter, and I want it to be worth something.”
 
   I grimaced. There was no point denying Snowflake’s existence anymore. “I’m sorry. But that cat was abandoned, and her owner was horrible. We couldn’t find anyone else to adopt her.”
 
   Mrs. Weebly sighed dramatically. “There you go. Young people, these days…”
 
   “Some people want cat-friendly places,” I said. “Snowflake won’t bring down the value of the place. And we won’t let anyone else know.”
 
   Mrs. Weebly nodded. “I’ll let it go. But only because you’re friends with this nice young man.”
 
   I could swear I saw Stone blush.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   The gun range was peaceful and quiet – other than the gunshots, of course. Stone was as silent as ever.
 
   I’d half-expected him to ask me about my trip with Jack – or maybe show some interest in my life. Instead, he focused on hitting his targets, and I followed his lead and focused on mine.
 
   We’d stopped by my house on the way to the range, so that I could pick up my gun, and he hadn’t come upstairs. When he dropped me off, I asked him upstairs again and was a little surprised when, this time, he said yes.
 
   “Tea? Coffee?” I asked, as Stone settled into my couch and leaned back. He shook his head no, but I could tell from the way that he’d enmeshed himself with my furniture that he wanted to talk about something. I sat in a chair opposite him, and almost immediately, I was hit with a wave of sleepiness.
 
   I stifled a yawn and glanced at the clock. It would be good to get a few hours of sleep before my next shift. “What’s up?”
 
   “I was wondering… Are you sure you’re ok to do that job?”
 
   I frowned. “Following that other guy around? Sure, it’s no problem.”
 
   “I won’t have much notice when he comes. You’ll have to call in sick to work, maybe for seven or ten days. Is that ok?”
 
   I shrugged. Casino work paled in comparison to doing a favor for Stone. “I don’t mind. I owe you.”
 
   “No, I’ll pay you for this.” I started to protest, but Stone cut me off. “I insist. This is a serious gig, I’ll be on the other side so that we never lose sight of the guy.”
 
   “Who is he?” Stone seemed awfully concerned, and I thought I’d heard a hint of distaste in his voice. Stone never seemed to be bothered by the people around him, and if this guy worried him, maybe I should be concerned.
 
   “Another cheating husband. I guess. That’s what the wife says.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I watched Stone carefully, trying not to miss anything because of my sleepiness. 
 
   Stone looked as impassive as ever, but beneath his relaxed demeanor, I could tell that he wasn’t missing a beat.
 
   “I owe you,” I repeated. “I’ll do anything you ask.”
 
   “Anything?” The corners of Stone’s lips curled up a tiny bit, and his eyes locked onto mine. They were amused, intense and definitely interested in my answer.
 
   A rush of blood flowed up into my face, and I felt strangely light-headed. “Uh.” I plucked at my lip nervously. “Sure, I trust you.”
 
   I tried to keep the innuendo out of my voice, but the air around us was abruptly charged with electricity. I crossed my legs and shifted in my seat. Was it suddenly hot in here? My lips had twisted on their own into a stupid smile.
 
   “Well,” Stone said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   He stood up, and I followed mindlessly, walking with him to the door. Suddenly, I wanted nothing more than to keep him with me for a moment longer. “Are you – will you – ?”
 
   Stone turned and looked at me. His dark eyes seemed to bore through me and the silence seemed to go on forever.
 
   “I should go,” he said finally.
 
   I put one hand on the doorknob, ready to open the door for him. “Are you sure?”
 
   There was another moment of silence. And then his hand was on mine, his palm warm, and rough, and large. “No,” he said. “I’m not sure.”
 
   I looked up at him. His gaze was penetrating, and he looked into me like he could see my soul. My eyes traveled down his face, down to his lips, which were slightly parted and looked good enough to eat. I forced myself to look back up into his eyes. I held my breath, scared of saying something stupid and breaking the spell.
 
   “I should go,” Stone repeated.
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   Stone leaned down a fraction of an inch. His face seemed close enough to taste and I could almost feel his lips on mine. 
 
   But then he blinked and stood up straight. The light in his eyes changed, and he seemed suddenly alert, aware of his surroundings again. Stone shifted my hand off the doorknob and said, “I have to go. There’s a meeting I can’t be late for.”
 
   I knew it was a lie, but I couldn’t think fast enough to stop him from leaving. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   I snapped out of my reverie when I realized Stone was gone. The front door was closed, and I sensed that he must already be miles away.
 
   I wasn’t going to let him get off easily. It was mid-morning, and I tossed and turned in bed for a while, imagining what might have been, if only Stone had stayed a little longer. Once in a while I remembered Jack, but I pushed thoughts of him away, not wanting to deal with Jack right then. 
 
   Stone had disappeared into the morning, but this wasn’t over. There was definitely something between us, something mysterious that I hadn’t felt for a long time.
 
   When I woke up it was past lunch time. The memories flooded back, and after I’d drunk a big mug of coffee and felt fully in charge of my facilities, I gave Stone a call.
 
   He answered up immediately. 
 
   “Can we talk?” I said.
 
   “What about?”
 
   “If I’m going to work for you more often, I should know a bit more about your job.” 
 
   In my head, that line had made sense. But after I said it out loud, I worried that I sounded whiny and clingy. There was a pause, and Stone said reluctantly, “Ok.”
 
   “So I can come over to your office?”
 
   “You won’t tell anyone else where I live?”
 
   Right. Stone had mentioned he lived next door to his office. “Of course. What’s the address?”
 
   “The Riverbelle.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure I’d heard right. I’d had some disturbing experiences at the Riverbelle Casino in the past. “Are you… How did—” Once again, I was at a loss for words.
 
   “Just come over, I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
 
   “How w—”
 
   He’d hung up.
 
   I spent a bit longer than usual on my hair and makeup. I wanted to look nice, but not like I’d tried. And then I spent a panicky few moments wondering if I’d taken too long to get dressed. I didn’t want to have to speed-walk over to the Strip, and I didn’t want to look all out of breath by the time I got to the Riverbelle.
 
   When I got to the casino, Stone wasn’t waiting for me in the lobby like I’d been expecting. I was about to give him a buzz when the doors of the elevator across the lobby opened and Stone stepped out.
 
   If I was later than he expected, he didn’t mention it. I stepped into the elevator with him, and we rode up silently to the 35th floor. We stood about ten feet away from each other, and we didn’t make eye contact. 
 
    I couldn’t help remembering my first ever case and encounters with the unpleasant people who used to work in this building – including those who worked two floors above Stone’s, in the Riverbelle corporate offices. I followed Stone down a long corridor, through a door marked “Staff Only,” and up a flight of stairs that led to a green door. Stone punched some numbers into the keypad next to the door and opened it. It was heavy and closed softly behind us.
 
   I found myself standing in a short hallway carpeted with plush grey fabric. There was another door at the end of this hallway and another keypad, as well as a fingerprint scanner. I waited patiently as Stone swiped his finger across the scanner. There were two security cameras on each corner of the ceiling, and I was sure there were at least two more behind us. Stone didn’t skimp on security – but then again, he did run a security agency. 
 
   Once this second door was unlocked, I followed Stone through it, into an open-plan work area. There were four desks arranged in a rectangle and a row of monitors lined one wall. Zac, and a beefy, tattooed man, whom I hadn’t met before, were watching the monitors, which seemed to display various hallways and empty rooms. The men glanced at Stone and then at me.
 
   “Nothing new?” Stone asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Zac said, and the two men focused their attention on the monitors once again.
 
   Stone and I crossed the space into a smaller room, which had floor-to-ceiling windows offering a view across the north end of the Strip. There was barely enough room to fit in a large desk and two black leather chairs for visitors. A PC sat on the desk, and another row of monitors lined the wall opposite. A muted TV streamed CNBC news. The room was bare of any photos, plants or memorabilia. 
 
   “I expected your place to be bigger,” I said, as I settled into one of the black chairs. Stone sat down on the other side of the desk, switched on his computer, and flicked through some documents wordlessly.
 
   I shifted uncomfortably and glanced through the glass door into the open-plan area. Zac and the tattooed man were still watching the monitors. “Don’t you have any other employees?”
 
   “I do, but they’re out.”
 
   Stone glanced over my shoulder at the monitors behind me, and I turned around, curious to see what he was looking at. “Is that the Riverbelle?”
 
   “Yes.” Stone typed something out on his keyboard and the displays changed. I wondered if he felt as awkward about the near-kiss as I did. “I can rotate through all the casinos.”
 
   “That’s how you know all the security crews!”
 
   “Most of them. We offer a secondary level of security.”
 
   I crossed my arms and leaned back in my chair. “Where were you when Mr. Beard and Beady Eyes were threatening me for investigating the Riverbelle?”
 
   Stone looked at me, amused. “I knew you’d ask that.”
 
   “Well?”
 
   “I was out of favor with management. Ethan hired me, and once he died, management thought they didn’t need my services – or to keep giving me this rent-free office space.”
 
   I was impressed. “This is free? And you live next door?” Stone nodded. “How did that happen?”
 
   Stone crossed his arms on the desk and leaned forward. His face was impassive. “I know you’ve got lots of questions, but I can’t answer everything.”
 
   Like why he hadn’t kissed me this morning. I said, “Maybe you could try answering some.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like – why did Ethan Becker hire you? Why do you get this space for free?”
 
   Stone glanced over my shoulder, at one of the monitors, and then back at me. “Ten years ago, I’d been working security at one of the places over on Fremont Street. I wanted to move up, so I was going to apply here. But I decided to take some initiative – stake out Ethan first. Turned out some thugs had the brilliant idea of kidnapping him when I was watching him. I followed them, busted him out of the hideout and brought him back here. He hired me as his bodyguard and I dealt with the idiot thugs – and for some reason, Ethan felt indebted to me. So he talked me up to all his casino buddies, got me this space, and I set up a security firm doing mostly second-level stuff for the casinos.”
 
   “And you live here,” I repeated.
 
   “It’s not glamorous, but it’s safe.”
 
   “And what about – before you worked here?”
 
   Stone looked at me carefully. “I told you when we first met. I worked for the CIA.”
 
   Everyone knew that about Stone. And everyone who disliked him made a point of mentioning that there was no proof of his time there. “What did you do?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that. But I learned…a lot.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Not to care too much.”
 
   “Oh.” Was he talking about us? I wanted to say something, but I didn’t want to sound needy. Stone was watching me, waiting for me to say something. After a moment’s silence, he said, “We’re still on for next week?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Tailing that guy?”
 
   I looked down. For a moment, I’d thought we were setting up a date. “Uh… Sure…”
 
   There was another moment’s silence. Stone walked over to the muted TV and switched it off before turning back to look at me. “I don’t want things to get strange between us. I trust you, and I need your help on this.” Stone’s eyes were impassive, suppressing any emotion. 
 
    “You know I owe you,” I said. “We won’t have any trouble working together.” 
 
   The impassive mask dropped from Stone’s face, and his eyes softened. “Thank you.”
 
   I nodded. “I should go.”
 
   “You know where to find me.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   I ran into Nanna as I was entering my building. “How’s Wes doing? Still going back to Iowa?”
 
   “I can’t convince him to stay. We went to a show last night, and then we had a two-for-one buffet, but he says he likes the quiet life.”
 
   “I can’t imagine leaving here.”
 
   “Neither could I,” Nanna said slowly. I gave her a piercing look, and she shrugged. “I did my thing. I stayed with your parents for a while, I learned to play good poker. Maybe it’s time to move on.”
 
   I picked my jaw up off the floor. “Move on? With Wes?!”
 
   “Last night, he asked me to marry him.”
 
   My jaw hit the floor again. “Are you serious?”
 
   “What, old folks can’t get married?”
 
   I shook my head. “But we’re here!”
 
   “We’ll come visit.” Nanna smiled. “I haven’t decided anything. But Wes is a good man. And pleasant on the eyes. I think I’d like to settle down.”
 
   “Does Mom know?”
 
   Nanna shook her head. “You know how she is. I’m not going to say anything to her till I decide what to do.”
 
   “Well…” On the one hand, I wanted Nanna to be happy and in love. On the other hand, I wanted her to live nearby. “Like you said. You don’t need to decide so soon.”
 
   “No, no, I never said that. I think you should move fast when you’ve got a good thing going. Don’t mess it up.”
 
   She gave me a pointed look, and I knew she meant Jack. Before I could reply, she looked down at her phone. “That’s my friend, Martha. She wants to know if I’m going to be late. You’ll be over for lunch tomorrow?”
 
   “Maybe,” I said, giving her a hug goodbye. 
 
   I didn’t want to see Nanna move away with Wes, but she did have a point. You needed to trust your gut, and then you needed to make a move.
 
   There were still a few hours left before my shift, so I found my old case notes from Sophia’s case and looked up the notes I’d made when I’d first met Stone. 
 
   Stone was always enshrouded in a blanket of secrecy, and it was almost surprising that he’d told me about Ethan and showed me his office. I wanted to know more about his time in the CIA; I didn’t believe the nay-sayers who claimed he was making that bit up. Stone wasn’t the kind of person to make something up, and his security firm was already so in-demand that he had no reason to embellish the past.
 
   I found what I was looking for: a note with the words “Jameson” and a phone number. This was apparently Stone’s former CIA handler. Stone had given me the number as a reference, but I’d never followed up. Till now.
 
   I dialed the number, and unsurprisingly, I got a robotic answering machine. 
 
   “My name’s Tiffany,” I said nervously. “I got your number from Stone, I was hoping I could ask you a few questions about him?” I paused for a moment and then said, “It’s – I just wanted to make sure I’m not doing something stupid.” I left my number, not expecting to hear back. For all I knew, Jameson wasn’t a real person, and even if he was, his phone number might’ve changed.
 
   And then there was Jack. He was the person I should call next. It was clear to me now that Stone would never say anything, let alone do anything, as long as I was with another man. While it was infuriating, I had to respect his integrity. 
 
   Even if nothing ever happened between Stone and me, it was clear to me that things between Jack and I would not be getting any better. I wasn’t getting any younger, and I didn’t want to stay in a dead-end relationship anymore. 
 
   I called Jack and got another answering machine. I wasn’t about to break up with a guy over the phone, so I tried to sound upbeat and left a message asking when he’d be in Vegas again.
 
    I was about to head over to Ian’s to visit Snowflake, and tell him the good news about Mrs. Weebly not kicking up a fuss, when my phone rang.
 
   “This is Jameson,” said the voice on the other end. “Nobody’s asked about Stone in a long time.”
 
   My mouth felt dry, and I could hear my heart thumping loudly in my chest. “Well – uh – uhm – yes.” My brain seemed to have lost the ability to formulate proper sentences.
 
   The voice on the other end sounded kind and patient. “Was there anything specific you’d like to know?”
 
   “Well – yes. Was Stone really in the CIA?”
 
   There was a long pause, and then finally, Jameson said, “That’s a good question.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “It’s not really yes or no. Maybe we should chat about that in person.”
 
   “Sure. Anytime. Anyplace.”
 
   “I’m heading to the Strip in an hour. Why don’t we meet at the Café de la Rue in The Riverbelle, two hours from now?”
 
    I smiled. I knew why he’d picked the Riverbelle, and I didn’t care. “Sure. I’ll see you there.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Two-and-a-half hours later, I was sitting in the Café de la Rue, not feeling particularly happy.
 
   This was the café where my unpleasant encounters with former Riverbelle staff had started, and the décor was still uncannily similar. The place was dark and romantic, with soft jazz piping through – a world away from the bustling casino pit just a few yards away. 
 
   I’d de-frosted and chowed down half a frozen pizza at home, and my casino uniform was stuffed inside my large tote bag. Jameson was running late, and I didn’t know how long our chat would take. I didn’t want to be late to my shift. 
 
   I sipped my coffee nervously, checking out everyone who entered the café. I expected Jameson to be old-ish – he had to be older than Stone, at least. Other than that, I didn’t know what to expect – he could be bald and fat, with bad taste in clothes and a python wrapped around his neck. Or he could look like a regular tourist.
 
   Five minutes later, Stone walked into the café.
 
   I frowned and leaned back against my seat as he sat down opposite me.
 
   As usual, his face gave nothing away, but I could tell he knew why I was here.
 
   “What’re you doing here?” I said.
 
   “Why’re you here?”
 
   “You know. Where’s Jameson?”
 
   “You’re spying on me.”
 
   “You’re the one who gave me Jameson’s number as a reference.”
 
   “A long time ago.”
 
   “It wasn’t that long ago, and it’s important now.”
 
   There was a moment’s silence, and then Stone said, “And why is that?”
 
   “Because. I want to know who you are. I don’t like secrets.”
 
   Stone looked at me seriously. “There are things about me that I just can’t share. I’m sorry, but that’s how it is.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I knew I sounded like a petulant child, but Stone just shook his head. “I can’t help it. If you don’t want to work with me, you don’t have to.”
 
   I shook my head immediately. “No. I – If you ever need my help, I’m there.” I took a deep breath, trying to think of what to say. Finally, I said, “I’m breaking up with Jack when I see him next.”
 
   Stone’s eyes lit up. “Really? Poor Jack.”
 
   I smiled and rolled my eyes. At least I wouldn’t be late for my shift. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   I managed to turn up to work just in time, ready to sink into the bright lights and happy noises of the casino pit. The loud, boldly patterned carpet and seemingly crazy layout of the games tables were a glaring contrast to Stone’s cool, ordered office, and I wondered if he had access to the Treasury’s security cameras. 
 
   In a way, I was grateful that the next couple of hours were more chaotic than usual: a group of drunk friends got into a brawl at my blackjack table, a man who won five figures at the roulette table broke up with his girlfriend and got a drink thrown into his crotch, and security had to break up their subsequent fight. For some reason, everyone seemed to be cranky, and the wins and losses and alcohol just fueled their pugilistic moods.
 
   I wasn’t in the best mood myself. I knew that I was doing the right thing by breaking up with Jack. He was one of the best-looking men I’d ever met, and he was charming and intelligent, but our chemistry had died out. All I could see now were the glaring difficulties in our relationship. We were too different, and we just didn’t see each other often enough.
 
   Whereas Stone and I could see each other whenever I wanted. Stone always had my back, and it was reassuring to know that his office and his home were just a few doors down from the Treasury. The mystery about his past bothered me, and it would’ve been nice to be able to chat with Jameson. But nevertheless, I trusted Stone.
 
   The next day, I woke at noon, determined to get to the bottom of the mystery of Stone’s past. But first, I needed to solve the mystery I was actually getting paid for – the death of Margo’s son, Max Langton.
 
   My first stop was at UNLV, to visit Professor Gerald Deaking. Elwood’s case notes had mentioned that Max was enrolled to do a PhD on modern commercial architecture, focusing on Vegas buildings. Professor Deaking was supposed to be his supervisor, so I called the number provided in the notes. A man identifying himself as the professor said that yes, he knew Max, and yes, he was holding office hours today. I could go to see him anytime within the next hour. 
 
   Fifteen minutes before I set out, Ian turned up at my door to tell me the exciting news that Snowflake had learned to roll over on command, like a dog. 
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked, once he’d finished showing me all the new Snowflake photos on his smartphone.
 
   “It’s a new case.” I filled him in quickly, telling him most of the important bits from Max’s case file. “I’m off to see his professor, now.”
 
   “Take me with you! I can help! Please, pleeease…”
 
   I made a face. “What about Snowflake? Won’t she be lonely when you’re gone?”
 
   “She sleeps most of the day. And you need a partner! Every detective has a partner – I’d make a great partner! You can quit your casino job, and I’ll use some of my trust fund money as seed capital for our new PI firm.”
 
   “I can’t take your money, Ian. And you should stop throwing it around.”
 
   “But you need a partner.”
 
   A lightbulb seemed to go off in my head, dredging up all kinds of old emotions and bringing them to a head. I remembered working with Stone, hanging out with him at the shooting range, getting self-defense tips from the Krav Maga instructor he’d recommended. “You know, I always thought that someday Stone and I would be partners.”
 
    Ian snorted. “Yeah, sure.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “He’s far too cool for you. And he’s busy with his own firm.”
 
   “That’s true.” And he’d offered me work. Why had I ever thought he’d be my partner as a detective? It didn’t matter, of course, because we were friends, and we helped each other out. 
 
   “You need a partner,” Ian was repeating. “You can’t just work by yourself. It’s not safe, and every PI needs a partner.”
 
   Maybe he was right. Ian had actually helped me out a couple of times, and despite his annoying persistence, he was sweet and thoughtful. “Ok,” I said. “You can come with me this one time. But you have to behave.”
 
   “When have I not behaved?”
 
   All the time. Ian was the master of inappropriate questions and comments. 
 
   Parking at the university was a breeze. The UNLV campus was a refreshing change from the crowds and hustle over at the Strip; the buildings were large and serious-looking, and students hurried about, looking like they actually cared about education. The architecture building was nestled on one side of the campus, and it took me less than fifteen minutes to find Professor Deaking’s room.
 
   The door was open, and I knocked softly and walked in. The room looked exactly what I’d imagined a professor’s room to look like – just a little bit cleaner and a lot neater. Bookshelves filled with thick textbooks and back issues of academic journals lined one wall. An obviously fake potted plant sat in one corner, and a window looked out across the campus yard. Bright fluorescent lights illuminated the professor, who was typing away on his keyboard at one end of the room. Two small visitors’ chairs waited opposite him and two journals lay open on the desk.
 
   He stopped typing as I walked in and looked up. 
 
   Professor Deaking was a large, red-skinned man with round eyes that peered out from under thick-rimmed glasses. There were a few stray wisps of hair on his head, and they looked like they’d been arranged artfully to try to cover some of the professor’s baldness – an attempt that hadn’t been too successful.
 
   “You must be Tiffany,” he said, smiling politely and indicating a chair opposite his desk. “And this is…”
 
   Ian leaned forward to shake his hand. “I’m Ian, Tiffany’s partner. Wow, your skin is so red!”
 
   Professor Deaking blinked. “Yes, my skin burns when I go out in the sun.”
 
   “And it’s always sunny here.”
 
   “I’m sorry about Ian,” I said quickly. “He doesn’t—”
 
   “That’s ok,” Professor Deaking said. “We have many high-achieving students with Asperger’s. I know how it is.”
 
   “No, Ian doesn’t have Asperger’s.”
 
   “Maybe I do,” Ian said. “You always say I need to think before I speak, but I’m just being honest.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I looked at Ian carefully. Maybe he did have Asperger’s – he was smart, brutally honest, and had no social skills. But that wasn’t why we were here. 
 
   Professor Deaking said, “You wanted to talk about Max Langton?”
 
   “Yes.” I pulled out my smartphone and found the voice recording app. “Do you mind if I record what we say?”
 
   “No. But I’m not sure I can help you.”
 
   “I understand, and that’s ok. I just wanted to ask – what do you remember about him? He was supposed to be doing a PhD with you, right?”
 
   “He was. But he didn’t.” Professor Deaking punched a few more keys on his keyboard and then looked at me again. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I had to save my work. Anyway, Max applied for a PhD in modern commercial architecture, which interests me. He had a great portfolio from his time working in New York, and he seemed to have a genuine interest in switching over to the academic world. You know, it’s very interesting, getting paid to do research and a bit of teaching.”
 
   I smiled politely. The job sounded stuffy and boring to me, but I murmured, “It sounds fascinating.”
 
   “It sounds horrible,” Ian said, before I could stop him. “Do you even get paid well?”
 
   Professor Deaking laughed. “Not as well as they pay in the casinos, I’m sure. But I love what I do, and many of us like the work.”
 
   “And what about Max?” I said, trying to steer back to the topic. “Was Max also interested in your kind of work?” 
 
   “Yes. Well. Max showed up almost a year ago, and he claimed to want to be an academic. We went through his thesis proposal, which was quite decent. But as you know, the scope of a thesis can change as you do your research, so I told him what I tell all students – do a significant literature review and get back to me. We’ll take it from there.”
 
   There was a knock on the door. I turned around, and it was a bespectacled young lady with long brown hair, carrying a thick folder in her arms. “Greg?” she said. “I just wanted to let you know all the assignments were submitted.”
 
   “Excellent,” he said. “Tiffany, this is my TA, Marissa. Marissa, Tiffany.”
 
   We mumbled polite greetings to each other, and then she disappeared. I said, “Are those all assignments from an undergrad course?”
 
   “Yes,” he said. “Marissa helps with the grading.” 
 
   “Right. Did Max have to do any coursework for his PhD?”
 
   “Not necessarily, it would depend on his literature review. But he never got that far!”
 
   “How do you mean?” I said.
 
   “We were meant to catch up once a month while he did his work. We met the first two months – the first month, he’d done some work, but the second month, he was far behind. And after that, he never got back to me. When I emailed him asking what was going on, he said he couldn’t make it that month; and then the next month he said he had the flu; the month after, he said he had to go back to New York.”
 
   “Hey!” said Ian. “I used to say that kind of stuff when I was a student! One time, I had to stay up all night with my friends who did that startup, and I didn’t go to any classes for two weeks. I told my lecturers I had stomach poisoning.”
 
   Professor Deaking gave me a knowing look. “You hear all kinds of excuses from students. And as I expected, Max officially dropped out of the program after that last excuse.”
 
   “I dropped out of my course, too,” said Ian. “After the startup took off. Although, I wish I’d stayed on.”
 
   “Education is very important,” Professor Deaking said seriously. “You should consider going back and finishing your degree.”
 
   “Nah,” Ian said. “I’m working with Tiffany now.” He gave me a hopeful look, and I frowned and turned back to the professor. 
 
   “So – was Max on some kind of PhD scholarship?”
 
   “Yes, but it was just a small stipend, meant to cover the cost of books and such. Most PhD students get work with professors on their research projects, or do some TA work. Max would’ve had to give back six months’ worth of stipend money once he dropped out, but that would only come to maybe ten thousand dollars or so.”
 
   “Wow. That’s not much.”
 
   “Exactly. You have to do research because you love it, not for the money.”
 
   “Do you have any idea why Max didn’t come to your meetings?”
 
   Professor Deaking shook his head. “You’re asking the same things the police did, and I’ll tell you what I told them. No, I don’t know why Max didn’t turn up, or why he didn’t do his work. Students can be flakey. They don’t come to class, they don’t do their work… That’s always because they think they’ve got something better to do. Undergrads go off and party. Sometimes they have relationship issues. Sometimes they just don’t think it’s worth it to finish the degree; that happens quite a lot here, when they find out they’ll make more money working in a casino.”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a look, and I said, “You never followed up with Max?”
 
   Professor Deaking shrugged. “I emailed him, but when he didn’t reply, I figured he’d lost interest. I’m not about to harass someone to do their PhD. And I heard from the cops he’d got bitten by the poker bug.”
 
   “Do you play poker?” asked Ian.
 
   The professor shook his head. “No, my work keeps me busy.”
 
   Ian said, “There are people who make lots of money from poker.”
 
   “I’m sure there are. But most of them burn out.”
 
   “Did Max have any friends here?” I asked. “Did he maybe meet some students at orientation, or in the library?”
 
   Professor Deaking shook his head. “Not that I know of. There were only two other students who enrolled in PhD courses in architecture at the same time as Max, and I doubt they were friends. You can get their details from the admissions office, I’m sure.”
 
   The names and details were already in the Detective Elwood’s case files, and the two students claimed they barely knew Max. But I didn’t say all that.
 
    “Have you tried any of those special sunscreens?” Ian asked.
 
   “I have,” Professor Deaking said. “But it turns out I’m allergic to them so I just turn redder.”
 
   There wasn’t much else to say, so Ian and I thanked Professor Deaking and headed over to our next interviewee. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Ian insisted we stop by his apartment first, and Snowflake woke up when we entered.
 
   She purred and rubbed against my legs, and then she turned over for me to tickle her belly. As Ian rummaged through his stock of wigs, I told him that Mrs. Weebly would no longer bother us about Snowflake, as long as we kept Snowflake a secret.
 
   “What brought that on?” Ian asked, fitting a bald wig over his head and fussing about his reflection.
 
   “She met Stone and liked him, and then… Well, I’m not quite sure how it happened, but it did.”
 
   Ian nodded, and ran his hands over the smooth wig. He looked like a fussy old man, and I smiled, trying to imagine him growing old. 
 
   “Can you recognize me in this?” said Ian.
 
   “Only because I know it’s you.”
 
   “But I look old,” he whined. “And ugly.”
 
   “Well, pick another wig, then! We don’t want to be too late.”
 
   Ian finally settled on a wig with spiky brown hair. “I look like I’m in a boy band,” he said happily, as we said goodbye to Snowflake and left the apartment. 
 
   I didn’t want to be late so I didn’t bother to correct him. 
 
   ***
 
   It felt a bid odd walking into Max’s building in broad daylight. I knew that at some point we’d run into Snowflake’s previous owner, but with any luck, she wouldn’t mention Snowflake.
 
   “Margo Langton must’ve mentioned me,” I told the uniformed security guard. 
 
   He seemed more interested in the newspaper than me, and just nodded. “Sure, go ahead.”
 
   “Can I ask you some questions first?”
 
   The guard lowered his paper and peered at me with watery brown eyes. He had pasty skin and the slumped posture and broad body of someone who didn’t do much walking around – or any other exercise, for that matter. “This is about that guy’s death, right? I just started working here last week.”
 
   The guard – his nameplate said “George” – looked like he was superglued to his chair. I wondered what he’d do if there was ever any real trouble in the building, but he was probably only authorized to call the police anyway.
 
   “One week with the security company or a week here?”
 
   “A week here,” George said. “I like it here. No trouble. Everyone’s nice.”
 
   “What are your shifts like?” I asked.
 
   “Rotates. Sometimes days, sometimes nights.”
 
   “Do you know everyone who lives here?”
 
   “Most of them.” George looked at me warily. “Why?”
 
    “It must be hard remembering all those names and faces,” Ian said.
 
   George set his shoulders and glared at Ian. “What’re you accusing me of?”
 
   “Nothing, nothing,” I said quickly.
 
   “Yeah,” said Ian. “I just can’t remember names, that’s all.” 
 
   “Ok,” said George begrudgingly. “It’s hard. But you try, yeah? And it’s not like you need to know all the names, just know when someone who’s not living here walks in.”
 
   Just then, a white-haired lady walked out of the lift with the grace of a dancer. She was dressed in a grey pantsuit, and carried a big maroon bag that looked like a Birkin. George nodded at her politely, and we waited till she’d left the building to continue our conversation.
 
   “What’re the residents like?” I asked.
 
   George shrugged. “They seem nice enough. Keep to themselves, know what I mean?”
 
   “Sure,” I said. “Except when they choose to kill each other.”
 
   ***
 
   George had told us that there were over a hundred apartments in this building. It was a bit smaller than most of the near-Strip complexes, which were generally made up of four to eight buildings. This complex only had the one building, which meant, for some reason, it was more expensive to live here. There were four lifts and four sets of fire-escape stairs. There was underground parking, but the residents hardly saw each other, except when they came and went from work. A lot of the apartments were empty, owned by folks who either leased them out as short-term rentals or who made the apartments their homes only when they flew over for work or pleasure.  
 
   Ian and I decided to work our way from the top floor down. George had told us there were two duplex penthouses on the top floor; both were answered by housekeepers who claimed to have never met Max. They didn’t recognize his photo, and yes, they’d heard that someone had been killed in this building and were a bit nervous about working here. Not that they thought the place was unsafe, but… 
 
   I jotted down the names of their employers and moved on. It was mid-afternoon, and I assumed some of the corporate-types would be returning home in a few hours. At this time of day, however, most of the apartments were empty. We met a few housewives and a few more housekeepers, all of whom told us the same things as the penthouse housekeepers: no, they’d never met Max, nor did they recognize him from his photograph. I left my card with everyone we talked to, asking them to give me a call if they remembered anything – anything at all.  
 
   Ian and I decided to leave Max’s floor for last. We were both a little wary about running into the cat lady again, so we worked our way down the building, where we repeated the same unhelpful conversations over and over again.
 
   On the third floor, we met an old lady who seemed to be this building’s Mrs. Weebly. She’d never met Max, and didn’t recognize him from the photo, but she did have an opinion on his death.
 
   “Young men getting shot in their own homes,” she said angrily. “What’s the world coming to? I swear, young people just get more and more violent each day.”
 
   “Not me,” said Ian. “I’m non-violent. I don’t even own a gun.”
 
   “Well then, you should get one,” said This Building’s Mrs. Weebly. “What kind of detective are you, if you don’t even own a gun?”
 
   “You’re right,” said Ian, nodding his head and looking over at me. “Maybe I could go to shooting practice with you and Stone?”
 
   I looked at him skeptically. “Maybe. But, back to the shooting…did you know Max Langton?”
 
   This Building’s Mrs. Weebly shook her head. “No. Folks here just keep to themselves. I swear, it’s not like when I was growing up in Indiana, and we all knew our neighbors. I hardly know anyone here, other than that nice young Jacinta Gondalez. If my son and his kids weren’t living in this city, I’d just go back to Indiana.”
 
    “Who’s Jacinta Gondalez?” Ian asked.
 
   “Like I told you. The only decent person here, and the only one who bothers to ask me how I’m doing and would I like any help carrying my groceries. Nobody else even talks to me. Oh, you mean which apartment? Downstairs, 2F.”
 
   We thanked her, left our card, and door-knocked through the rest of the apartments on her floor with no success; only two other people were home – a twenty-something-year-old man who was home sick from work and a tourist who’d only been staying there for the past week – and neither knew Max.
 
   Jacinta Gondalez’s apartment was the first second-floor one we knocked on, and she opened the door within a few seconds.
 
   She turned out to be a slightly overweight brunette with a button-nose and chocolate-brown eyes. Her hair was cut in a short bob that fell just below her chin, and for some reason she looked vaguely familiar. I could tell from Ian’s stunned silence that he was instantly smitten, and when she smiled, her cheeks dimpled. “Can I help you?”
 
   “You’re Jacinta Gondalez?” She nodded. “We’re looking into the death of Max Langton.”
 
   “You’re with the police?”
 
   “No, we’re private investigators. Max’s mom hired us.”
 
   She sighed. “Horrible thing, getting killed like that. But I can only talk for a few minutes before I head off to my shift.”
 
   “What shift?”
 
   “I work at Jerry’s Diner.”
 
   So that’s why she looked familiar! “I eat there all the time!”
 
   She peered at me closely. “I’ve seen you! You’re the only woman who orders dessert and finishes it. All the other women just have a bite and throw out the rest. Or they go into ladies’ room and barf it back up.”
 
   “Yuck. I could never throw up on purpose.”
 
   “Me neither,” said Jacinta. “But I guess that’s why I’m a little – you know – wide. And everyone else is pretty and skinny.”
 
   “You’re very pretty,” said Ian. “You’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. Jacinta laughed and said, “Aren’t you sweet!”
 
   “I mean it,” said Ian. And I could tell that he did mean it.
 
   “I wish I could help you about Max,” Jacinta said. “But I hardly knew him.”
 
   “That’s better than everyone else here, who don’t seem to have met him at all. Were you two friends?”
 
   “No, but we met in the lifts a few times. He used to come back from the casinos at the same time my shift was over, so sometimes we ran into each other. I saw him at the diner sometimes, by himself.”
 
   “None of this was in the police report,” I said. “How come you didn’t tell the cops you were friends?”
 
   Jacinta looked sheepish and shrugged. “I got nervous when the cops came around. And I kind of froze. And then later, I… Well, I didn’t see how it would help. I kept meaning to go to the station to talk to that detective, but I just… Well, I guess I forgot, later. Cops make me nervous.”
 
    “Sounds like Max wanted to ask you out,” Ian said.
 
   Jacinta shook her head. “No, no. He was just being friendly.”
 
    “Do you have a boyfriend?” Ian asked.
 
   She shook her head again. “I don’t have time for one. I’m trying to save up to buy a share in Jerry’s. Jerry Gergeiv, who owns it now, wants to sell out.”
 
   Ian said, “So that’s why Jerry changed the name! Just before selling – but hey, maybe I could help you buy in.”
 
   I gave Ian a warning nudge, but it was too late. Jacinta looked at him hopefully and said, “What do you mean, are you an investor?”
 
   “Ian’s got a trust fund,” I said quickly, before Ian could start throwing his money about, like he did whenever he saw a pretty lady. He always fell quickly, and hard, and never seemed to come out well when the relationship inevitably ended. “But it’s controlled by his parents and a lawyer, and they don’t let him spend much.” 
 
   The hopefulness in Jacinta’s eyes died. “Oh. Well, it doesn’t matter, I’m working overtime to save more.”
 
   I admired her ambition, but we were getting off-topic. “Did Max have any enemies?” I said. “Anyone who could’ve wanted to hurt him?”
 
   Jacinta shrugged. “I didn’t know him all that well, but I don’t think so. He seemed pretty lonely to me, and he always ate at the diner alone.”
 
   “I think he only went to the diner to see you,” Ian said.
 
   Jacinta looked at Ian warily, as though the idea had occurred to her before. “Maybe,” she said slowly. “But we weren’t really friends. I guess he just wanted to see a familiar face after his poker games.”
 
   “What did he tell you about the games?” I said. “Did he win much money?” 
 
   Jacinta twisted her lips in a facial shrug. “He always said he was close to figuring out the right system. Never said he was making much.”
 
   “Then how’d he cover his expenses here?” said Ian.
 
   “I guess he had some savings he was living off.”
 
   “We heard he was dealing drugs,” said Ian.
 
   Jacinta looked at Ian thoughtfully. “I never heard that.”
 
   I said, “So, you don’t think he dealt drugs?”
 
   “Well… I guess you can never know. But I don’t think so.”
 
   “Was Max friends with anyone else in the building?” 
 
   Jacinta shook her head, no. “I don’t think I saw him ever talking to anyone here.”
 
   “Nobody at all?”
 
   Jacinta frowned. “You know, now that I think about it. I’d almost forgotten about this. But one time, we were in the lift, and a lady was in there, going up. And Max looked at her and said, “Hello, Wynona Beyers.” And she just kind of pursed her lips and glared at him. Like she was angry for some reason.”
 
   “Wynona Beyers?” The name sounded familiar. “Does she live here?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so, probably on his floor because she didn’t press any other buttons on the lift.”
 
   “What did she look like?”
 
   “Posh. Blonde hair, tall, skinny. Very pretty.”
 
   Ian and I looked at each other. We knew one tall, pretty blonde lady who lived on Max’s floor. I said, “Did she have blue eyes and a mole on one cheek?”
 
   Jacinta’s brown eyes widened in surprise. “Yeah. Do you know her?” 
 
   I stifled a groan. “I’ve met her once. Did she say anything to Max?”
 
   “I was in the lift with them just a few seconds, before I got to my floor. They didn’t say anything else while I was there. Maybe I was imagining that she was angry. Maybe it was nothing.”
 
   “It doesn’t sound like nothing.”
 
   “You can see for yourself,” Jacinta said. “We’ve got security cameras in the lifts, one of the guards should be able to get you the recording.”
 
   “That’s brilliant!” said Ian. “You’re so smart.”
 
   Jacinta smiled politely. “It was probably nothing. But Max didn’t seem to know anyone else in the building.”
 
   “No,” said Ian. “It’s probably something. You’re so smart. And pretty. Can I take you out to dinner sometime?”
 
   I saw a hint of exasperation flicker in Jacinta’s eyes for a split second, before she masked it with a polite smile. “I’m sorry. I told you, I’m really busy with work and trying to save up to buy a share in Jerry’s.” 
 
   Ian looked crestfallen. “Oh. That’s ok, then.”
 
   I said, “I’m sorry to have bothered you. But we do appreciate your help. And here’s my card. If you remember anything else, please give me a call.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Ian and I found George flipping through his iPad. He didn’t seem all that thrilled to see us again, and when we asked about the footage from the lift’s security cameras, he admitted that the security company stored six months’ worth of footage in their cloud server.
 
   “But I can’t let you access it,” he said. “It’s private, and protected, and you don’t have a warrant.”
 
   “Can you access it?” I asked.
 
   “Only if I need to.” He looked at us suspiciously. “And you’re not cops, so like I said, it’s private.”
 
   Ian slid a Benjamin over the reception counter, and George’s eyes lit up. He looked at Ian and me like he was seeing us for the first time. “Ok. I guess I do need to get the files – but they’ll take a few minutes to find.”
 
   “Take your time,” I said. “We’ll speak to some more people, in the meantime.”
 
   As we took the lift up to Max’s floor, Ian said, “See, if we were partners, I could cover expenses like these. I always have a few Benjamins on me.”
 
   “That was a good move,” I admitted. “I don’t have that kind of cash lying around, and I definitely don’t keep Benjamins in my wallet.” 
 
   We were at Katrina’s door. I took a deep breath, and knocked. 
 
   ***
 
   Katrina opened the door after a few moments. She wore a sky-blue dressing gown, her blonde hair was disheveled, and her eyes were half-closed. She looked at us, and then raised her arms above her head in a big stretch and yawned. “Yes?”
 
   “Katrina?” I said. “We’re sorry to bother you, but—”
 
   “I was sleeping,” she said, stating the obvious. “I had a big night last night, and – hey! Aren’t you that chick? You know, the one dating Jack.”
 
   I winced involuntarily. “Yeah. Um.”
 
   “How can I help you?” Her look changed to suspicion. “You’re not here to see how the kitten’s going, are you? Because I don’t know what’s going on, the cat just got out on its own this time. How’d you even get my address?”
 
   She leaned forward, and I took a step back to avoid her alcohol-breath. Phew. She really did seem to have had a big night, and from what I could see, she was still a little bit tipsy.
 
   “I’m not here about the kitten,” I said. “We—”
 
   “Who’s your friend?” Katrina said, peering at Ian. “I thought you were dating Jack. Hang on, I need another glass of wine, my head’s starting to hurt again.”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a look and followed her into the apartment. I wondered if alcohol was the only thing she was high on – but at least she hadn’t suspected us of stealing Snowflake. Not that she’d ever cared about little Snowie. 
 
   The place looked just like it had four months ago – clean and sleek and modern. The lounge-room, with its chrome-and-leather sofa and glass coffee table, looked barely lived-in. A sleek kitchenette was set against one wall. Katrina headed towards the kitchenette, pulled out a bottle of wine and a glass, and poured herself a huge drink. 
 
   “I’m Tim,” Ian fibbed. “Tiffany’s business partner. We’re private investigators.”
 
   Katrina turned slowly to face us, wine glass in hand. “What do you mean, ‘private investigators?’”
 
   I took a deep breath. “We work for private clients, looking into things for them.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   Ian said, “Well, right now we’re looking into the death of Max Langton.”
 
   Katrina took a big gulp from her wine glass. “Max who?”
 
   I said, “Max Langton? He lived a few doors down from you.”
 
   “I don’t know who that is.”
 
   “Tall guy,” said Ian. “Wore glasses.”
 
   “Nope.” Katrina powered through her wine. “Never met him.”
 
   “Jacinta said you did,” said Ian. “She said he called you Wynona Beyers.”
 
   Katrina sighed, exasperated and barely listening to us. “I should’ve made myself a screwdriver instead of opening this stupid wine. You guys don’t want anything to drink, do you? It’s no fun drinking alone, and my boyfriend’s been in China for the last three months. Doing God-knows-what with God-knows-who.”
 
   “I’m sure he’s missing you,” I murmured. 
 
   It was clearly the wrong thing to say.
 
   “I don’t think so,” said Katrina, gesturing with her wine glass. “I wish I’d never moved to this stupid city. This is so dumb! I’d move to China but I don’t want to deal with living in Beijing, you know. I like living here, where you can get good food and drink and meet nice people. I was going to break up with him, but then I found a ring in his sock drawer. If he marries me – hey! Maybe I should move to San Francisco. There’s lots of startup millionaires there, and not enough hot ladies.” She looked at me closely. “Maybe we could move together! You’re not very happy with Jack, are you?”
 
   “Sure she is,” said Ian. “Anyway, Max. Jacinta said he knew you.”
 
   Katrina waved her arm dismissively, and made a noise that sounded like a helicopter landing. “Jacinta! Who the hell is she?”
 
   Ian crossed his arms defensively. It was obvious that his momentary interaction with Jacinta had made him think that she was pure, innocent and lovely. “The pretty Hispanic lady who lives on the second floor.”
 
   Katrina took another sip of her wine and looked at us thoughtfully. “Hang on. Jacinta. Short, brown hair, kind of a fatso?”
 
   Ian looked like he was about to explode, so I gave him a warning look and quickly said, “She works at Jerry’s Diner.”
 
   Katrina laughed. “Sure, she works at Jerry’s Diner.”
 
   Ian looked like he was about to challenge Katrina to a duel. “What does that mean?” 
 
   “Oh, nothing,” said Katrina, her voice as saccharine as a high-school queen bee. “I’m sure she does work at Jerry’s as well.”
 
   “As well as what?”
 
   Katrina looked at me. “You’re investing Max Langton’s death.” She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully and said, “This is the guy who was dealing drugs, right?”
 
   I wondered where she got her information from. “Why do you say that?”
 
   “The cops came round a few months ago, I remember now. They said something about Max dealing drugs. And you know, Jacinta deals drugs, too.”
 
   “That’s not true,” said Ian. His face was changing color from red to white.  “How could you say that?”
 
   Katrina smiled coldly. “Because I’ve bought coke off her. She’s my dealer.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   “She deals outside the Peacock Club in the evenings,” said Katrina. “If you go there now, you’ll probably see her. But she only stays about an hour, so you’d better hurry.”
 
   Ian looked like he couldn’t decide between emotions. His face was a funny mixture of disappointment and anger, and he said, “I don’t believe you.”
 
   Katrina shrugged coolly. “Don’t. But why don’t you go there and see for yourself?”
 
   “I think we’ll do that,” I said. “Come on Ia—Tim.”
 
   We left in a rush, leaving Katrina to drink her wine alone. George waved us down before we left. “I got your videos here,” he said, handing us a flash drive. “Hope you get your guy.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
    “Do you know Jacinta Gondalez? Pretty brunette from the second floor?” Ian asked.
 
   George’s face broke out in a happy grin. “She’s about the only one who bothers to talk to me here. But she just left, if you’re looking for her.”
 
   I sighed and dragged Ian out before he could quiz George about Jacinta’s boyfriends and ex-boyfriends.
 
   We stopped by the apartment first, and I packed my uniform into my tote bag and reapplied my mascara and lipstick. I wouldn’t have time to come home and change – Ian could drop me off at the Treasury afterwards and drive himself home. 
 
   “I’m sure Katrina’s mistaken,” Ian said as we drove towards the Peacock Club. He’d taken off his wig, and he looked like himself again.
 
   “Sure,” I said. “Maybe her dealer’s someone who just looks like Jacinta. She doesn’t seem all that bright.”
 
   “Or sober.”
 
   We reached the Peacock Club within a few minutes, and I drove into the alley-side parking reserved for clients.
 
   The Peacock Club was one of Vegas’ smaller strip clubs. Their clientele tended to be middle-aged locals and penny-pinching out-of-towners. The club didn’t have the pizzazz and flair of the larger clubs, and they weren’t as well-known. Most of the strippers lived locally, with only a few LA starlets flying in to dance at the weekends.
 
   This was the slightly seedy part of town. There were a few other cars parked there, but I assumed they belonged mostly to the club employees. It was early in the evening, and I knew that if I stepped inside, I’d see that the club only had a few patrons at this hour; these places tended to get busy much later at night.
 
   “That must be her,” Ian said, pointing to a red Ford Focus parked a few meters away. We couldn’t see the driver clearly, but it seemed to be a woman, and she seemed to have short brown hair.
 
   “I guess we go talk to her.”
 
   Ian groaned. “Katrina was right, Jacinta deals drugs! Why do I always fall for the wrong women?”
 
   I looked at him sympathetically. “Maybe it’s not Jacinta. We won’t know till we go talk to her.”
 
   “I’ll go,” said Ian. “She’ll recognize you, but she won’t know it’s me without my wig.”
 
   “Try to buy something off her.”
 
   Ian sighed and stepped out of the car. I pulled out a baseball cap from my tote, and crammed it on, hoping it would be a bit of disguise, and headed over to the red Focus. I stopped at a few paces’ distance. From here, I could make out the driver of the car – it was Jacinta, wearing a Jerry’s Diner uniform – and hear what Ian was saying.
 
   “…looking for something to start the party, you know.” He was doing a great imitation of a stoner.
 
   “Sure,” said Jacinta. “You’ve got the cash?”
 
   Ian reached into his wallet and pulled out two Franklins.
 
   “All yours,” said Jacinta, handing over a small Ziploc bag containing white powder.
 
   “Thanks,” said Ian, as I walked up to the car. “This looks dope.”
 
   I pulled off my baseball cap and said, “Hi, Jacinta.”
 
   Jacinta looked at me. “Oh shit.” She revved up the Focus, backed out of the carpark, and sped away.
 
   Ian and I looked at each other.
 
   “At least now I can throw a great party,” he said, holding up the baggie.
 
   I looked down the road, where the Focus had sped off. “She’s gone too fast, we can’t follow her.”
 
   “She probably just went back to her apartment. Let’s go there.”
 
   I drove us over, but when I knocked on Jacinta’s door, nobody answered, unsurprisingly.
 
   We went downstairs to talk to George. “Did Jacinta come back here?” I asked.
 
   George shook his head. “Haven’t seen her since she left. Probably at her work, yeah?”
 
   Ian and I left the apartment again and drove over to the Jerry’s.
 
   Jerry’s was packed at this hour, with Strip employees having dinner before their shifts, and office workers winding down after work. 
 
   “Dinner for two?” Michael, the manager, said when he saw me.
 
   “Not tonight,” I said. “Is Jacinta here?”
 
   Michael shook his head. “No, she just called in sick. First shift she’s ever cancelled since she started working here.”
 
   I frowned. “I didn’t know Jerry’s was being sold.”
 
   Michael sighed. “Yeah. Jerry wants to retire and head over to Florida. But it’s ok, a couple of us regulars are pitching in to buy it. We’re not gonna see it get sold to some Arby’s or some rich kid from New York.”
 
   “And Jacinta’s going to be one of the buyers?”
 
   “She needs to come up with fifty grand before the end of the month if she wants to buy. So far, it’s me and three other waiters, and we’re getting a small bank loan for the rest of the money.”
 
   “How much does she make?” I asked. “How’d she come up with fifty grand waiting tables?”
 
   Michael shrugged. “Beats me. Either of you want to buy in? It’s a good business, you’ll get ten grand a year guaranteed, if you pitch in fifty.”
 
   “I wish I had the money,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind owning part of Jerry’s.”
 
   “What about you?” Michael turned to Ian.
 
   “It sounds good, but my lawyer doesn’t let me spend money.”
 
   “Too bad,” said Michael. “It’s a good business.”
 
   We said goodbye to him, and Ian speed-walked to the Treasury with me.
 
   “I’m late,” I grumbled as we walked. “I hate being late!”
 
   “Then don’t go! Hang out with me, we can eat cookie-dough ice-cream and watch re-runs of Seinfeld.”
 
   It sounded tempting, but I shook my head. “I might need to skip a few shifts next week, I’m meant to be doing some work for Stone. I can’t miss this shift.”
 
   “Maybe we could invest in Jerry’s together?”
 
   “I thought you wanted to invest in my PI business?”
 
   Ian groaned. “Why do I always like the wrong women? I’m like a magnet that’s only attracted to bad people.”
 
   “You couldn’t have known. She seemed nice, at first.”
 
   “She did, right? Even George liked her. And that old lady.”
 
   “Sometimes it’s hard to understand people. What’s on the surface isn’t the same as what’s underneath.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   I rushed off to the Treasury only to find that I was twenty minutes late for my shift. The floor manager gave me a dirty look when I finally got to my assigned blackjack table.
 
   I could tell that it would be a busy night – although it was a Wednesday, the out-of-town tourists were starting to arrive. The usual LA crowd would start arriving tomorrow, and tonight, I knew that we’d have lots of young people from the east coast celebrating a short break. The jingle of slot machines reverberated through the air, and every now and then, a group of gamblers burst into laughter. The pit was as brightly-lit as ever, giving no indication that night was falling. The casino was a world of its own – and I was late. 
 
   “Where were you?” whispered the dealer I was relieving, a slim red-head named Clarissa. “They’re cracking down on us again, saying we’ve got to be on time and not call in sick too often.”
 
   I sighed. Drama at my casino job was not what I needed right now. Clarissa and I didn’t have time to chat, so I clapped my hands out, to show that I was ready to start dealing, and began work.
 
   My shift passed quickly. Every now and then, I glanced up at the security cameras, and thought of Stone in his office. It would be good to see him again. Now that I was working a case, I probably needed to head back to my Krav Maga classes and brush up on my self-defense skills.
 
   Treasury dealers needed to rotate between games and tables, and I was moved from the blackjack table to craps, to the roulette wheel, and then back to blackjack. In between dealing cards, I thought again about Jacinta.
 
   She really had seemed nice when we’d first met her, and I felt sorry for Ian. At least she’d said no when he’d asked her out. It worried me a little that she hadn’t gone back to her apartment after rushing out of the parking lot; the town was full of motels and she could’ve chosen to hide out anywhere.
 
   ***
 
   After my shift, I wound my way down the alley behind the Cosmo Hotel, looking forward to a long sleep. It was early morning, and the sun was just starting to come out; I could grab a few hours’ shut-eye before I got up in time for lunch and maybe a Krav Maga class.
 
   My answering machine was blinking when I got into my apartment. I threw my bag onto the floor and hit the play button, hoping that it was someone from Max’s building who’d remembered seeing something. 
 
   A robotic voice that sounded a lot like Stephen Hawking drifted up from the machine. Perhaps someone had used one of those text-to-speech readers, I thought distractedly, as the voice said, “Hello, Tiffany.” There was a pause, and then it went on, “You’re looking into Max’s death. You need to stop. Unless you want to be the next to die.” 
 
   That’s funny, I thought. A Stephen Hawking voice leaving threatening messages. A murderous Stephen Hawking would be an incredible killing machine, I decided; he’d be smart enough to leave no clues behind. Although with that mechanical voice, he’d have a hard time getting people to take his threats seriously. 
 
   The voice continued, “We know where you live. And we know how to get you.”
 
   Realization hit, and then a chill ran up my spine. Whoever this caller was, they weren’t joking, and they weren’t Stephen Hawking. I looked around, as though someone might be in my apartment right now. The living room and kitchen area were devoid of intruders, and it didn’t look like anyone could’ve broken in. Before I chickened out from fear, I went over to my dark bedroom and switched on the light. Nobody that I could see. I checked under the bed, in the bathroom, in the wardrobe, and opened the curtains to check that there was no-one hanging out on the fire escape.
 
   Once I was sure that there was nobody there, I grabbed my toothbrush and a pair of pajamas and went over to Ian’s. I banged the door until he opened it, woozy from sleep. 
 
   “Someone left a message on my phone,” I said, rushing into his place. “I need somewhere to crash. The caller said they knew where I lived, and I’m not taking a risk.”
 
   “Sure,” said Ian. As though he had a choice. “Any idea who it might be?”
 
   “No, and I’m too tired to deal with this now. Can I sleep here? Or I could drive over to my parents’.”
 
   “No, don’t bother your parents and Nanna. You can crash on my couch.”
 
   That worked well for me, and I drifted off soon after our conversation. If somebody did break into my place looking for me, they were going to be disappointed.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   I slept surprisingly well for someone who’d just been threatened by a Stephen Hawking-wannabe. I woke at midday to the sound of Ian microwaving something.
 
   “Microwave calzones,” he told me, when I looked at him bleary-eyed.
 
   Even in my foggy, sleep-ridden state, I knew that didn’t sound good. I remembered the message on my answering machine and groaned. I don’t know why I ever accepted murder cases; there was always a crazed killer behind every one. 
 
   “It’s not so bad,” Ian said. He pulled the plate out of the microwave and showed me. “See? They actually taste good.”
 
   “You should learn to cook.”
 
   “Why bother? Microwave meals are delicious. Stop looking like that.”
 
   “It’s not the calzones.” I sighed. “I don’t want to deal with this crazy message-leaver.”
 
   “Jacinta.”
 
   “It could be anyone.”
 
   “Look,” said Ian, taking a bite of his calzone. “It’s probably Jacinta. And if she bothered to leave you a message, that’s a good thing.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   Ian chewed his disgusting calzone thoughtfully and finally said, “If she was a cold-blooded, thoughtful killer, she wouldn’t have bothered to leave a message. The message means she’s worried, right? And she’s a drug dealer, so she’s probably scared you’ll turn her in to her gang, or something. You might be able to get her to talk.”
 
   I rolled my eyes in disbelief. On the other hand, maybe Ian had a point – Jacinta hadn’t come across as cold-blooded. “Maybe.” I said. “You wanna help me check my apartment for intruders?”
 
   Ian’s face lit up. “Sure! But after Stone installed that security system for you, your apartment should be really safe.”
 
   “I’m not taking chances,” I said, and Ian helped me go through my tiny apartment carefully, looking for and failing to find any intruders.
 
   “What’re today’s plans?” he said. He’d brought his calzone with him, and it was starting to smell kind of good. 
 
   “I’m having breakfast,” I said. “And then we’re trying to talk to Jacinta again.”
 
    ***
 
   There was a new security guard at the reception desk – Jeremy – and he didn’t even pretend to care about his job.
 
   When we asked him about Jacinta, he stared at us blankly. “Sure,” he said. “She might be home.”
 
   I said, “Did you see her come in?”
 
   Another blank stare.
 
   “Do you know what she looks like?”
 
   Jeremy shrugged. “Sure. Blonde, right? Or maybe she’s got brown hair now?”
 
   Ian and I walked off, not sure how Jeremy managed to keep his job. I double-checked my gun in the lift, making sure I had bullets and that I could reach into my bag easily to grab it.
 
   I knocked twice, and when Jacinta opened the door, I took a step back in surprise.
 
   She glared at me. “You didn’t think I’d be home.”
 
   Jacinta was wearing blue-and-white striped shorts and a white singlet, and didn’t look at all like a crazy murderer – other than the death-stare she was shooting me. She definitely wasn’t carrying, but maybe there was a gun in her apartment.
 
    “We thought you’d be staying in some motel,” Ian said.
 
   “That’s a good idea,” she said. “But motels cost money. And I need every cent.”
 
   “Right,” said Ian. “Because you’re saving to buy a share in Jerry’s.”
 
   Jacinta sighed and gestured for us to come in. “It’s not just that.”
 
   We stepped inside warily, looking around and then perching gingerly on the floral-print sofa. 
 
   Jacinta headed over to the kitchenette. “I’m making coffee. I’ve only got instant but I can make you some. Do you want cream and sugar?”
 
   “We’re fine,” Ian and I said quickly, in unison. We looked at each other, both thinking the same thing: Jacinta probably wanted to poison us. She was definitely being suspiciously nice for someone who’d possibly left me a threatening Stephen Hawking-ish voicemail the night before.
 
   “How long’ve you been dealing drugs?” I tried to sound polite, and kept my hand on top of my bag, ready to reach in and grab my gun if I needed to.  
 
   Jacinta took a sip of her coffee and peered at Ian and me from over her mug. “You’re not going to tell the cops, are you? I was worried when they came by about Max’s murder, I thought they’d caught onto me.”
 
   “But they hadn’t?”
 
   Jacinta shook her head. “No. I was too nervous to say anything about Max. In a way I was glad when you two came along and I could actually talk about him.”
 
    “Did you like him?” Ian asked. He actually looked jealous, and I could tell he’d momentarily forgotten that she was a drug dealer – and probably a murderer as well.
 
   “No, of course not,” said Jacinta. “We just spoke, once in a while.”
 
   “Back to the drugs,” I said. “What’s going on there?”
 
   Jacinta sighed and looked from Ian to me. She took another sip of her coffee, and after what seemed like forever, she said, “I need cash. A lot of it. I started dealing drugs last year; waitressing wasn’t enough.”
 
   “Enough for?”
 
   Jacinta stared at her coffee for a few seconds, and then said slowly, “My mother had a stroke last year. Her left side is paralyzed. She needed physio. And round-the-clock nurses. Insurance wouldn’t pay, and I wasn’t going to let her suffer.” She looked up from her coffee, her eyes shining in defiance. “So – I did what I had to. And I don’t regret it.”
 
   “I think you do regret it, a little,” I said. “Wasn’t there anyone else who could help?”
 
   Jacinta shook her head. “My brother’s doing jail time for some stupid assault, and my dad left us when I was three. I’ve got two uncles who want to help, but they’re kind of deadbeats.” She smiled wryly. “Not the greatest family.”
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about your mom. And your family,” Ian said.
 
   Jacinta gulped. “That’s ok. She’s doing better now. It was slow going, but they’re saying she doesn’t need as much help any more. And I’ve got enough cash saved now to buy a share in Jerry’s, so that should help.” She looked at Ian and me pleadingly. “Please don’t tell the cops. I just need a bit more cash, and then I’m out. No more drugs. But I can’t afford to get busted.”
 
   I sighed. It was the worst sob-story I’d ever heard, but it did sound true. “What about Max? Where does he come into this?”
 
   Jacinta shook her head. “He doesn’t. We just talked a few times, I barely knew the guy.”
 
   “Then why’d you leave me that message last night?”
 
   “What message?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You know, the Stephen Hawking voice. Telling me I was next.”
 
   Jacinta shook her head. “I didn’t leave you any message.”
 
   “You can’t prove that,” I said slowly. “And you can’t prove that you didn’t have anything else to do with Max. If he was dealing drugs, he might’ve gotten them from you. Or maybe he was in your territory? Or—”
 
   “I’ve got nothing to do with Max,” Jacinta said quickly. “And I can prove it. I’m never home these days. When was he killed?”
 
   “March seventh, around ten in the morning.”
 
   “I’ll check my phone,” said Jacinta. “There you go – March seventh. I was at Mandalay Bay all day, checked into a suite.”
 
   Ian said, “You’ve got a boyfriend.”
 
   I had a bad feeling. Jacinta was pretty, but too chubby to be a stripper in this superficial town. She was desperate, and she needed cash. A day spent at the Mandalay suites didn’t sound good.
 
   Jacinta avoided our gaze and went to put her coffee mug away. “You’ll find me entering and leaving on the security cameras,” she said. She opened her fridge and found a box of takeaway pizza. “I should probably have lunch and go out again.”
 
    “Do you – can we talk to the guy you were with?” I asked.
 
   Jacinta looked at me and shook her head. “I’d rather you didn’t. He flew in from New York. But I’ll be on the tapes.”
 
   “I’ll check the feed,” I said. “In the meantime, you really need to quit selling the drugs. I can’t just not tell the cops.”
 
   “Give me two days,” she said. “I promise, no more drugs after that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   I was inclined to believe everything Jacinta had told us; she looked so sincere and earnest.
 
   “I told you she was nice,” Ian said on the way back home. “She’s too pretty to be a killer.”
 
   “She’s not going to date you. Did you miss the part about her going to Mandalay with a tourist?”
 
   Ian shrugged. “I could help her buy into the diner.”
 
   I sighed. Ian was a hopeless romantic, always falling for the wrong, destructive women, and there was nothing I could do to help him. “We don’t really know about her until we see the Mandalay footage. Anyway, I’ve got a few hours before my shift, we can check out the video of Katrina and Max.”
 
   We fired up my laptop and played the video George had given us. There were hundreds of hours of footage, so I set the video to play at high speed. People quick-stepped in and out of the lift like cartoon characters, until we got to a scene of Max standing in the lift, about to go up, and Katrina rushing in. I quickly set the speed back to normal, and we waited for Jacinta to enter, or for Max and Katrina to speak to each other, but nothing happened. The two just stood there silently, the way awkward strangers do in a lift, each giving the other as much space as they could. When the lift got to their floor, they glanced at each other, and then Katrina stepped out, and then Max.
 
   “That was strange,” said Ian. “Jacinta said they knew each other.”
 
   I was a little disappointed. I’d been so sure that Jacinta’d been telling the truth. “Maybe they got to know each other afterwards,” I said, putting the video on rapid-play again.
 
   A few minutes later, we saw Max stepping into the elevator again. I put the video back on to regular speed, and this time, we saw Max turn to Katrina and say something. It was impossible to make out what he’d said, but she turned to face him, and seemed to reply. When the elevator got to their floor, Katrina stormed out, and Max stared after her before walking out.
 
   “That’s it!” said Ian. “Katrina said she didn’t know Max, but she did! She must’ve killed him! And she probably left that message on your voice mail.”
 
   “It does seem likely,” I admitted.
 
   We put the video on rapid-play again, and after a few minutes, we saw Katrina stepping into the lift, and after a few seconds, Max and Jacinta entered. I paused the video, and set the speed back to regular. Just as Jacinta had said, Max turned to Katrina and said something, but she merely looked at him and said nothing. After Jacinta got off at her floor, Max and Katrina rode up in silence before getting off at their floor.
 
   Ian and I were too stunned to say anything after that. I played the rest of the video rapidly, but there was nothing else there, no other interactions between Max and Katrina, or Max and anyone else.
 
   “I knew it,” Ian said. “Jacinta’s not a killer. It must be Katrina. Someone who doesn’t care about a kitten could do anything.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   It was tempting to think that Jacinta had nothing to do with Max’s death. She seemed so nice, and I wanted to believe her story about paying for her mother’s treatment. But as I told Ian, we couldn’t clear her until we saw the Mandalay Bay footage.
 
   “Then let’s get it now!” Ian said.
 
   I shook my head. “I’m sorry – time for me to turn into a pumpkin. The Treasury calls.”
 
   And I did turn into a pumpkin – or at least, a rather distracted dealer. In between rolling the roulette wheel and monitoring the craps table under the bright casino lights, I thought about Katrina. As holiday-makers laughed and gambled around me, I decided that I just couldn’t forgive her for abandoning Snowflake. It made me think the worst of her, and made me almost hope that she was somehow involved in Max’s death. 
 
   During my break, I saw that I’d received a text from Jack. “Just got into town. Breakfast?”
 
   There was no putting it off any longer. “Jerry’s Diner? My shift ends at 6.” I texted back.
 
   The rest of my shift went by in a haze; happy people gambling, occasionally not tipping me enough. Two angry tantrums by gamblers who lost all the money they’d earmarked for a weekend of gambling, despite it only being Thursday night.
 
   I’d never be a gambler, I decided, as I changed out of my uniform and headed over to Jerry’s. In some ways, working as a dealer made me see things from Wes’s perspective: Vegas wasn’t necessarily the fun, party place that all the tourists thought it was. For most of the tourists, it was a place where they wasted a lot of money: money that could be put towards more important things, or nicer holidays.
 
   Jerry’s was busy when I got there, packed to the gills with locals who’d just finished one of the busiest shifts of the week. Jack was sitting in one of the booths toward the back, and I looked around for Jacinta. Michael, the manager, was busy giving directions to some tourists who’d accidentally stumbled into the place, and I noticed Jacinta rushing out of the kitchen with three plates of waffles in her arms.
 
    “You look gorgeous,” Jack said, when I got to his booth. He stood up to give me a quick hug and a kiss, and instinctively, I found myself stiffening.
 
   I looked into his eyes – green with beautiful flecks of gold. Five o’clock stubble covered his square jawline, and he smelled like the ocean. The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled half-way up his arms, and his tie was loosened.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he said.
 
   I sighed and slid into the booth.  
 
   Jack had flown me out on romantic dates, he was insanely good-looking, and he’d taught me how to break into locked buildings. He’d been a good boyfriend, and here I was, throwing it all away. He’d done nothing wrong, and he didn’t deserve to be hurt. Anyone else would kill to have a boyfriend as wonderful as him…
 
   “You look worried,” Jack said, breaking me out of my reverie.
 
   I looked at him, as though I was seeing him for the first time. “You’re… I’m lucky to have met you,” I said slowly.
 
   Jack smiled, and the flecks of gold danced in his eyes. “And I’m lucky to have met you.” 
 
   He reached out to hold my hand, and I looked at his palm and gulped. “I can’t do this,” I said, wondering if I could break up with him swiftly and efficiently, like removing a human bandage. “We need to end this.”
 
   The expression on Jack’s face didn’t change, but I saw his neck stiffen, as though he needed to make an effort not to drop his head. “Why? What’s happened?”
 
   I shrugged. “It’s not working. You know it isn’t. We hardly see each other, and when we do, you have to run off to work.”
 
   “You could cut down on your shifts. You don’t even like working at the casino.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up in exasperation. “But it’s my job! How can I just quit my job?”
 
   “You talk about quitting all the time, why don’t you just do it?”
 
   “Because I need the money! Which isn’t something you’d ever understand!”
 
   We stared at each other. A waitress I’d never seen at Jerry’s before materialized and asked if we’d like to order.
 
   “Not now,” Jack said brusquely. It was the first time I’d ever heard him be even slightly rude to someone. Immediately, he turned to her with an apologetic smile. “We’ll need a few minutes.”
 
   After she disappeared, Jack turned to me again. “What’s going on? If you’re worried we’re not spending enough time together, we can work it out. I can fly you over to wherever I am on your day off. But this isn’t about that, is it?”
 
   I shook my head, no. “We’re just too different.”
 
   “No, this is about Stone.”
 
   I looked at him in surprise. “What’re you talking about?”
 
   “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. I know you two are always hanging out. I know he looks out for you.”
 
    “So? We’re friends.”
 
   “And there’s never been anything more between you?”
 
   My rolled my eyes and looked away. 
 
   “I knew it,” Jack said softly. “You could’ve just told me.”
 
   I turned to him again, angry fire burning in my eyes. “It’s not what you think. We’ve never dated or been together.”
 
   “But you might be, once we break up.”
 
   I pursed my lips in annoyance. I was just trying to do the right thing. I didn’t want to hurt Jack, and I wouldn’t be the girl who cheated on her boyfriend. But I didn’t like getting a hard time about Stone, and I couldn’t think of a way to explain exactly how I felt about it all. 
 
   We were silent for what felt like a long time, and then Jack said, “Fine, I get it. But I can’t just leave without saying something. Do you even know who Stone is? What he’s done in the past? Do you know the kind of reputation he has? They say he’ll kill someone for you, if you pay him enough.”
 
   “I know that I trust him,” I said, trying to ignore the fact that Stone had warned Jameson off talking to me and had refused to tell me about his past. “I know that he’s a good person, and that’s all I need to know.” I felt as though I was justifying Stone’s secrecy to myself more than to Jack.
 
   “So it is true,” Jack said. “Just be careful around him. He’s dangerous, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   He stood up and looked at me as though he wanted to say something else. But then he decided against it and turned and walked away.
 
   I watched him leave. His shoulders were squared, and he didn’t turn around to glance back at me.
 
   I couldn’t believe this was how it ended. A movement to my left caught my eye, and I looked up as the waitress arrived at our booth again. She glanced uncertainly at the empty space Jack had left behind. “Are you going to order?”
 
   My throat felt dry, and I stood up slowly. “No. I’m not hungry.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   I walked home slowly, surprised by how empty I felt. I hadn’t expected it to be so hard to break up with Jack, and I wondered if I’d ever see him again.
 
   I was almost at my apartment when Stone texted. “How was the shift?”
 
   I smiled when I saw the message, feeling for the first time that I’d done the right thing by breaking up with Jack. “Not the worst, but better now that it’s over,” I replied. 
 
   The things Jack said about Stone did bother me, despite my protests. I’d heard those same things, that he was no better than a criminal for hire. Stone’s refusal to tell me about his past bothered me, and I knew there must be a way to find out if Stone really was who he said he was.
 
   I unlocked my apartment door with a bit of trepidation, but there were no messages on my answering machine, no ominous letters shoved under the door. If Jacinta wasn’t the one who’d left me that message, it might be Katrina; she’d even been to my apartment a few months ago, when she’d picked up Snowflake. Of course, the person who’d left the message could be anyone I’d handed my card out to – even that crotchety old lady.
 
   I was distracted with sorting out my emotions about Jack and Stone, and I checked through my apartment perfunctorily, making sure there were no psychopaths hiding in the crevices. Once I was sure the place was safe, I tried to get some sleep. But instead of blacking out peacefully, I tossed and turned and had strange dreams where Jack and Stone argued, and a strange masked man hired Stone to kill a group of casino visitors.
 
   I woke up after a few hours, uneasy about the strange dreams and Stone’s constant secrecy. What was he hiding?
 
   As I munched through my lunch (a beef pie that I defrosted from the freezer), I thought back to that surveillance job I’d done for Stone. There had seemed to be something off about the man I’d followed. I finished eating, rinsed my plate, and found the photo of the man that Stone had texted over. I emailed it to myself and pasted the image into Google Images.
 
   Almost instantly, a few dozen hits came up. I clicked on the first link and found myself on a website for a modelling agency based in LA.
 
   “James O’Hara,” said the name. There were no other details, but there were a few other photos of him.
 
   Either James O’Hara had an identical twin, who was married to a suspicious woman and lived in New York, or Stone hadn’t been telling me the truth about the man I’d followed. Despite all my protestations about trusting Stone, I tended to believe that James O’Hara was the model from LA.
 
   I called the McCarran Hilton next. “Would you be able to check who booked your conference room a few months ago?” I asked the lady who’d answered my call. I gave her the date and waited.
 
   She was back on the line after a few moments. “It was an investment seminar run by City Living Properties.”
 
   “You mean one of those seminars where you pay money to learn about renovating and things like that?”
 
   “Yes. I think it cost a hundred dollars per person to attend.”
 
   “And anyone who paid could attend?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   I thanked her and hung up, my heart sinking. I didn’t know what was going on, but so far, it didn’t look good.
 
   I texted Stone, asking him to meet me for dinner before my shift. He’d better come up with some answers.
 
   ***
 
   I was moping when Ian stopped by. 
 
   “Who’s that?” he asked, looking at the photo of James O’Hara on my laptop. 
 
   “I don’t know.” I sighed, wishing I could waste the day watching bad TV shows like normal people did when they got into a funk.
 
   “Well, since you’re on Google,” said Ian, “We should look up Jacinta and Katrina.”
 
   I groaned, not in the mood for more internet snooping. But Ian was right; we needed to move forward with the case.
 
   We started with Jacinta. Ian kept insisting that she definitely had nothing to do with Max’s death, now that she claimed to have an alibi. “When’re you getting that Mandalay Bay footage?” he asked.
 
   “Soon.” Maybe I could ask Stone about it.
 
   When we typed in “Jacinta Gondalez,” all we got were a couple of results showing people that weren’t her – a wannabe model, some random woman’s holiday photos, and photos from a different Jacinta Gondalez’s resume on LinkedIn. 
 
   “This is useless,” said Ian.
 
   “Isn’t it suspicious that she’s not anywhere online? You can’t just not appear in search results unless you’re trying to be private.”
 
   “Some people just like privacy. Even if they deal drugs and stuff. Maybe especially if they do that.”
 
   He had a point. “Well, let’s do Katrina,” I said, typing in “Katrina Bronson.”
 
   This brought up a Facebook page, an old Myspace account, and a couple of other social media sites where she had accounts. “See,” I said, “This is what a normal online presence looks like. Maybe Jacinta’s hiding something after all.”
 
   There were also two articles where Katrina was mentioned – both were about some black-tie fundraisers, and her name was mentioned in a long list of “A-list donors.” Katrina was clearly serious about keeping up with the social scene.
 
   “This is boring,” said Ian, after he finished reading the second article on Katrina. “Don’t we have any other leads yet? What about Professor Deaking?”
 
   “I don’t think he’s relevant to Max’s death, but you can look him up if you’d like.”
 
   Ian did so, and brought up Professor Deaking’s page on the university website. This led to a list of his publications and academic conferences he’d attended. “This is even more boring,” said Ian. “Don’t we have anything else to look up?”
 
   I glanced at the clock – I needed to get going soon. “I’m afraid not. Hang on – we forgot about Wynona Beyers, the woman Max kept mistaking Katrina for.”
 
   I typed the name into the search engine, and it brought up a list of hits. Most of women were brunettes, though, and looked nothing like Katrina. There was the obligatory starlet, who’d appeared as a side-character in a straight-to-DVD horror movie. And then there were a few Wynonas whose last names weren’t quite Beyers, but variations like Beers, Meyers and Eyers - there were a few random brunettes and their social media photos; there was the wife of a shipping magnate mentioned on a social gossip site; there was a dancer with numerous videos online. Finally, there were three blonde Wynonas, although none of their last names were Beyers – one of them had a mole similar to Katrina’s, but it turned out that she lived in Delaware.
 
   “This is a dead end,” I said. “And now I really need to get going. I’ll try to get hold of the Mandalay footage.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   “You picked a nice place,” Stone said when he saw me.
 
   Someone who didn’t know him might’ve thought his face looked expressionless, but I knew him well enough to understand that the softness in his dark eyes meant he was happy to see me.
 
   I smiled. “Yes, it is.”
 
   Stone was wearing his usual uniform – white button-down shirt, dark blue jeans. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him wearing anything else. 
 
   “I hope the food is as nice,” I said, sitting down opposite him. A tiny vase containing what looked like a fake yellow rose sat in the center of the small table, one of about twenty scattered around the place. I was glad I’d picked somewhere other than Jerry’s for once – although I would miss having waffles and whipped cream for dinner.
 
   Tony’s Bistro was a ten minute walk away from the Treasury. It had opened last month, and I could tell it would soon be popular – although it was still early, the place was half-full, with workers on their way to casino and club jobs and even the occasional tourist. The exposed brick walls were hung with maps of the Paris metro and London subway, and there were a few artsy black-and-white photos thrown in for good measure. The smell baking pizzas wafted out of the kitchen, and there were no slot machines or neon lights in sight.
 
   After we’d placed our orders – a steak for Stone, and beef lasagna for me – I decided to ask about getting my hands on the Mandalay Bay footage.
 
   “Aaron’s your guy,” said Stone. He pulled out his wallet and rifled through until he found a business card, which he slid over. It said, “Aaron Chavez, Security and Operations.” “Tell him I sent you.”
 
   “Do you do work for them?”
 
   “Yes. I’ve got the footage, but it’ll be good for you to keep in touch with the other security guys.”
 
   I nodded. I should get to know the casino security guys, in case Stone ever went on holiday and I needed a favor.
 
   We chatted a bit about Vegas, and some crazy casino visitors, and then Stone asked if I had any siblings. 
 
   “Nope. You?”
 
   “Younger brother.”
 
   Our food arrived, and we both dug in. “What about your parents?” I asked. “Are they around?”
 
   Stone stared at his steak, chewing thoughtfully. He was silent for so long, that I thought he’d refuse to answer me. But then he said, “My mom’s around. I mean, she lives in Indiana. I never knew my dad.”
 
   “Oh.” I’d never thought of Stone as ever having a family – I’d seen him all alone for so long. I’d assumed that even as a six-year-old, he’d worn dark jeans and a white shirt every day, and refused to answer questions about himself. “Do you see her often?”
 
   Stone shrugged. “Once in a while. What about your parents, how are they doing? Have they found out about Nanna’s poker playing?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, it’s still a secret.” I had a nagging feeling that Stone didn’t want to talk much about his mother and was trying to change the subject. And then I remembered. “When you first met my parents, you told them that neither of your parents are around.”
 
   Stone looked at me warily. “I try not to talk about my family. It’s safer for them.”
 
   I frowned. “You said both of them were dead.”
 
   “I never knew my dad. He’s always been dead to me. And my mom— it’s safer for her. If I say… you know.”
 
   I stared at my beef lasagna, struggling with my thoughts. I didn’t want to pry. And Stone wouldn’t answer. But I had to ask. “Safer— how?”
 
   Stone looked at me and shook his head. “Let’s talk about something else. How’s your nanna doing?”
 
   I wondered what was going on with his mom. But instead of being nosy, I told him about Nanna’s new boyfriend, and he smiled. 
 
   “Trust her to find someone who hates Vegas,” he said.
 
   “Anyway.” I took a deep breath. “I need to ask you something. That guy you had me follow— who was staying at the McCarran Hilton, remember?” Stone nodded, and I went on. “Who was he?”
 
   Stone was watching me closely. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I’d like to know.”
 
   He put down his fork, and leaned back in his chair. “He was a model who was coming into Vegas. I hired him to see if you’d actually give up a whole day to do a job for me.”
 
   “How could you doubt that? You think I’d say no, after all you’ve done for me?”
 
   Stone shook his head. “I wanted to be sure. And I didn’t want… I wasn’t sure how you’d feel working for me on a job, and you always said you didn’t want to work for friends.”
 
   “This is different!”
 
   Stone raised one shoulder in a sorta-shrug. “I just needed to be sure you were ok working for me. The next job’s unpredictable. I don’t know when the guy will land, and you’ll have to call in sick. You could get into trouble at your casino gig.”
 
   I smiled. I had no idea Stone could be so silly. “It’s no problem at all. We’ll do a great job surveilling this guy— we’ll make a great team.”
 
   As soon as I said those last few words, I began to doubt them. I could sense that this job was big, and I worried that I might be getting into something shady.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   The next day, I woke up just after midday, feeling energized and optimistic about life.
 
   Breaking up with Jack had been the right thing to do. Our relationship had been stagnating, and now I was free to date someone better. 
 
   We hadn’t turned up too many leads in Max’s case, but today I’d get in touch with the Mandalay Bay security guy and check out Jacinta’s alibi. There were also a bunch of apartments that had been empty when we’d gone door knocking earlier. Since today was Sunday, we were likely to meet more people. Plus, I hadn’t received any more threatening messages, so I assumed that the original caller had grown bored. 
 
   Even Ian’s presence in this case seemed to be a good thing. Ian and I could split up today and talk to more people. He’d been with me often enough to be able to do this on his own.
 
   I’d barely finished my lunch when Ian turned up wearing his boy-band-hair wig.
 
    “We’re going back to Max’s apartment, right?” he said.
 
   I nodded. “We really should’ve gone back yesterday, but we got stuck in that Google loop. We can’t waste another weekend.”
 
   We headed off and found George manning the security desk. “How many times are you gonna come back here?” he asked, only half-joking.
 
   “Do you usually work at weekends?” Ian asked. “Do they pay you more if it’s a Sunday?”
 
   George shook his head. “We’ve got a roster. I’d like to get Sundays off, but I keep getting Tuesdays and Wednesdays off.”
 
   “That’s how my job is,” I said. “It would be nice to get an entire weekend off.”
 
   “But at least we’ve got jobs,” said George. “What else can you get in Vegas?”
 
   I nodded and headed towards the elevator. I’d printed out a list of apartments for Ian and I, and I’d checked off the ones we’d had some luck with last time. “You take start from the top,” I told Ian, “And I’ll move up from the bottom. We can meet half-way. Give me a call if you find anything.”
 
   “Are you going to talk to Jacinta? If you do, can you mention me?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “She’s not into you, and I’m not going to talk to her.”
 
   I started from the second floor and moved up slowly. About half the people who hadn’t been home earlier were home today – but just about no-one knew of Max. When I showed his photo, they shook their heads, or shrugged and mentioned maybe seeing him the elevator sometime. One man on the fourth floor said he might’ve seen Max at a poker game, over on Fremont Street, but he could be mistaken because he’d been drunk that night.
 
   Finally, on the fifth floor, I met a balding forty-something-year-old who looked like he’d just gotten out of bed. He wore stained pajamas and a white t-shirt and nodded when I showed him the photo.
 
   “I’m single, so I go out some nights,” he said. “Once in a while, I’d see this guy getting into the lift with me. We’d nod. I assumed he was getting back from some strip club, too, so we never really talked.”
 
   “Did he ever say anything to you at all?”
 
   The man shook his head, no. “I never feel chatty that late at night.”
 
   “Did you ever see him talking to anyone else?”
 
   “No.” The man shook his head. “People here keep to themselves.”
 
   “What about – did you ever see a beautiful blonde woman here? Blue eyes, mole on one cheekbone?”
 
   The man tilted his head thoughtfully. “You know. Now that you mention it. One time this blonde did get into the lift with us. And Max said, ‘Hi, Wynona.’”
 
   I could feel my pulse racing. “What did she say?”
 
   “She just shook her head and said, ‘Please don’t call me that.’ And then she turned to me and said that Max kept mistaking her for someone else.”
 
   “What did Max say to that?”
 
   “He apologized. Said he was sorry and couldn’t help it.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “Nah, I got to my floor by then. I figured the guy was drunk and maybe she looked like his ex or something.”
 
   I asked if he’d seen or heard anything else – but he hadn’t. I thanked him and continued down the hall.
 
   Ian called after I’d spoken to two other people, both of whom had never met Max.
 
   “Any luck?” he said.
 
   “I’m not sure. How ‘bout you?”
 
   “Couple people who might have seen him in the lifts or leaving the building. Someone said they talked once, coming home at night, and he said he’d won some big hands at poker and sounded drunk. Nothing else.”
 
   I sighed and went back to canvassing.
 
   Ian and I met on the seventh floor and knocked on a few doors together, with no success, before knocking on Katrina’s door again.
 
   “You again,” she said when she saw us. Her blue eyes looked at us disapprovingly. “What is it this time?”
 
   “Just a few more questions,” said Ian. “Can we come in?”
 
   Katrina sighed dramatically. “Why not. Did you want some coffee while you’re here, maybe some cake?”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind cake,” said Ian, as we sat down on one of the white leather couches.
 
   Katrina sat down on a loveseat opposite us, crossed her legs, and glared at Ian. “I was being sarcastic.”
 
   “Oh.” Ian sounded disappointed. “Do you even have any cake here?”
 
   “I’m not running a bakery.”
 
   I was startled by a loud noise coming from the next room, and then a man barged out the door. He was wearing an expensive-looking pinstriped suit and dragging a small carry-on suitcase. He had dark, short-cropped hair which was thinning around the center of his forehead. His eyes were dark, and his brow furrowed. “Kat—” he said – and then he stopped mid-sentence when he saw Ian and I.
 
   The man glanced from me to Katrina, who shrugged. “This is Tiffany and Ian,” she told him. “They’re looking into the death of that guy who lived here.”
 
   The man looked at us and nodded curtly. “Right,” he said, before looking at Katrina again. “Have you seen my extra phone charger?”
 
   “Sorry, honey,” said Katrina. 
 
   The man looked like he would have burst into a tantrum, had we not been there. Since Ian and I were there, he satisfied himself with scowling at Katrina. “Well, I’m off,” he said. “My flight’s not going to wait for me.”
 
   He headed towards the door, and I stood up. “Hang on!”
 
   He turned around, and looked at me with forced politeness.
 
   “We’re talking to everyone who lives here,” I said. “You live here, don’t you?”
 
   The guy looked at Katrina and rolled his eyes. “I guess so. The lease is in my name and I seem to be the one paying all the bills.”
 
   “Well, I’m Tiffany,” I said.
 
   “And I’m late,” said the man. “Later.”
 
   He turned and left before I could stop him.
 
   “Don’t mind Jeff,” said Katrina, as the door clicked shut behind the man. “He’s always flying off. Macau, this time.”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   “Maybe we could call him in Macau,” said Ian.
 
   Katrina looked at us doubtfully. “He’ll be in meetings all day.”
 
   “I’m sure he’s free at night,” said Ian.
 
   “I’ll only take a minute,” I said.
 
   Katrina shrugged and pulled out her smartphone. “Why not. It’s not like he’ll agree to talk to you. Here’s his number.”
 
   She reeled off a number of digits, which I wrote down and repeated back to her. And then my eyes fell on the Vegas Times lying on the coffee table, open to the gossip page. “This is you!” I picked up the paper and stared at the photo. Katrina was wearing a red cocktail dress, with a plunging neckline, and a pearl choker. Her hair was pulled back, and she looked like a supermodel – a supermodel with her arm around a man who wasn’t Jeff.
 
   “Yeah,” said Katrina. “That’s from last night. Gala for the deaf, or something like that.”
 
   I peered at the man she was leaning against in the photo. He was shorter than her, bald, and wrinkled.
 
   “Who’s your new boyfriend?” said Ian.
 
   Katrina rolled her eyes. “That’s Chad. He’s a friend.”
 
   “He looks like he’s a hundred,” Ian said.
 
   Katrina shrugged. “It doesn’t matter for men, how they look.”
 
   “So you’re interested in him,” said Ian.
 
   Katrina shot Ian a withering glance and turned to me. “What did you want to ask?”
 
   “Hang on,” said Ian. “So you’re going to a gala with this old dude and you’re still living here? Jeff’s ok with this?”
 
   “Jeff’s always in China, and he’s not about to know anything. I can’t wait till I move out of this place, it’s been nothing but bad luck. First, Jeff keeps travelling and flirting with random women instead of proposing to me, and then this guy dies.”
 
   “Speaking of,” I said. “I spoke to a few people who said that you and Max talked a couple of times.”
 
   Katrina stared at me blankly. “I can’t remember that.”
 
   “Sure,” said Ian. “He called you Wynona Beyers?”
 
   “Oh that.” Katrina sat back and uncrossed her legs. “I remember now. He kept calling me Wynona Beyers.”
 
   “So you did chat with him a few times.”
 
   “I wouldn’t call it ‘chat.’ He kept thinking I was this Wynona chick, whoever she is. Our conversation basically went, ‘Hey, Wynona,’ – ‘I’m not Wynona.’”
 
   “Why did he think you were her?”
 
   Katrina shrugged. “I heard he was dealing drugs. Maybe he was taking them, too.”
 
   I bit my lip and looked at Ian. I could tell he was thinking about Jacinta, so I said, “Did you ever buy drugs off him?”
 
   Katrina shook her head. “No, I told you, I get my stuff from that fatso downstairs. Jacinta.”
 
   “She’s not a fatso,” said Ian.
 
   Katrina rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Are we done? I got home late yesterday, and I want to take a nap.”
 
   She was trying to kick us out, and I didn’t like it. “Back to Max,” I said. “Did you talk about anything else?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “And you’ve got no idea who Wynona is?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Ian and I looked at each other. This had turned out to be another dead end, after all.  
 
   ***
 
   We ran into Jacinta on the way out.
 
   “How’s the investigation going?” she said. “Have you checked the Mandalay footage yet?”
 
   I shook my head. “We’re getting round to it.”
 
   “Well, it’s not my problem now.” We were standing in the lobby, and Jacinta was holding what looked like a bag of laundry in her arms. “I didn’t want you to know about the…” She lowered her voice. “Ways I make money. But now that you do, I don’t care. As long as you don’t tell the cops.”
 
   “Of course we won’t tell them,” Ian said quickly. “You’re just doing what you have to.”
 
   She smiled at him, a dazzling, charming smile. “I knew I could count on you.”
 
   “You promised to end the drug racket,” I said. “I can’t keep this information a secret forever.”
 
   “Oh, I’ve gotten rid of all my stash,” she said lightly. “Sold it all to a group of bachelor party boys.”
 
   I looked at her warily. “Right.”
 
   “And now I can buy a small share in Jerry’s!”
 
   “Congrats,” I said hesitantly. “What about your mom?”
 
   Jacinta beamed. “My aunt said my mom can live with her now, rent-free. So I don’t have that many bills. And my share of Jerry’s profits should cover the rest.”
 
   “Well, congrats on everything,” I said.
 
   Jacinta smiled happily. “Yeah, I’m glad it worked out. And now that I’ve told you about the Mandalay stuff, I might as well admit something.”
 
   I didn’t have a good feeling about this. “What?”
 
   “I left you a kind of funny message on your phone. Not to look into Max’s death.”
 
   An exasperated grunt escaped from my throat, and my hands flew up into the air. “By ‘funny’ do you mean threatening? Like, I’d end up like Max?” I could hear the pitch of my voice getting higher and higher, but I couldn’t help it. “That’s not ‘funny!’ I kept having to check my apartment for intruders each day! Why would you do that?”
 
   Jacinta looked sheepish and shrugged. “I thought you might try to get me into trouble.”
 
   “Well, I haven’t told the cops yet, have I?”
 
   “No, you’ve actually been nice about it. Which is why I’m telling you. I didn’t expect you to be so nice.”
 
   I could feel my eyes burning in anger. “I guess I was wrong to feel any sympathy for you.”
 
   “I really am sorry about the message, I just did what I needed to. I couldn’t risk not being able to pay my mom’s bills.”
 
   Ian was standing there looking shell-shocked, like he couldn’t decide if he was still infatuated with Jacinta or not. I looked at him pointedly. “Come on, Ian. We’re done here.”
 
   The two of us stormed out miserably. The more I looked into Max’s death, the less I learned.
 
   ***
 
   It was too late to head over to Mandalay Bay by the time I got home, so I grabbed my laptop and dealer’s uniform and headed over to the Treasury. I didn’t want to risk being late again, so I fired up my laptop in the break room and began browsing through search engines.
 
   Max’s interactions with Katrina bothered me. I hated the woman because of what she did to Snowflake, and she seemed like a particularly fickle, superficial human being. I’d sort of been hoping that she’d been the one who’d left the message on my phone, and that she’d turn out to have something to do with Max’s death. 
 
   I typed her name into the search engine and read through every article on her; nothing jumped out at me. Her social media pages were set to public, and were full of fluff and sexy photos (probably intended to attract new boyfriends, I thought unkindly), and the news articles where her photos appeared were all about silly galas and fundraisers. 
 
   I even tried mixing the two names, typing in “Wynona Bronson” and “Katrina Beyers,” but nothing relevant came up; there didn’t seem to be any link between the two. Finally, I called the number Katrina had given me for Jeff’s cell phone.
 
   A woman answered, and I asked for Jeff. 
 
   “What number did you dial?” she asked, and I told her. “This is the number,” she said. “But there’s no Jeff here. He must’ve given you the wrong number.”
 
   It was obvious she’d thought it was a relationship-type situation – and I was the desperate loser chasing after a man clearly not interested in me. I blushed, despite that not being the case, and mumbled an embarrassed apology. Which made me sound even more like a desperate singleton. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” the woman said kindly. “Plenty of fish out there.”
 
   She hung up, making me feel even sillier for getting the wrong phone number. 
 
   I had a few minutes before my shift, so I typed in Jeff’s name and address into the online directories and managed to find his cell-phone number on one of them. In a way, I wasn’t surprised that Katrina had given me a made-up phone number; she saw Jeff as her meal ticket, at least for now, and she didn’t want any chance of losing him to someone else. 
 
   I needed to rush off to work before I could call Jeff, and I couldn’t wait to finish my shift and talk to him. Maybe he could tell me something new about Max.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   The shift seemed to pass by in a flash of bright lights and happy gamblers. The chime of the slot machines reverberated in the background as I dealt cards. I kept a lookout for potential trouble-makers but my mind was on Katrina and Jeff.
 
   I was beginning to wonder if Katrina had some other devious motive for not giving me Jeff’s phone number. Maybe there was a reason beyond Jeff’s initial brusqueness, and maybe Katrina was trying to protect him.
 
   I wanted to call Jeff as soon as I left the casino, but I was exhausted and sleepy, and I needed to be completely alert when I talked to him. Now that I knew the threatening message was from Jacinta, I didn’t bother to check for intruders before I crashed for my six hours of shut-eye.
 
   After I woke up, I made myself some instant noodles and did the math. It was early afternoon in Vegas, so it was probably night-time in Macau. Jeff would hopefully be free to have a quick chat. I took a deep breath and dialed the number I’d found, hoping it was the right one. 
 
   A man’s voice answered after four rings. 
 
   “This is Tiffany Black,” I said, my voice ringing with apparent relief. “Jeff Goldblum?”
 
   “Yeah, I remember you. You were at my apartment two days ago.”
 
   “Yes, that’s me! How’s Macau?”
 
   “It’s hot, it’s humid, and it’s late. What do you want?”
 
   “I’m really sorry to bother you b— ”
 
   “Get to the point.”
 
   “Umm. Well. Ok. Max – the guy whose photo I showed you. You said you might’ve seen him around.”
 
   “Yeah. So?”
 
   “Where exactly did you see him?”
 
   “Coming and going, in the lobby.”
 
   “Did you ever talk to him?”
 
   There was a moment’s silence on the other end, and then Jeff said, “We might’ve said hi at some point. Just being polite.”
 
   I could tell he was lying, so I decided to go for the kill. “Katrina told me you two had a huge fight. She said you went over to his apartment and punched him in the face and threatened to kill him. She said he won a lot of money off you in a poker game.”
 
   Jeff laughed shortly. “What a bitch. I should’ve dumped her months ago.”
 
   I cringed, feeling sorry for Katrina for the first time. “So you did have a fight with Max?” 
 
   “Yes, but I never punched him.”
 
   “So you did play poker with him?”
 
   “Look, one night I got a little drunk and headed to the casinos. I thought I saw Max at one of the tables. And then I saw him in the building later on, and I thought he was stalking me.”
 
   “So you two had a fight?”
 
   “I was drunk, I might’ve told him off. Big deal.”
 
   “And why didn’t you tell the cops about this?”
 
   “I wasn’t there when Max died. I was over in Atlantic City, trying to finish a merger.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if I believed Max, but I could check it out later on. “You never thought about going to the cops once you got back?”
 
   “It wasn’t important. And I’ve been busy.”
 
   “I know. Katrina told me.”
 
   There was a moment’s silence, and then Jeff said, “What exactly has she said?”
 
   I felt like I’d revealed too much, so I hesitated, trying to decide what to say.
 
   Jeff said, “She’s cheating on me, right? Looking for someone else?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “But she thinks you’re cheating on her.”
 
   He laughed shortly. “Well, at least she didn’t go around telling the cops I punched some dead guy.”
 
   “Did you punch him?”
 
   “Probably not. But I was drunk. Why does matter?”
 
   “I guess it doesn’t.” Although I wasn’t too sure about that.
 
    “How’s Katrina doing, now that I’m not in Vegas?” Jeff asked.
 
   “I’m not sure. If you don’t like her, why don’t you end it?” 
 
   Across the line, I heard Jeff sigh. “Inertia, I guess. She does well at fundraisers. And people look at her and me and think maybe they can have us over to couples’ dinners and couples’ tennis – that sorta stuff.”
 
   It was time for me to head into the pit and start dealing with the gamblers, so I thanked Jeff for his time. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” he said gruffly. “I’m sorry that guy died, and I hope you find out something. Call me around this time if you wanna chat again.”
 
   As I hung up, I wondered if that was some kind of vague proposition. And then I gave myself a mental shake – just because I was single again didn’t mean that every guy I spoke to was hitting on me.
 
   Jeff didn’t sound like a bad person – just someone who was very busy. He hadn’t even been in Vegas when Max had been killed. Apparently. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   It was almost three o’clock by the time I finished my chat with Jeff, and I hadn’t heard from Ian all day. That was a little worrying, given his enthusiasm about being a private investigator. I wondered whether he was moping around about Jacinta, or worse – if he’d gotten in touch with her again. 
 
   When I walked over to his apartment and knocked, there was no response. I tried Ian’s cellphone, but once again, nobody answered. Puzzled, I went back to my own apartment and fired up my laptop.
 
   I’d just opened the search engine when Ian called me. “What’s going on?” I said.
 
   “My parents are in town and we got lunch. We’re still having coffee and desserts. It’s taking forever.”
 
   Ian’s parents lived in Santa Barbara, and they were scary. They were educated and intelligent, and his mom had a PhD in mathematics, as did Ian’s older brother. Although Ian had earned millions from the sale of his share in a startup, his parents claimed he hadn’t achieved much else in his life, that he wasn’t “contributing to society” and that he was a disappointment to them. 
 
    “Are they trying to convince you to leave Las Vegas again?” I asked.
 
   Ian groaned. “What else? They keep asking what’s keeping me here. If I could tell them that I’ve actually got a job helping people…”
 
   I knew where he was going with this, but I didn’t want to get involved. Maybe Ian’s parents were right: he was a smart guy, despite his annoying habits, and he did have a lot to offer the world. 
 
   “Have fun,” I said. “I’ve only got a few hours before my shift, so I better use them well.”
 
   I hung up, feeling a twinge of guilt at not offering Ian any solutions. I knew his parents wanted him to finish his degree, and maybe go on to do a PhD like his brother – and maybe they were right. Maybe that’s what he should do.
 
   Meanwhile, I was bothered by the fact that Max had called Katrina “Wynona Beyers” multiple times. There was also the fact that I couldn’t really trust most of the things Katrina said – half the time we’d spoken to her, she’d seemed to be drunk.
 
   Perhaps it was a better idea to start with Jeff: maybe I could check with my contact at McCarran, and find out when Jeff had flown back into Vegas; but what if he’d flown into LA and then driven the rest of the way to Vegas? It would be more prudent to check the Atlantic City tapes. 
 
   I decided to call Jeff again, to ask where he’d been staying in Atlantic City, but this time the call went straight to voicemail. He was probably asleep. No point leaving a voice message – I’d call him again tomorrow.
 
   “Wynona Beyers,” I typed into the search engine.
 
   The same results I’d seen last time popped up again. There was only one Wynona Beyers – a dark-haired, fifty-something lady who lived in New Hampshire. There were three blondes: Wynona Byers who lived in Los Angeles and was trying to break into modelling, Wynona Beers whose social media profile was thin but revealed that she lived in Canada, and Wynona Beyres who was a high-school teacher in Alaska. None of the blondes looked anything like Katrina, and I didn’t see how Max would’ve ever met them.
 
   Which gave me an idea. Max had lived in New York before he’d moved to Vegas. I typed in “New York City Wynona Beyers.”
 
   The only three results were all about a New York socialite, Wynona Myer. The photos of her showed that she looked nothing like Wynona – she had brown eyes, a long nose, and wavy brown hair. She was very beautiful, but in a completely opposite way to blonde-haired, blue-eyed Katrina.
 
   I clicked through the links nonetheless. Her photos appeared regularly on gossip columns and websites about New York socialites. I had no idea there were so many gossipy websites devoted to New York’s social elite. But there were, and the websites all contained photo after photo of the rich and well-heeled, who seemed to have nothing better to do than to attend various gallery and restaurant openings, polo matches and charity dinners.
 
   The gossip websites sucked me in. They revealed that Wynona was originally from upstate New York, and had been working as a PR executive when she met her husband, George Calamezzo, who owned a shipping company, several breweries and part of a large tobacco company. There were a couple of wedding profiles – the two had married in an exclusive, over-the-top ceremony in Napa Valley – the bride wore a Vera Wang gown that cost almost as much as my apartment – and then they’d gone off to honeymoon in Tuscany. While Wynona was tall and glamorous, George had sagging jowls and a wide frame; he could’ve been anywhere between forty and fifty years old. 
 
   Various articles yammered on about the parties Wynona went to and what she and the other ladies wore. Wynona went to the Met Gala, the opening of Club Kitchen, a fundraiser for deaf orphans, and a funeral for George Calamezzo, her husband.
 
   I stared at the photo of Wynona, dressed all in black, her dark hair pulled back, her eyes shaded by dark glasses. I clicked the link to find out more about George.
 
   It turned out that he’d been in his mid-forties and had died in a scuba-diving accident, off the coast of Thailand. I kept following the links in the newspaper: there was a legal battle over his will, with George’s ex-wife and sister fighting for their share of the Calamezzo fortune. A year later, the paper reported that there had been “a private settlement between all involved parties.”
 
   I went back to Wynona, caught up in the gossip. The settlement of the will had happened two years ago, and since then, she seemed to have disappeared. I scrolled through all the gossip sites and NYC tabloids, but nothing about Wynona’s life after the will’s settlement came up. I tried pulling her photos into Google Images, and various search parameters – still nothing recent. 
 
   Two years ago, Wynona Myer seemed to have disappeared.
 
   And then I had a brainwave. 
 
   I saved one of her photos, and opened it with my new photo manipulation software. I colored her dark hair yellow and her eyes blue.
 
   The resemblance was uncanny.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   I found myself at Katrina’s apartment quicker than a fat man who’s heard about a free buffet. 
 
   Katrina opened the door after just a few knocks.
 
   I blinked when I saw her face and tried not to look too surprised. “You look different,” I managed to say.
 
   Her skin was bright red and splotchy, and this was the first time I had seen her without any makeup. Against her bare skin, her permanent eyelash extensions looked preternaturally long and creepy.
 
   Katrina scowled, and let me follow her inside. “I know, I look hideous. I skipped spin class because of this peel. At my age, you’re always fighting between looking skinny and looking young.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   We sat down opposite each other, and Katrina tapped the side of her nose. “A lady never tells.”
 
   “Right.” 
 
   I looked at her carefully, suddenly confused about who she really was. I’d had such a strong hunch about Wynona Myers being Katrina Bronson, but I hadn’t managed to find any proof of name change. If Wynona had been sneaky, she might have gone to a small town somewhere and covered up the court records. Sitting in front of me with splotchy red skin and blue eyes, Katrina looked nothing like the glamorous Wynona. 
 
   “Well,” said Katrina. “Why are you here?”
 
    I tried to think of a polite way to accuse her of changing her identity, but came up blank. “I’m still thinking about Wynona Myer.”
 
   Katrina rolled her eyes. “Not that again.”
 
   “Why not? Did you know any Wynona Myer?”
 
   “Never heard of her.”
 
    “Until Max called you that.”
 
   “Of course,” she said. “Are we done now?”
 
   “Not quite. I looked up Wynona Myer. Turns out, she got a bit of plastic surgery, some blue contact lenses, and some blonde hair dye – and changed her name to Katrina Bronson.”
 
   Katrina held my gaze steadily. Her eyes revealed nothing, and the artificial redness of her skin hid any potential blushing. “You can’t prove that.”
 
   I smiled, proud of my successful bluff. “I just did.”
 
   Katrina rolled her eyes, as if our conversation was so terribly passé. “Fine, I changed my name. So? It’s not a big deal.”
 
   “Then why was it such a big deal when Max found out?” My heart began racing wildly. My pride at trapping her was changing rapidly into a panic. Katrina was watching me with cold blue eyes; if she had something to do with Max’s death, she wouldn’t let me get off that easily.
 
   “It was just a bit annoying.”
 
   “Why did you keep it a secret for so long? Why—”
 
   “Look,” Katrina said. “All I wanted was some privacy. After my husband died, I wanted the newspapers to stop following me. They wouldn’t leave me alone.”
 
   “That’s hard to be believe.”
 
   “Well, believe it. Do you think every movie star on the cover of US Magazine invites the paparazzi into her home? No. These people follow you, and stalk you, and they’ve got no boundaries. Everything was horrible – first George died, then his family went after me, and then those newspaper people wouldn’t leave me alone…” She looked at me in despair. “You’ve got no idea what it’s like, hiding in a tiny apartment all day, ordering takeout because you’re too scared to step out to get groceries.”
 
   I didn’t bother hiding my skepticism. “And that’s why you changed your whole identity?”
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “Does Jeff know about this?”
 
   Katrina’s blue eyes grew wary again. “Sure.”
 
   “So I could ask him about what happened.”
 
   “Why not? He’ll get back from China in a few months.”
 
   “Or I could just call him, like I did last night.”
 
   Katrina’s blue eyes widened slightly. “You talked to Jeff last night?”
 
   “I did. I found his number online.”
 
   Katrina stood up and headed over to the kitchenette to fix herself a glass of water. “I might not have told Jeff everything,” she admitted. 
 
   “And Max threatened to tell him?”
 
   She shook her head. “No.”
 
   “Then why did Max keep calling you Wynona?”
 
   “He was just being annoying. Like the kids in the schoolyard. You know, the kind who keep teasing you for having bad teeth.”
 
   I watched as she drank the entire glass of water and turned back to refill it. “I don’t think that’s true,” I said slowly, finally feeling like I was onto something. “I think Max threatened to tell Jeff who you really were. I think he was blackmailing you, and I think you paid him enough cash to fund his poker games.”
 
   Katrina scoffed. “That’s not true.”
 
   “And that’s why you killed him.”
 
   “Look,” said Katrina, her voice laced with barely-concealed annoyance. “Max was irritating. But if I was paying him off, why’d I kill him?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.” I tried to sound flippant. “Maybe you got tired of making payments?”
 
   Katrina rolled her eyes. “Would you like to see my bank statement? Because I definitely don’t worry about money. I got enough from my ex-husband’s will. And I wouldn’t care if Max told everyone who I was. Nobody’s interested in me anymore – George died years ago, and everyone’s moved on.”
 
    “So you wouldn’t mind if I told Jeff?”
 
   Katrina looked at me in silence for a second. “Why would you do that?”
 
   “If you don’t care, why are you hiding it from Jeff?”
 
   She threw her head back slightly. “Urgh! Do you really not have any secrets? At all? I’m just trying to make sure Jeff and I are ok; he might still propose! But he wouldn’t think about marrying me if I kept blabbing everything about my life to him.” My thoughts flashed over to Snowflake, and I could see that she was thinking of the kitten, too. “I’m not completely heartless,” said Katrina softly. “I knew someone would adopt the kitten.”
 
   There it was. The real reason I’d suspected Katrina of being a nefarious murderer.
 
   “She would’ve been taken to the pound and put down.”
 
   “No, she wouldn’t. I left her on the Strip because I knew someone local would leave their shift and take the kitten home. And I took her back, didn’t I?” 
 
   I leaned back and folded my arms. “So where is she now?”
 
   “I don’t know! I came home and she wasn’t here, and Jeff and I were both really upset. I hope she’s ok. I’m sure she’s ok.”
 
   Katrina looked like she really meant it. And since I didn’t want her to discover that I had actually stolen Snowflake back, I changed the topic. “So you’re really going to tell Jeff you were Wynona Myer? Because I do need to talk to him again.”
 
   “I’ll tell him tonight,” Katrina said. “Please don’t talk to him before then?”
 
   I nodded. “Ok. As long as you tell him tonight.”
 
   “I promise. Is that all you wanted to chat about? Me changing my name and my hair?”
 
   “I guess so.” When she put it like that, the whole thing sounded silly, but I had to follow up on every lead. “I suppose I should get going, before I’m late to my shift at the Treasury again.”
 
   I was heading out of the building, when I ran into Jacinta in the lobby. She was carrying two bags of groceries and stopped when she saw me. “You don’t have to follow me,” she said.
 
   “I’m not following you, I came to chat with Katrina.”
 
   “Oh? And what about the strange man who’s been following me around all day?”
 
   I frowned. “What strange man?”
 
   “Short, balding, wears a Hawaiian shirt?”
 
   “That’s half the tourists in Vegas.”
 
   “Stop acting cute, that’s your partner wearing a wig, following me around.”
 
   I shook my head. “Ian’s spending the day with his parents. You must be imagining this.”
 
   “No, I know that’s what spies like you people do. Following me around.”
 
   “I told you, we’re not following you.” 
 
   “Yeah, but you followed me that night to the Peacock Club, right? Now I keep thinking someone’s behind me.”
 
   “I never followed you,” I said. “Katrina told me you’re a dealer, and that I’d find you at the Peacock. Nobody’s following you.”
 
   “Hmm.” She looked at me doubtfully. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m just imagining being followed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   My shift passed with what felt like agonizing slowness.
 
   Normally, the brightness of the casino lights and the happy sound-effects imbued a kind of forced cheerfulness into me. But not today. Today was one of those days: days when I wondered what I’d done to deserve this awful job. 
 
   Every single person who played at one of my tables seemed ridiculously inebriated. I felt like a teetotaler at a bachelor party – which, in some ways, I was. All around me, tourists smelled of cheap booze, late nights, and not enough showers. Three of my games degenerated into fist-fights, two of which involved middle-aged women clawing at each other’s faces and yelling obscenities. 
 
   As if that weren’t enough, the floor manager called me into his office during my break and told me that they’d soon be introducing weight controls for the dealers. The cocktail waitresses already needed to stay below a certain weight level in order to keep their jobs, but the weight controls for dealers would be new. 
 
   I was shocked, and my face must have revealed it, because the manager immediately told me it would be at least a month or two before measures were introduced. But I was still shaky for the rest of my shift; in order to stay below the typical weight controls casinos had for their staff, I’d need to lose dozens of pounds. Pronto. Just the thought of having to give up desserts was making me crave more cupcakes.
 
   I left my shift at around four a.m. in a daze of cupcake-cravings, and as I wandered down the dark alley behind the Cosmo Hotel, apparitions of chocolate mousse and creamy pastas floated before my eyes. Giving them up would be torture, but I would need to lose ten, maybe twenty pounds in the next two months. I’d have to turn into a salad-nibbler and spin-class addict.
 
   Visions of months of eating only salads was making me so miserable, I almost didn’t hear the voice behind me. “Hey, Tiffany,” it said.
 
   I turned around. “Oh, hey, Katrina.” She was standing behind me, dressed in dark jeans and a black sweater. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight pony-tail that revealed her raw, red skin. “I thought you couldn’t go outside because of your peel?”
 
   “Only if it’s sunny. But now it’s dark, and no-one can see me.” I began to walk towards her, but then she reached behind herself and pulled out a gun. It was small and metallic, with a silencer fitted onto the end. “Don’t move,” she said.
 
   “What’s going on?” As I stared into the barrel of the gun, I felt myself pulled out of the daze. Katrina meant business. “Does this mean you killed Max?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Katrina shook her head. “I’m not going to waste time chatting away like a dumb super-villain. I’m killing you and moving on.”
 
   Her left hand moved up to steady the side of her gun, and I saw my life flash before me. This alley was where I’d first met Jack. Why did we break up? Stone had warned me not to take this route, but walking down the next street would’ve meant it took ten minutes longer to get home. Mrs. Weebly had been mugged here. And now I’d die here.
 
   Footsteps came from behind Katrina, running towards us, and then a voice yelled, “Don’t shoot!”
 
   Katrina spun around, and I used that chance to jump forward. I landed on her back and sent her falling forward. I half-rose, pinned her down with one knee, and wrenched the gun from her hands. 
 
   I stood up and pointed the gun down at Katrina. “Don’t move,” I said.
 
   My heart pumped a thousand beats a minute. I could feel the blood rushing to my head, and adrenaline surged through my veins. 
 
   I looked up, and into Jacinta’s chocolate-brown eyes.
 
   She wasn’t armed, but I pointed the gun up at her, just to be on the safe side. 
 
   Immediately, she moved her hands above her head. “Whoa! I’m not here to – I’m the one who saved you.”
 
   I didn’t trust her. “Why are you here?”
 
   “Your partner following me around gave me an idea.”
 
   “Ian didn’t—” I stopped mid-sentence, deciding not to correct Jacinta. It wasn’t important.
 
   Jacinta went on, “After you told me that Katrina ratted me out, I was so mad at her I decided to follow her. I told George at reception to let me know when she was leaving. He even stopped her about some parcel so that I could get downstairs in time.”
 
   “So you just followed Katrina all night?”
 
   “Not all night. She left at midnight and then hung around the Treasury. I followed her from there.”
 
   I looked down at Katrina. “Why were you at the Treasury?”
 
   “I wanted to get you after your shift, before you called Jeff.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to call Jeff.”
 
   “Maybe not tonight. But you’d tell people about me, and that couldn’t happen.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t care if people knew.”
 
   “Of course I care! I didn’t get anything from my first husband. And there’s a rumor that I – Wynona – killed him. Once guys hear that, they lose interest straight away.”
 
   Jacinta snorted. “Why can’t you get a job, like the rest of us?”
 
   Even though she was lying face-down on the ground, I could sense that Katrina was rolling her eyes. “Jobs are for suckers. Smart women use their looks and charm. Their husbands work.”
 
   “Wow,” said Jacinta. “And I thought I was being desperate for money.”
 
   “Call nine-one-one,” I said to Jacinta. “We need the cops here. Now.” I turned to Katrina again. “So you killed Max because he found out about you?”
 
   “Not just that, he wouldn’t shut up about it. I offered to pay him off, but he wouldn’t take my money. And then Jeff got suspicious and they had a fight, and I decided that was it. I need to look out for my future. And it’s easy, if you’ve done it before.”
 
   “So you did kill your first husband?”
 
   Katrina fell silent, as though she just realized she’d said too much. 
 
   “So did you kill him?” asked Jacinta. 
 
   “I don’t have to talk to you. I don’t have to talk to anyone. As soon as the cops get here, I’m getting a lawyer and I’m charging you with assault.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   After she was arrested, Katrina did try to charge me with assault, but that didn’t go too far. Mostly because the very next day, her prints were found on one of the banknotes that had been in Max’s desk drawer, and ballistics matched her handgun with the weapon that had killed Max.
 
   Katrina refused to talk about the death of her first husband, and as far as Elwood would tell me, she was cagey about the details of Max’s death. But the trial would be starting in two months’ time, and meanwhile, a grateful Margo Langton wired me the rest of my fees for the case. 
 
   “I kind of saved your life,” Ian told me. It had been four days since Katrina had been arrested, and Ian had managed to remind me of this every day since. “If I hadn’t lied to you about spending the day with my parents when I was following Jacinta around, she wouldn’t have been there to distract Katrina.”
 
   “Ok, ok,” I said, “You’ve made your point. Now, shh – Nanna’s coming in.”
 
   We were standing in the ceremony room of a small Vegas chapel. Plastic flower wreaths decorated the walls, and the ordaining minister wore a pirate costume. The place smelled thickly of women’s perfume and regret, but I knew we’d always remember this day as being special.  
 
   The chapel doors opened and Nanna entered, wearing a long, white gown. Her white hair looked fluffier and whiter than usual and her soft blue eyes glowed with happiness. I could feel a lump building in my throat, and I glanced at my parents, who were standing opposite. My dad looked stoic, and my mother dabbed at the corner of her eye with a tissue.
 
   Two nights ago, we’d just finished having a big family dinner with Wes, Glenn and Karma, when Nanna had excused herself. When she came back five minutes later, she was wearing a big glittering diamond ring, and announced that Wes had asked her to marry her – and she’d said yes.
 
   We looked all gasped and looked flabbergasted; Nanna showed us the ring that she’d been hiding in her bedroom for the last few hours, and said, “Have you ever seen such a gorgeous thing?”
 
   We cooed over the antique diamond ring that Wes had found and congratulated the happy couple. I glanced at my parents after admiring the ring – they looked as conflicted as I felt.
 
   Later that night, when it was just my parents and I lingering over decaf and carrot cake, we quizzed Nanna on her decision. She was adamant, claiming she was in love and ready to settle down again. 
 
   “I’ve had a lot of fun here,” she said. “But if I live another thirty years, I should grow up. Even if it’s only another five more years, I’d like to be married to Wes and living happily ever after.”
 
   “So you’ll all live here?” my mom said.
 
   Nanna shook her head. “No, Wes owns a condo in Indiana so we’ll move out there. His family’s all out there. I’m ready for a change.”
 
   “So you’re leaving us?” I said.
 
   “I’ll come visit,” said Nanna. But I knew it wouldn’t be the same. 
 
   None of us wanted her to leave. But we all wanted her to be happy. 
 
   So here we all were, enjoying her Vegas wedding.
 
   The bridal waltz began, and Nanna began to walk forward slowly, leaning on the arm of an Elvis impersonator. Within a few seconds, a techno beat began, transforming the waltz into house music. I looked at Ian, who shrugged and whispered, “She told me she wanted it to be funky, so I found this tune.”
 
   I nodded and looked at Wes, in his tux, standing next to the pirate-minister. He watched Nanna with a look of patient happiness.
 
   When Nanna stepped onto the small stage the music stopped, and Nanna and Wes looked at each other and smiled. 
 
   They’d prepared their own vows, which were short and sweet and made me tear up. Ian sniffed into his tissue next to me. When the rings were on their fingers, and they shared their first kiss as husband and wife, we all cheered. It wasn’t how I’d envisioned Nanna’s life turning out, but I was glad she’d found love.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   I’d taken the day off to celebrate Nanna’s wedding. After the chapel, we went back to my parents’ house. I decided to start dieting next week and ate too much wedding cake. Nanna’s friends were all there, and considering that most of the partiers were eight-something-year-olds with all kinds of medical conditions, the party got pretty rowdy. 
 
   Glenn and Karma left at seven-thirty, and Ian and I headed home an hour later. I’ll admit, I had all kinds of romantic visions in my head as I walked towards my apartment door. Plus visions of the delicious triple-layer chocolate cake I’d have at my wedding. I’d make sure to have a brunch reception, just so that we could serve waffles and ice cream. 
 
   I was unlocking my door, thinking about marriages and vows, when Mrs. Weebly accosted me.
 
   “I need to come inside, dear,” she said, pushing the door open and walking in before me. “You and I need to talk.”
 
   Her voice was higher-pitched than usual, and that her hands were shaking. I guessed that maybe someone new in the building had been rude to her. 
 
   “I thought you were ok with Ian having a kitten,” I joked, and then immediately wished I hadn’t said that. What if Mrs. Weebly had changed her mind about Snowflake?
 
   “It’s not about kittens,” Mrs. Weebly snapped, sitting down on my couch and looking at me, her eyes bright with anxiety.
 
   I dropped my bag on the floor, sat down opposite and smiled, hoping I looked reassuring. “How can I help?”
 
   “I don’t know. These two men came looking for you.”
 
   The smile slid off my face. “What do you mean, looking for me? What men?”
 
   Mrs. Weebly shook her head. “They were just here, knocking and asking for you. Well, they knocked, and then, when you weren’t home, they knocked on my door and asked if you didn’t live here. They weren’t very nice.”
 
   I took a deep breath. Just because Mrs. Weebly didn’t think these men were very nice, didn’t mean they were bad people. Mrs. Weebly thought most people weren’t very nice. But just to be clear, I asked again. “What men?”
 
   Mrs. Weebly shook her head. “I heard them knocking, so I looked out my fish-eye. There were two of them, in black suits. And then when you didn’t answer, they knocked on my door.”
 
   “What did they say?”
 
   “Well, first they asked me if a Tiffany Black lived next door. I said yes, since you do live here. And then they asked me if I knew a Jonathon Stone. They showed me his photo and everything.”
 
   I felt a shiver run down the back of my neck. This didn’t sound good. Perhaps Mrs. Weebly was right; perhaps these men weren’t very nice after all. “What did they want with Stone?”
 
   Mrs. Weebly pursed her lips. “They said they were from the CIA and they were looking for him. They didn’t seem very friendly. So I told them I didn’t know Stone.”
 
   I nodded, feeling a rush of relief. “Thank you.”
 
   “It’s the least I could do after he stopped that man from mugging me. Now, Stone. He’s a nice young man. There should be more people like him, not like those rude men in suits.”
 
   There was a loud, insistent knock, and Mrs. Weebly and I both looked up at the door. 
 
   “That’s them,” said Mrs. Weebly in a hoarse whisper. “They must’ve been waiting for you.” She shuffled over towards the bedroom. “I’m going to wait in here. I don’t want to talk to those men again, I don’t care how many sex toys you’ve got lying around.”
 
   There was another loud knock, and Mrs. Weebly closed the bedroom door behind herself. I waited a few seconds and then opened the front door.
 
   There were two men facing me. One was tall, bulky and broad shouldered. His skin was tanned, and he had the look of someone who spent a lot of time in the gym. His eyes were dark brown and his hair a dirty blond. His partner and he wore identical, cheap-looking black suits. Nobody in Vegas wore a suit, let alone a cheap black one. Unlike Blondie, the other man was short and looked like he never walked anywhere, let alone to the gym. He was bald, clean-shaven, and had watery grey eyes. Neither of them looked happy to see me. 
 
   “You’re Tiffany Black?” said Mr. Bald.
 
   “I am.” I guessed that Mr. Bald was probably in his early forties, and Blondie in his late thirties. I couldn’t see a wedding ring on either of their fingers – I doubted anyone thought they were nice enough to get married to. 
 
   “We’re looking for Jonathon Stone.” Mr. Bald pulled out a photo of Stone and showed me. The photo showed Stone getting into his car. It looked fairly recent. “We’re from the CIA,” he added.
 
   “I didn’t think the CIA made its employees wear such nice suits,” I joked nervously. 
 
   The two men shared a glance, and then Mr. Bald pulled out a shiny golden badge. “You sounded skeptical.” 
 
    CIA badges were a dime a dozen on eBay, but I didn’t say that. Instead, I said, “Why are you looking for Stone?”
 
   “That’s classified government information. Are you two friends?”
 
   I shook my head. “I hardly know him.”
 
   “We heard you were friends.”
 
   “From whom?”
 
   “That’s also classified.”
 
   I shook my head. “You can’t even tell me who told you we were friends? Because we’re not.”
 
   “You’re not friends?”
 
   “I met him through a friend of mine—”
 
   “What’s his name?”
 
   “Her.” I paused, trying to think if I should lie about this. But there didn’t seem to be much point. “Sophia Becker.” I made a mental note to call Sophia as soon as Blondie and Mr. Bald were gone, to tell her not to talk to them.
 
   Blondie wrote down her name, and Mr. Bald said, “We were told you and Stone were close friends.”
 
   “Who’s been telling you this stuff?”
 
   “We can’t say.”
 
   “Really? Then I’m done talking to you, because I don’t think you’re really CIA.”
 
   I moved to close the door, but Mr. Bald said, “Wait, wait. It was Jack Weber who said you two were close. Now, will you tell us what you know about him?”
 
   I looked at him in disbelief. “Jack told you I’m friends with Stone?” Mr. Bald nodded, and I sighed. “I can’t believe this.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   I looked carefully from Mr. Bald to Blondie. I couldn’t believe Jack would be so petty as to try to set a bunch of thugs on Stone. And even if he was that petty, couldn’t he just get in touch with Stone himself? But Stone always screened his calls, and I was pretty sure his cell phone was a burner. If Stone didn’t want talk to you, it wouldn’t be easy to get in touch with him.
 
   “I – never mind.” I wondered once again if these two were really from the CIA. Regardless of where they were from, I shared Mrs. Weebly’s perspective: they weren’t very nice, and they shouldn’t find Stone. “I haven’t seen Stone in a while, maybe a month now? We were never really friends, just acquaintances.”
 
   “And your friend – Sophia – she might be able to help us?”
 
   I shrugged. “Maybe.”
 
   “Do you have a contact number for Stone – an address, anything?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. I lost his number, and I don’t know where he lives or works.”
 
   Sooner or later, these men would find somebody who’d tell them about Stone’s office in the Riverbelle Casino. I just needed to stall them until I got in touch with Stone.
 
   “Ms. Black,” said Blondie, speaking for the first time since I’d seen him, “this is a very serious matter. Jonathon Stone is a dangerous man. If you’re hiding any information, you could be charged under the National Security Protection Act.”
 
   I shrugged. If I was charged under whatever act, I’d say I’d had temporary memory loss. “I can’t help you. Maybe Sophia can. And if you’ll excuse me, I need to get to bed.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   Mrs. Weebly waited for a few minutes after the men had left and then emerged from my bedroom. Before heading back to her own apartment, she said, “I hope they never find him. There’s no reason for the CIA to be after someone as nice as Stone.”
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder about that last bit. 
 
   I called Sophia Becker as soon as Mrs. Weebly left. It turned out that Sophia was holidaying in Madrid, and she really had lost Stone’s number. I had nothing to worry about from Sophia, so my next call was to Stone himself.
 
   He answered after three rings. “Tiff.”
 
   “Meet me at the place where Mrs. Weebly got mugged. I can’t talk.”
 
   I hung up immediately, hoping nobody had been listening in.
 
   My phone rang within seconds. 
 
   It was Stone. “You didn’t say when.”
 
   “Right now. I’ll be there in ten minutes, it’s urgent.”
 
   I hung up again, and rushed out the door. Hopefully Stone would drop whatever he was doing and be there.
 
   I don’t know why I’d picked that spot behind the Cosmo Hotel. So much had already happened there, and the streetlights still hadn’t been fixed. It was dark enough for anyone to disappear into the shadows. 
 
   I checked behind my shoulder every now and then as I rushed over to our meeting spot, hoping that the Mr. Bald and Blondie hadn’t thought to follow me. 
 
   I was half-way down the alley when Stone stepped out of the shadows. His dark eyes watched me seriously. 
 
   “You’re here,” I said.
 
   I must not have been breathing, because suddenly, all the air left my body in one long whoosh. I wrapped my arms around Stone and leaned into him for a moment. He smelled of leather and something dark and musky. His arms wrapped around my waist, and I could feel the strength of his muscles against my body. 
 
   We stayed like that for a moment. The dark air around us was chilly, but I could feel the heat radiating off Stone’s body.
 
   I pulled away reluctantly after a while and looked at Stone. 
 
   I could make out the contours of his face in the darkness, the shadows under his eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Stone asked.
 
   I took a deep breath and looked away, unsure of where to start. There wasn’t any time to waste. “Two men were looking for you. They said they were from the CIA, but I think they made that up.”
 
   Stone’s eyes grew narrow and glinted in the dark. “What did you tell them?”
 
   “Nothing. I said I didn’t know you well, or your phone number or where you lived or worked.”
 
   “They believed you?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   Stone said, “Did they say why they were looking for me?”
 
   I shook my head, no.
 
   “Did they tell you anything about me? At all?”
 
   I looked at Stone. Uncertainty rippled through my veins. “No. What would they tell me?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “I thought they were thugs, just pretending…” I let my voice drift off.
 
   Stone shook his head. “I’ve been expecting this, I just hoped… I was being wishful. I hoped they’d forget me.”
 
   “Forget you how? What do you mean?” I glanced around, worried we were being tracked.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” His voice was low and hoarse. “I’m sorry – sorry for dragging you into this. I forgot, at some point, I’d have to disappear again.”
 
   I frowned. “What do you mean, ‘again?’”
 
   Stone shook his head. “I need to go. You won’t see me. I hope—” In the dim light, I saw him gulp, and for a moment, he looked unsure of himself. “I hope you remember me.”
 
   His arms wrapped around my waist again, and our eyes locked. For a moment, I forgot all about the men looking for him. Stone’s eyes were dark and deep, and as he leaned down, I could feel his breath warm on my skin. Our bodies pressed together, and I closed my eyes as I felt his lips against mine. 
 
   We kissed for what felt like a long time but was probably only a few seconds. Stone pulled away too soon, and I stared up at him, wondering why we’d waited so long to do this.
 
   I could only vaguely remember the two men in cheap suits. Stone made all problems diminish; next to him, the two men seemed like a silly little hassle.
 
   “We can deal with the men together,” I said.
 
   Stone shook his head. “It’s not so easy. Goodbye, Tiffany. Take care of yourself.”
 
   He turned away and walked a few steps towards where he’d parked his car. 
 
   “Stone,” I said softly, “Stop.”
 
   But he didn’t hear me. I saw him slide into his car and then he drove off, away.
 
   There was a lump in my throat, and I said, “This can’t be goodbye.”
 
   There was nobody there to hear me. But it didn’t matter. I would find Stone, and we’d sort everything out.  
 
   This wasn’t goodbye. It couldn’t be.
 
   I knew exactly what I needed to do.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Reality Check in Las Vegas
 
    
 
   Book 5 of the Tiffany Black series will be published on May 2nd, 2016!
 
   Click here to pre-order your copy of Reality Check in Las Vegas
 
   
 
   When Tiffany's friend Stone decides that he needs to disappear, Tiffany tries to track him down.
 
   In her attempt to find Stone, Tiffany runs into self-proclaimed diva, Lana Fierst, who also happens to be a judge on a reality TV show. Lana claims that her life is in danger - and when Tiffany and Ian agree to help her out, they soon find their lives endangered, too.
 
   Meanwhile, Karma's grandchildren drop by Las Vegas for a visit, and Tiffany decides to throw caution to the wind and learn to bake her own cupcakes.
 
   Will Tiffany find Stone, and whoever is trying to kill Lana, before it's too late?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Join the A.R. Winters Newsletter
 
 
   Find out about the latest releases by AR Winters, and get access to exclusive discounts:
 
   CLICK HERE TO JOIN
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