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   ***
 
   Reality Check in Las Vegas: A Tiffany Black Mystery
 
   ***
 
    
 
   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 popular reality TV show. Lana claims her life is in danger – and when Tiffany and her friend Ian agree to help her out, they soon find their lives endangered, too. 

Meanwhile, Karma’s grandchildren drop by 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?
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Chapter One
 
    
 
   I watched the shadowy outline of Stone’s car speed off into the darkness. I wanted to run after him, tell him to wait—but my feet were superglued to the spot.
 
   Once he was gone, I became aware of the darkness, of the uneasiness that fills a space devoid of people, and devoid of working streetlights. This alley behind the Cosmo Hotel was a brisk walk away from the Strip, but the bright lights and excitement of the casinos seemed worlds away.
 
   This dark alley used to hold fond memories for me: this was where I’d first met Jack Weber. But Jack and I had recently broken up. And a few days ago, a cold-blooded murderer had tried to kill me, a few feet away from where I stood.
 
   I hunched my shoulders, wrapped the folds of my waterfall cardigan around me, and speed-walked back to my warm, familiar apartment. I kept my ears pricked for footsteps behind me, and I peered into every dark corner and doorway, wondering if I was being watched. Thankfully, no eyes peered back at me, nor did I see the two “CIA” agents I’d spoken to earlier, anywhere on my trek back home.
 
   I called Jack as soon as I was home. If he was behind all this, I wanted to know. My frantic phone call went straight to his voice mail.
 
   “Jack,” I said, annoyed that he hadn’t answered my call. “Two men turned up at my door and said they were from the CIA. What’s happening? They said you told them something about Stone, and now they’re looking for him. Call me.”
 
   I hung up the phone and opened the fridge door absentmindedly. Emptiness stared back at me, but I could see the apparitions of Cupcakes Past lining the shelves.
 
   I could really do with a chocolate cupcake. Maybe a nice red velvet one. Or even a carrot-walnut. It was too bad my friend and expert cupcake baker Glenn was asleep. Nor did I have the energy to dash over to Jerry’s Diner and order myself some dessert from their menu. I found myself a bar of chocolate and satisfied my craving with that instead.
 
   When I finally drifted off to sleep, I had strange visions of Stone and myself running after a giant vanilla cupcake that crumbled as soon as we reached it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Jerry’s Diner is an institution among Vegas locals. It’s a few minutes’ walk away from the Strip, and its faded single-story pink exterior is a striking contrast to the glitzy high-rise casinos. Tourists only ever wander into this diner by mistake, and if they do, they quickly walk out again, in search of a better, more Vegas-y experience. Which is yet another reason why the locals, mostly employees who work along the Strip, love hanging out at this place.
 
   Jerry’s serves some of the best waffles in town. Recently, it’s changed hands, and I’d met one of the new owners when I was investigating a murder a few weeks ago.
 
   Jerry’s also serves cakes and mousse and puddings, and today, I was in the mood for a great big slice of Black Forest cake—the rich dark chocolate and the cherry filling were exactly what I needed.
 
   It was early afternoon, and Jack had agreed to meet me here to talk about Stone. I wasn’t sure how I felt about seeing him; we hadn’t met since we’d broken up almost a week ago.
 
   That is, I wasn’t sure how I felt until I saw him step out of the black town car.
 
   I stood on the edge of Jerry’s parking lot and froze. It was a midsized lot, but Jack hadn’t noticed me. Though he was quite a few yards away, I could sense Jack’s magnetic charm from where I stood. He looked as tall, broad-shouldered and handsome as ever, and I could almost smell a whiff of his oceanic cologne. An unexpected sucker punch of longing hit me in the gut: I missed him.
 
   And then, bare, long legs emerged from Jack’s town car, followed by a slim, pretty brunette. Jack turned to face her and smiled. My eyes narrowed, my face flushed with anger. I refused to think that I might be jealous; I just couldn’t believe Jack had moved on so quickly.
 
   The brunette wrapped her arms around him in an annoyingly clingy way and said something that was probably ditzy yet appealing. I know her! I thought, and flashed back to a two-year-old episode of Housemates in LA that my neighbor Ian had made me watch a few nights ago, during one of his all-night reality TV binges. The brunette had been one of the contestants on that show, and she’d probably gone on to have a minor career in the entertainment biz. I couldn’t really be surprised that Jack had gone back to dating his usual starlets.
 
   Jack leaned down to kiss her, and instantly, I crouched down next to a car, trying to hide. I didn’t want him to think that I was spying on him, so I half-crawled around to the other side of the car. Given my embarrassing posture, it was kind of a relief that Jack was too busy to notice me. I was just about to relax, when I saw a pair of brown boots in front of me.
 
   “What’re you doing?” said a male voice.
 
   I could feel the heat on the back of my neck, and I trailed my eyes up slowly. The owner of the voice wore faded jeans, and a dark green t-shirt that covered a broad chest and strong-looking biceps. I was worried that I’d run into a thug or stoner, but when I looked up into his eyes, I was relieved. His eyes looked kind, and he didn’t seem drunk or stoned.
 
   In fact, I thought absentmindedly, he looked rather attractive. Wavy, tousled brown hair, and piercing gray eyes that stood out against his tan, olive skin. He was about five feet ten, and he was looking down at me, concerned.
 
   “Are you okay?” he said.
 
   “No. I mean, yes. I’m fine.”
 
   “Then why’re you down there?”
 
   “Umm.” I glanced towards Jack. He was still lip-locked with the brunette, and I seemed to be pretty well hidden. “I lost my locket.”
 
   The man eyed me skeptically. “What’d it look like?”
 
   I frowned, trying to think up something. “A tiny golden cupcake.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll help you look for it.” He moved to the other side of the car.
 
   “No!” I hissed. The man looked at me, surprised, and I snuck a peek in Jack’s direction. I was still undetected—the pair looked like they were saying goodbye. “Don’t go there.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because.” I tried to keep my voice low and wound up speaking in a stage whisper. It was a medium-sized parking lot, but Jack knew my voice. “It’s over here.”
 
   “But you were standing over there,” the man said loudly.
 
   “No, I wasn’t,” I stage-whispered.
 
   “You just were!”
 
   “Shh!” I stage-whispered. “Don’t yell!”
 
   “I’m not yelling,” he said, just as loudly as ever. “Why’re you talking funny?”
 
   “I’m not talking funny, you are.”
 
   “Fine,” he stage-whispered back, finally lowering his voice. “I’ll whisper if you insist.”
 
   “Great! Now come over to this side.” The man headed over, and I sighed with relief. I craned my neck so that I could see past him. The brunette was getting back into the car.
 
   “Who’s that?” said the man. His voice was back to normal again.
 
   I met his eyes, and looked away immediately. “Oh, here it is,” I said softly. “Found the locket.”
 
   “What’s going on?” said a familiar voice.
 
   My heart sank. How did Jack get over here so quickly?
 
   “She lost a locket,” said the man helpfully.
 
   “Yep, I did.” I forced a smile and stood up. “But I found it now.”
 
   “Oh.” Jack looked bemused, and glanced from the man to me. Specks of gold glittered in his green eyes, and he looked like he didn’t quite believe me. “As long as you’re okay.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “So we can go inside now?” Jack said, raising one eyebrow and glancing at his watch. “And have that talk you wanted?”
 
   I nodded. Of course—he was always in a rush.
 
   I glanced at the man who’d tried to help me. “Thanks for your help…”
 
   “No problem at all.” The man stepped closer to me, and slipped his arm around my waist. “Sweetheart.”
 
   I looked up at him in surprise. The palm of his hand felt warm against the thin fabric of my t-shirt, and suddenly, I wished I’d worn something a bit more attractive.
 
   He leaned down, and his lips grazed my ear. “Ex-boyfriend?” he whispered.
 
   I nodded, surprised.
 
   “It was nice meeting you,” the man said to Jack. He turned to me again. “We’ll talk later.”
 
   He leaned down once again and whispered into my ear, “You owe me.”
 
   For a split second, I thought he’d complete the charade by moving his lips down to mine, but he didn’t. He let go of my waist, nodded at Jack, and walked off.
 
   “Who was that?” Jack said.
 
   I caught a hint of surprise in his eyes, and I gloated silently. Jack wasn’t the only one with a hot date. I, too, had a sexy new man. Well, technically, I didn’t have a sexy new man, but… I could. If I wanted to. Maybe.
 
   “It’s not important,” I said, shaking my head and trying to forget about the helpful stranger. “We need to talk about Stone.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   I was still in a bit of a daze as Jack and I crossed over to the booth at the back of Jerry’s Diner. Jerry’s was half-empty at this hour; it would get busier in the evening, when more shifts were starting up at the Strip casinos. Other than the lack of patrons, Jerry’s looked the same as it always did—spotless white-tiled floors, red booths, and shiny plastic tables.
 
   I was still thinking about the man in the parking lot as Jack and I sat down. I wondered if I’d ever see him again; he didn’t seem to have wandered into Jerry’s by mistake, which must mean that he was a local.
 
   “So you’re finally seeing the truth about Stone,” said Jack as a waitress came by to take our orders.
 
   I ignored his question for a few minutes as I asked for a slice of blueberry cheesecake—I’d changed my mind about the Black Forest. “No, hang on,” I said to the waitress. “I’ve changed my mind again. Tiramisu.” All the desserts at Jerry’s were so delicious! “And a cappuccino, please.”
 
   Jack ordered an Americano, and nothing to eat.
 
   Once the waitress had left, I leaned back in my seat, looked at Jack coldly, and said, “Why’re you trying to get Stone into trouble?”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s not like that. I can’t be bothered to get Stone into trouble.”
 
   “Oh?” I thought back to those two men who’d turned up at my door, claiming Jack had told them about Stone. They’d shown me CIA badges, but their suits had looked cheap, and their eyes not particularly intelligent. “Then why did you set those two thugs onto him?”
 
   “They weren’t thugs, they really were from the CIA. They told me you weren’t very helpful.”
 
   I snorted. “So you did try to get Stone into trouble.”
 
   Jack’s voice softened. “I was just trying to protect you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   He looked at me thoughtfully, and we fell silent as our orders arrived. I dug into my tiramisu ravenously. Sure, I was worried about Stone, but if I wanted to help him, I’d need my energy.
 
   After the waitress left, Jack said, “I knew you were spending a lot of time with him, and he wanted you to work on something big. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t getting into anything shady.”
 
   I glared at him. “Stone would never ask me to do something shady.”
 
   “Of course you’d say that. You’re too trusting.”
 
   “He saved my life. I’ve got reason to trust him.”
 
   “That’s no reason to get into trouble for him.”
 
   I didn’t agree. But this was a pointless argument, so I said, “What did you do? To make sure he wasn’t getting me into something shady?”
 
   “I hired a photographer to take some photos so I could check up on him.” Jack’s green eyes clouded over with frostiness. “Some of the photos were taken when Stone went up to your apartment. Right after our date in Paris.”
 
   “You hired someone to follow me?”
 
   “No, not you. Stone. You just happened to be with him. And you didn’t feel like sharing that with me.”
 
   My face flushed red. I knew that Jack had loved me, but that was no reason for him to suddenly get all illogical. “It’s not what you think. Stone came upstairs to chat. That’s all.” I shook my head angrily. “Why am I explaining myself? You’re the one who’s dating some bimbo days after we broke up.”
 
   “I’m not dating anyone.”
 
   “It sure looked like you were.”
 
   I hated to sound so jealous. Perhaps I was the illogical one; clearly my feelings were preventing me from acting like the bigger person.
 
   Jack said, “What do you mean, ‘looked like’? When?”
 
   “Uh…”
 
   Jack’s eyes widened with realization. “You saw us in the parking lot. When you were with—whatshisname. Your new guy.”
 
   Our eyes locked. I didn’t want to admit that the sexy parking lot man was someone I’d just run into; it was bad enough that Jack knew I’d seen him kissing his latest starlet. A white lie was perfectly acceptable if you needed to convince your ex that you weren’t a complete loser.
 
   I shrugged. “He wanted to walk me over. What about”—I suddenly recalled the name—“Adrienne? You’re back to cycling through the Hollywood Z-list,” I added unkindly.
 
   Jack smile was thin, and his eyes impassive. “I’m not cycling through anything. I met Adrienne when I was drunk, at some bar, and now I can’t get rid of her.”
 
   “You don’t seem to be trying very hard,” I said drily.
 
   Jack laughed, and the specks of gold danced in his eyes. “I miss you,” he said softly.
 
   I stiffened, unwilling to forgive him for getting Stone into trouble. “What did you do with the photos?”
 
   Jack watched me carefully. “You’re not—you’re really sure you want to end what we had?”
 
   My tiramisu was half-finished. I put down my fork, crossed my arms, and stared at him icily. “You get my friend into trouble, you make out with some starlet in front of me, and you think I might be interested in dating you again?”
 
   Jack looked away. “I didn’t want to get Stone into trouble, Tiff. I took the photos up to D.C., where I met a guy I knew. He works in the Pentagon, and he took the photos and ran them through a database. It turns out there is no Jonathon Stone.”
 
   I tried to ignore the chill that ran down my spine. “What do you mean, no Jonathon Stone?”
 
   Jack shook his head. “He’s a ghost. Jonathon Stone was a four-year-old boy killed fifty years ago in a car accident.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense. Then how…who…maybe he didn’t die.” Stone was in his late thirties. How could he have been in an accident fifty years ago? I stared blankly at Jack.
 
   Jack shook his head. “The boy did die. But his Social Security number didn’t.”
 
   “What—why—”
 
   “Stone—the man you called Stone—stole a dead boy’s Social Security number.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “Yes, it does. When my contact ran the name Jonathon Stone, all these details came up. The boy died, but his number’s still in use.”
 
   “Why would…”
 
   My voice trailed off. When I’d been preparing for my private investigator’s license, I’d read about Social Security fraud. Fraudsters find unused Social Security numbers—usually belonging to someone who died, but whose death wasn’t noted in the system—and use those numbers for whatever nefarious purpose.
 
   Jack held my gaze. “You know all about this kind of fraud.”
 
   I nodded. “Usually it’s for stealing public benefits like welfare or that kind of thing. But Stone had lots of money. He didn’t need government handouts.”
 
   Jack made a face. Of course, he was a successful businessman who owned shares in multiple casinos and a number of global enterprises, so his definition of “lots of money” was different from mine.
 
   “Stone wasn’t interested in taking money from the government,” Jack said. “He was hiding from them.”
 
   “Why would—” I didn’t seem to be able to finish my sentences. I thought back to what I’d seen of Stone’s office on the thirty-sixth floor of the Riverbelle Casino. There were layers of security before you could enter, and Stone watched security camera feeds from all over Vegas. He knew what he was doing.
 
   Jack was watching me carefully. He said, “Stone did work for the government—once. In a special antiterrorism unit called the DMA, which split off from the CIA. Stone was in Afghanistan in 1999, but then he went rogue.”
 
   I shook my head. “He wouldn’t go rogue, it’s not like him.”
 
   “He was nineteen at the time. The reports say he must’ve cracked under the pressure.”
 
   “What pressure?”
 
   “Just—not being able to do anything. He was supposed to be there in a monitoring position, not meddling in affairs.”
 
   “Ninety-nine.” I frowned. “What was going on then? Wasn’t that before Bin Laden came onto the scene?”
 
   Jack nodded. “Yep. Back in ninety-nine the Taliban was active, and there was infighting going on in the country. The US thought it was just civil war, but there were also reports that it could be something more serious.”
 
   “So they sent the CIA?”
 
   Jack shook his head no. “The DMA.”
 
   “What’s DMA?”
 
   “Decentralized Monitoring Agency. Their job was to keep an ear to the ground, but not take action. No matter what.”
 
   I frowned. Stone was what you’d call the silent type. He never talked much, just did what needed to be done. I couldn’t imagine him sitting around, not taking action. “So Stone did something.”
 
   “Not something. Some things.”
 
   “What things?” I watched Jack closely, dreading the answer. I knew he was telling the truth—it wasn’t in him to lie about Stone just to make me dislike him.
 
   Jack said, “Well, first, he kidnapped two Afghan women and took them to Pakistan.”
 
   My mouth fell open, and I quickly snapped it shut. I wanted to say that it didn’t sound like something Stone would do. For as long as I’ve known him—which admittedly, isn’t that long—he’s treated all women respectfully. “Why would he do that?”
 
   “That’s when he went rogue. He was working on a team, with two other men, and one of the men disappeared. The other told the DMA he was afraid Stone would come after him as well, and got transferred out to Bangladesh.”
 
   I rubbed my forehead. Jack was speaking in words and sentences and each of those individual words made sense in English, but when they came together, they became a big jumbled mess in my head. This wasn’t the Stone I knew. I said, “You’re trying to tell me Stone kidnapped two women, and killed a man on his own team.”
 
   “His name’s not Stone. It’s Jason Strode.”
 
   I gave Jack another blank look and repeated stupidly, “Jason Strode.”
 
   Jack nodded. “Yes. And that’s what they’re saying. Jason kidnapped two women, killed a man on his team, and deserted his post.”
 
   “I don’t believe this, Jack.”
 
   “So you’re saying—what, exactly? That the Pentagon’s making it all up?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, that doesn’t make sense either. Maybe there’s some sort of misunderstanding.”
 
   “Hard to misunderstand two women being kidnapped and a man being killed.” Jack’s voice was harsh and brittle. “I could always tell that Stone—Jason—was mixed up in all sorts of dangerous stuff. I just didn’t know how dangerous. I wish you’d never met him.”
 
   “I met him when I was in trouble and he helped me out. Just like he helps out all his clients, and even old Mrs. Weebly.”
 
   Jack frowned. “Mrs. Weebly? Who’s—never mind, I don’t want to know.”
 
   I sat silently for a few seconds, trying to think. I didn’t believe what Jack was telling me. But the Pentagon wouldn’t lie, and Stone’s disappearance seemed to indicate his guilt. He’d even told me that he knew he’d have to disappear someday, “again.” However, I refused to think ill of Stone—none of this fit in with what I knew of him. And I couldn’t think of him as “Jason” either; he’d always be Stone to me.
 
   Unless my emotions were getting in the way. Perhaps I liked Stone too much to think about him logically. I remembered the one, single kiss Stone and I had shared; maybe it was time to shake the feeling that the two of us might’ve shared something more.
 
   Jack watched me quietly as he finished his coffee. When I didn’t speak for a long time, he said softly, “I’m sorry, Tiff. I didn’t want it to be this bad.”
 
   “But you wanted it to be bad.”
 
   Jack shook his head. “No, I just didn’t think he’d really been in the CIA.”
 
   I finished my tiramisu wordlessly. I’d read somewhere that sugar is supposed to help your brain work better, but my brain wasn’t coming up with much.
 
   The waitress came by with the bill, and Jack took care of it, despite my offer to split it.
 
   “Are you okay?” Jack said once the waitress had left. “You seem really pale.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “I’m fine.”
 
   “Where are you going from here? I can give you a lift.”
 
   I shook my head no. “I need some air.”
 
   “I’ll walk you home.”
 
   I shook my head again. “Thanks, but I’d like to be alone. Besides, don’t you need to be with your new girlfriend?”
 
   Jack smiled wryly. “Maybe I need to try harder to get rid of her. I miss you, Tiff. I really do. You’re so smart and special and—”
 
   I cut him off. “Stop. It’s over. You were happy when we ended things.”
 
   “I wasn’t happy, Tiff. I was just trying to figure out what to do.”
 
   Jack looked at me seriously, and I stared into his green eyes. “We broke up because our chemistry died out. And we never got to see each other.”
 
   “Maybe if we spent more time together…?”
 
   I shook my head. “We’re both busy, Jack. It won’t work.”
 
   He looked at me sadly. “I wish…”
 
   “I know.” I smiled and reached out to squeeze his hand. “It was fun while it lasted, and we’re still friends.” Sort of. I wasn’t sure I forgave him for going up to D.C. and ratting Stone out, but I believed him when he said he hadn’t been trying to get Stone into trouble. “It’s better to end like this.”
 
   We said goodbye, and I walked out of the diner.
 
   Except, I wasn’t going back home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   I speed-walked towards the Strip and gave Cal Anderson a call.
 
   “Cal,” I said. “I know you’re really busy, but I have to see you. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
 
   I arrived at the Riverbelle Casino in exactly twelve minutes, and as I walked into the lobby, a blast of chilly air greeted me. The entrance to the pit was on my left, and a large reception desk was to my right. A few new guests were checking in as I entered, and when I glanced towards the pit, I could see that the casino was mostly empty at this hour. A low hum of casino noises floated over to the lobby, and every now and then I heard the soft jingle of slot machines. I assumed that most tourists were taking naps at this hour, or maybe doing a bit of quick shopping at the outlets.
 
   I joined the line at reception, and when it was my turn to speak to the petite brunette manning the desk, I told her I needed a pass for the thirty-seventh floor. “Cal Anderson’s expecting me,” I said and gave her my name.
 
   She checked something on her computer and handed me a white key card. “You know how to get there?”
 
   I replied in the affirmative and thanked her before walking off with the key card clutched safely in my hands. The elevators that went up to the thirty-seventh floor were at the back, and I swiped my card so that I’d be able to get off at the right floor.
 
   The thirty-seventh floor was where the corporate offices of the Riverbelle Casino were housed. I hadn’t visited this floor in a long, long time, and when I stepped out of the elevator, I remembered the first time I’d come here, on a mission to find out who’d killed Ethan Becker.
 
   The corporate floor looked exactly as it had the last time I’d visited: a small reception counter, a tiny waiting area, and beyond, an open-plan working space, where employees typed away, probably only pretending to work. There were large executive offices beyond the open-plan area, walled off by translucent frosted glass. I knew from my dealings with various casinos that the largest walled-off room was the security team’s workspace, and the medium-sized rooms were conference areas and executive offices.
 
   A stern-looking gray-haired matron manned the reception desk today, and I was about to walk up to her, when Cal Anderson appeared out of nowhere.
 
   “Tiffany,” he said, extending his hand. “Good to see you.”
 
   I shook his hand and smiled politely. Cal Anderson was a tall African-American man whose hair was starting to go gray, presumably from dealing with casino staff and clients all day long. He had a quiet, dignified presence, and I knew he’d been doing well as the new manager of the Riverbelle Casino.
 
   “This way.” He indicated with a nod that I was to follow him.
 
   I suspected that he knew why I was here, and I said nothing until we were safely ensconced in his private office. We sat down at the four-person round glass table in one corner of his room. The table was nestled against a large glass wall, which looked down upon the Strip, and I made sure to sit with my back to the view; I didn’t want anything to distract me during our conversation.
 
   There wasn’t much else in Cal’s room that could distract—it had a typically large executive table with a futuristic-looking chair on one side, and two visitors’ chairs on the other. There was a potted plant with crazily twisted branches in one corner of the room. Next to the plant, a flat-screen TV was mounted on the wall, but it was switched off; I assumed Cal could choose to watch a range of TV channels on it, or surveillance footage from inside the casino.
 
   I looked into Cal’s calm, dark eyes and said, “Do you know why I’m here?”
 
   “I’ve got some idea.”
 
   “Have you spoken to Stone recently?”
 
   Cal leaned back in his chair and gazed out the large glass wall. Instead of answering me directly, he said, “You know I’ve only been manager of this place for the last ten months, right?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. I’m glad they picked you for the job.”
 
   Cal looked back at me and the corner of his mouth curled up a little. “And it’s certainly been eventful.”
 
   I knew that Cal had been the manager of a small casino on Fremont Street before switching over to the Riverbelle. “Have you known Stone for long?”
 
   Cal nodded. “He did secondary security for most of the places here. Ethan gave him his office on the thirty-sixth floor rent-free, but after he died…”
 
   I nodded. I’d come onto the scene soon after Ethan’s death, and there’d been a major shake-up at the Riverbelle for a while. Of course, until my investigation ended, nobody had known about all the scams—which had been part of the reason Stone was made persona non grata at the Riverbelle for a while.
 
   “Stone closed down his office here when Steven was manager and wanted him out. He worked out of a rented office in the Mandalay for a while, but when they made me manager, I brought him back here.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Cal’s dark eyes clouded over in reflection. “Stone’s a good guy,” Cal said slowly. “Always quick to catch on to trouble. Which is why Steven wanted him out to begin with.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “And,” said Cal slowly, pausing as if he wasn’t sure of how much to reveal, “Stone did me a big favor once. Two years ago, my nephew… he was getting into—hanging out with the wrong crowd. Would’ve done time, if he got caught. Stone ran into him once, and I asked him to talk to the kid. He managed to get the kid out of it and helped him move to LA. Got my nephew a good job. Valet at a restaurant. Kid’s going to start college next year.” Cal rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Stone knows his shit. He didn’t have to do all that for my loser nephew. The kid’s got a bright future now, because of Stone. And a year ago, he was about to…”
 
   Cal’s voice trailed off, and he stared out the window silently. When he came back around to the present, he looked at me gravely. “What do you think of Stone?”
 
   I shrugged. Where would I even begin? My last memory of Stone was the brief kiss we’d shared before he drove off, claiming he needed to disappear. During the entire time I’d known him, Stone had been insistent that I keep up with my self-defense classes and shooting practice. He was there whenever I needed any help. “I think he’s great,” I said simply.
 
   Cal agreed. “He’s always going beyond, trying to help everyone out.”
 
   “He’s very quiet. Maybe that’s why people get worried?”
 
   “Maybe. He does seem like a tough guy. And he can be, when he needs to.”
 
   “Have you talked to him recently?” I repeated.
 
   “Stone said I should trust you, and to give you access to whatever you needed.”
 
   “When was this?”
 
   Cal smiled thinly. “Late last night. He came by my place.”
 
   “What else did he say?”
 
   Cal glanced at his desk for a split second, and then at the wall-mounted plasma TV. “He said two CIA men were about to come by.”
 
   I frowned. “Have they?”
 
   Cal shook his head. “No, we’ve been keeping an eye out for them.”
 
   “What happens when they show up?”
 
   Cal’s eyes glimmered with a mixture of amusement and satisfaction. “Only a few of my staff know about Stone. Everyone’s been told to deny seeing him recently. There’s no record of him on the payroll, and there’s no record he’s been renting office space from us.”
 
   “But he’ll be on the security tapes.”
 
   “Those are all Stone’s tapes.”
 
   “So you mean…” I left the sentence unfinished. I had no doubt that Stone would be able to access the tapes remotely, and remove all evidence of himself. “Essentially, when the CIA guys turn up…”
 
   “There’s nothing to suggest that Stone was here.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s great.”
 
   “The least we could do.”
 
   “Has anyone accessed Stone’s office since last night?”
 
   Cal shook his head no. “Stone came in for a few minutes. Nobody else since. He must’ve wrapped things up.”
 
   My heart sank at that last sentence. Stone had mentioned that he needed to disappear, but I hadn’t realized the enormity of what that meant.
 
   “Not Zac? Or any of Stone’s other employees?”
 
   “Nobody’s come in.”
 
   “Could I maybe have a look?”
 
   Cal shook his head. “Not now. If the CIA guys check the tapes, I don’t want them to see anything suspicious.”
 
   I nodded. “Okay. That makes sense.”
 
   Cal looked at me kindly. “I’ll call you as soon as I hear from him.”
 
   “Thanks. I appreciate it.”
 
   We said our goodbyes, and I left the casino.
 
   I was halfway home when I realized I’d forgotten to return the swipe card which gave me access to the thirty-seventh floor.
 
   It took me a split second to make my decision—finders keepers. In order to get to Stone’s office in the Riverbelle, you’d need to get off the elevator on the thirty-fifth floor, and then walk up a flight of stairs. I knew that getting off on the thirty-fifth floor would be possible using the swipe card that was nestled safely in my handbag.
 
   Not that it would be wise, with all the security cameras watching, to try to sneak into Stone’s office. Nor would it be safe, given that the CIA dudes would also check the tapes; seeing me wandering around that floor would give them the wrong idea. But you never knew when something might come in handy…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   As I walked home, I made a few phone calls.
 
   First I called Zac, who was one of Stone’s employees, and the only employee whose phone number I had. My call went straight to voicemail.
 
   Next, I tried calling “Jameson.” Stone had told me that Jameson used to be his handler at the CIA, and had given me his number once. A few days ago, I’d managed to set up an appointment to talk to him. An appointment to which Jameson had never shown up.
 
   Unsurprisingly, my call to Jameson also went straight to voice mail.
 
   By the time I arrived home, I was feeling disenchanted and worried. Stone really had disappeared: in less than twenty-fours, he’d done a great job of covering up all traces of his Vegas existence. There was nobody else I knew who might be privy to Stone’s whereabouts, so I changed reluctantly into my red-and-black dealer’s outfit and stopped by Mrs. Weebly’s apartment on the way out.
 
   I used to think of Mrs. Weebly as my slightly annoying, crotchety old neighbor. But ever since Stone had intercepted a man who’d tried to steal Mrs. Weebly’s handbag, my formerly cantankerous neighbor has been a wellspring of concern and goodwill towards Stone. In fact, she was the one who’d told the CIA men that Stone and I weren’t really friends, and that she couldn’t recall ever seeing him around.
 
   When I knocked on Mrs. Weebly’s door, she opened it and looked at me hopefully. “Hello, dear,” she said. This was the first time she’d ever called me “dear,” and probably the first time she’d greeted me with anything less than a scowl. “Have you talked to Stone yet?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. He’s lying low for a bit.”
 
   “That seems wise.”
 
   “I suppose so. Would you let me know if he ever comes around when I’m not home?”
 
   “Of course.” Mrs. Weebly nodded sagely. “Would you like to come in for some coffee? Or are you off to that job of yours?”
 
   She said the last few words with an air of distaste, and I sighed. “I’d love to come in for some coffee, but I need to work. Being a dealer pays my bills.”
 
   Mrs. Weebly scrunched up her lips. I expected her to say something about women who stayed out all night, but she kept her opinions to herself, for once. Instead, she finally said, “You seem smarter than most of the women who want to work at the clubs and casinos. Why can’t you do something else?”
 
   “I’m trying to be a private investigator,” I explained, glancing at my watch. My shift wouldn’t start for a while, but I’d taken two extra days off in the previous week, and I didn’t want to be late.
 
   “Well,” said Mrs. Weebly, “why don’t you have something to eat before you set out? My son sent me this big apple pie that I can’t finish by myself…”
 
   I wondered if this woman had some kind of sixth sense. Yes, apple pie would be wonderful. And, yes, it would be nice to get to know Mrs. Weebly better. I felt like I’d judged her too harshly in the past, and I was grateful she’d been so protective of Stone. And of course, visions of apple pie were starting to drown out all other coherent thoughts.
 
   I stepped into Mrs. Weebly’s old-fashioned living room. I’d never been in here before, and the faint scent of lavender drifted over. I knew Mrs. Weebly’s apartment had the exact same layout as mine, but where mine was messy and minimally furnished, hers was packed with overstuffed sofas upholstered in old-fashioned floral prints; a small bureau lined with silver photo frames; and an old, squarish TV that should’ve been in a museum.
 
   As Mrs. Weebly took the pie out of the fridge and cut me a thick slice, I helped her make two steaming mugs of coffee and asked her about the photos on the bureau. It turned out that some of the photos were of herself, and some were of her mother. Mrs. Weebly told me about the time she’d spent as a newlywed, living in the Florida Keys, and I listened, entranced by the idea of a life so romantic and idyllic. I wondered if I could ever enjoy that. But I was realistic enough to know that I wouldn’t actually enjoy living away from the craziness of Vegas, and the occasional excitement of my PI jobs.
 
   The apple pie was delicious, and Mrs. Weebly found me some whipped cream to have with my slice. I forgot all about the time until my second slice of pie was finished. Which was when I noticed with dismay that I’d be late to my shift at the Treasury Casino.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Driving down the Strip is impossible during the evening, thanks to all the slow-moving and frequently stopping tourist traffic, so I half-ran the distance to the Treasury Casino. By the time I got to the pre-shift staff meeting, I was slightly out of breath.
 
   These meetings were a new thing, introduced by Brian Wesley, the latest staff manager. Corporate had recently brought him over from the casino down the road. He was apparently a hotshot, but the way I saw it, he was just an idiot who promised the even bigger idiots in corporate a bunch of pie-in-the-sky dreams that would be impossible to deliver. Brian had all kinds of crazy ideas, and though the staff meetings were meant to be motivational, they outlined all sorts of unrealistic goals and KPIs that dealers would be expected to meet from now on. Not to mention that, going forward, dealers would be expected to stay at a certain weight and fitness level. I was fairly sure that Brian Wesley was behind this stupid “weight controls for dealers” idea.
 
   I hated Brian, and I hated his stupid meetings.
 
   It was a relief to leave the staff meeting and get to my assigned table at the pit. I nodded to the dealer I was relieving and clapped my hands out behind the table, to show that I was ready to start dealing.
 
   The casino pit had a life of its own, which swallowed me up whole. I knew that outside, the sun was starting to set, making a pretty backdrop for all the bright neon lights of the Strip; but inside the pit, it was a constant, bright daylight. I was sure that none of the gamblers surrounding me knew what time it was, and they probably didn’t even care.
 
   I smiled and tried to chat happily with the three middle-aged men who sat at my table. They were all intent on gambling, completely immersed in the addictive environment of the pit. I was sure that at least two of them had read a few how-to books on blackjack before sitting down at the table, and occasionally, play slowed down as one of them tried to figure out whether to double down or not.
 
   The pit was getting busier by the minute, as more and more gamblers stopped by before or after their dinners. Every now and then, the loud chime of a minor jackpot win would ring out, spurring the gamblers on. A large group had gathered around one of the craps tables, where a young man seemed to be having a streak of good luck. Whoops and shrieks emanated from the table, and every now and then, one of the men at my table would glance up, as if wondering whether to switch games.
 
   In the end, all three men stayed at the blackjack table. They were making small wins every now and then, which kept them going for one more hand each time. Clearly, they each thought they’d figured out some kind of system, but I knew they hadn’t. In the long run, no one ever beat the house.
 
   The Treasury Casino has a policy of switching the dealers around from one table or game to another every now and then. Pretty soon, I was asked to traipse across the gaudily patterned carpet and head over to the roulette wheel. A wave of fatigue hit me just as I got to the wheel. I made the standard croupier’s announcement, asking the gamblers to place their bets, but I had a hard time faking any kind of enthusiasm.
 
   Where was Stone? It had been over twenty-four hours since the CIA agents had shown up at my door looking for him. I’d spent every waking minute since then running around like a headless chicken, trying to warn everyone whom the CIA agents might get in touch with, trying to understand what was going on. I could sense the pit manager’s annoyance with me: I was visibly zoned out. But I couldn’t help it, I was exhausted.
 
   And wherever Stone was, I hoped he was safe.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Two weeks went by. I tried not to mope, even though I was worried about Stone. I hadn’t been able to get in touch with either Zac or Jameson, and I hadn’t heard back from Cal Anderson. I didn’t know what else to do—other than worry and hope. And I wasn’t even sure that my worry and hope were worth much to anyone.
 
   I was standing in my downstairs neighbor Glenn’s kitchen, watching him prepare cupcakes.
 
   Glenn is tall, handsome, and over eighty. A few months back, I’d tried to set him up with Nanna. Fantasies of a lifetime supply of cupcakes hadn’t been my only motivation; I really like Glenn. Apart from his handsome, dignified looks and his incredible cupcake-producing abilities, he’s also kind, thoughtful and intelligent. Since I’m hopeless at matchmaking, Nanna wound up marrying Glenn’s brother Wes, and Glenn chose to date an aging hippie with self-proclaimed psychic abilities, named Karma.
 
   Glenn’s apartment is slightly bigger than mine, with two bedrooms instead of one, and is furnished with newish modern furniture. More importantly, the kitchen is spacious, and conducive to baking. I watched as Glenn melted a big slab of butter and found his jar of sugar. The place was already starting to smell cupcake-y.
 
   In order to meet the Treasury Casino’s new unrealistic rules about dealers’ weight and BMI, I’d need to go on a diet. But after I’d learned that Stone was in trouble, I’d fallen into a funk, and of course, I needed my sugary cupcake hit to make it through the days.
 
   “It’s really easy,” Glenn was saying as he mixed together melted butter, sugar and vanilla. “I can give you the recipe if you’d like.”
 
   I nodded thoughtfully. I’d seen Glenn make these chocolate cupcakes a week ago, and it didn’t look too difficult.
 
   “You should learn how to make them, Tiff,” Ian called out.
 
   Ian was sitting on the small chevron-patterned rug in Glenn’s living room, watching his kitten Snowflake gambol about. Pets are a big no-no in our building, but Mrs. Weebly, the resident Good Behavior Watchdog, said Ian could keep Snowflake as long as he kept her presence a secret.
 
   I turned around to watch Snowflake. “Why don’t you learn to make them?” I asked Ian.
 
   If I’d asked my mom the same question, she’d have fed me a line about men liking women who could cook and bake. Cooking and baking, were, according to my mom, essential womanly skills—which was why, in a fit of convoluted feminism, I’d never learned how to do them.
 
   But Ian wasn’t my mom, and his brain worked in a completely different way from hers. Ian said, “You’re the one who loves cupcakes so much. If you could bake them, you’d never run out.”
 
   That was true, I had to admit. Glenn was adding eggs to the mixture now. It would be nice to be able to bake my own cupcakes.
 
   “I’ve got an extra stand mixer you can borrow,” Glenn said.
 
   Glenn was a retired baker, and his kitchen was packed with incredible equipment. “That would be handy,” I admitted. “Besides, learning to bake could be a good distraction for me.”
 
   Glenn’s gray eyes clouded with worry, and he glanced from Ian to me. “No sign of Stone yet?”
 
   I shook my head no. “Speaking of missing people,” I said lightly, “where’s Karma?”
 
   Glenn made a face. “Her daughter’s come to visit, with her two grandkids.”
 
   “How nice,” I said, but Glenn didn’t look thrilled. “You must enjoy having them around.”
 
   “Never have kids,” Glenn joked.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve met the older grandkid,” Ian piped up. “Simone. She’s pretty scary.”
 
   Ian is short and chubby, with pasty skin and curly red hair. Normally, he acts like a human bouncy castle, brimming over with enthusiasm and positivity. His enthusiasm isn’t always practical, and he likes to think of himself as a partner in my PI business, which he’s not. But since Stone’s disappearance, Ian’s been quieter than usual.
 
   “What do you mean, scary?” I imagined Karma’s granddaughter was a rebellious teenager, with multiple piercings, dyed hair, and a penknife she’d be happy to stab you with.
 
   Ian shuddered. “You’ll know when you meet her.”
 
   Just then, my phone rang. “Sophia!” I said. “You’re back in Vegas?”
 
   “I am. And I spoke to those CIA agents last night.”
 
   Sophia Becker had been my very first client; I’d worked for her just before I’d officially become a registered PI, and she’d introduced me to Stone. She’d been in Tuscany on the night Stone disappeared, and the CIA men had presumably been waiting for her to get back to Vegas.
 
   “What happened?” I said. “What did they ask?”
 
   “Not much. I didn’t really know Stone, after all. He was my husband’s employee, and since my husband’s dead, they can’t talk to him.”
 
   “And you couldn’t help them out?”
 
   “Nah. I never really knew Stone.”
 
   “Did they say anything? If they were waiting to talk to you, that means they haven’t found him yet.”
 
   “Exactly. And I doubt they ever will.”
 
   “How come?”
 
   Sophia laughed. “They’re not exactly the sharpest tools in the shed.”
 
   “Yeah. And what’s with the cheap suits, right?”
 
   “It’s like they’re trying to look stupid.”
 
   “Did they ask for any contacts from you?”
 
   “Nope. They said they’ve talked to the casino owners here. Stone did secondary security for them, but nobody knew where his office was. So… big help.”
 
   “They’ve got nothing.”
 
   “Exactly. They gave me their card and said something about flying out in a few hours. Said to call them if I thought of something.”
 
   We both knew that she wouldn’t think of anything. I’d rescued Sophia from a potential life behind bars, and I couldn’t have done it without Stone’s help. Sophia would never willingly get me or Stone into trouble.
 
   I asked her how her holiday in Tuscany had been, and she asked me whether I’d really broken up with Jack. We ended the call a few minutes later, and I looked at Ian.
 
   “If the CIA agents have left,” I said, “that means…”
 
   As if on cue, my phone buzzed with a text message. It was Cal Anderson.
 
   “Come over,” the message said. “We can chat now.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   “Take me with you,” Ian begged. His face had lit up at the mention of finding Stone, but I shook my head.
 
   “This time is different.”
 
   Ian pouted, but I stood my ground. I wasn’t being unkind. Ian is a good guy to have around—sometimes. He’s enthusiastic, he asks all kinds of unfiltered questions, and he says things that provoke people to go on the defensive.
 
   But finding Stone was important. And if there was any chance that the CIA agents might get a whiff of his whereabouts, Stone would be in trouble. Not that I knew where he was, of course. But I couldn’t take any risks.
 
   I half-walked, half-ran down the Strip, weaving my way through the tourists. It was almost midday, and the Strip wasn’t as packed, which meant that I got to the Riverbelle in record time.
 
   “Those men you spoke about came by,” said Cal.
 
   He was sitting behind his large desk, watching me carefully. Cal and I haven’t interacted too often, and we’ve always had a sort of professional respect for each other. Now that Stone was in trouble, Cal and I were allies, and I got the sense that Cal was definitely a good person to have as an ally.
 
   I nodded, and tried to slow down my breathing. My heart was pounding out a drumbeat inside my chest, so loud that I thought Cal might be able to hear. “What did they say?”
 
   “Not much. The CIA seems to have sent its dumbest peons around. I had no idea people so stupid could even get into the Agency.”
 
   My heart rate went down a little. “So they didn’t do much damage?”
 
   “Hardly.”
 
   “Did they ask about his office?”
 
   “I told them he used to work here years ago, but he hasn’t been in recently. Stone was before my time, but they were welcome to go through the video footage. Which they did.”
 
   “In the security room.”
 
   “Yes. And very pompously, I might add. Asked for two cappuccinos, with four teaspoons of sugar each.”
 
   “Did they find anything?”
 
   Cal shook his head. “We gave them access to the last five years’ data, and they input a photo of Stone. Ran it through facial recognition, but obviously nothing popped up.”
 
   We shared a barely amused, conspiratorial glance. “Obviously.”
 
   “They went outside, made a phone call, and then came back in to give me their cards. Said they were off to Florida in a few hours.”
 
   That matched what Sophia had told me, about them flying off. “But maybe they just want us to lower our guards. Maybe they’ll be back when you’re at home, placing bugs everywhere.” A sudden wave of panic flooded through my limbs. “Unless they’ve already done that. Maybe this whole place is packed with little bugs.”
 
   My skin began to crawl, as though we were talking about real, physical, icky bugs, but Cal shook his head stoically. “Already swept the place. Nothing.”
 
   “Oh.” I looked at the man with newfound respect. “You’ve got a sweeper.”
 
   “Don’t you?”
 
   I shook my head no. “Could I borrow yours, maybe?”
 
   “Mine’s borrowed from Stone. So yeah, you’re welcome to borrow it.”
 
   He handed me a big paper bag, like the kind you got from shopping in fancy boutiques. Inside the bag, there was an electronic device that looked like a VCR with a metal wand attached to it.
 
   “And what about Stone’s office?” I said. “I can go have a look now?”
 
   Cal did a palms-up. “Why not? Stone used state-of-the-art security. We haven’t tried to get in, but I’m pretty sure only Stone can enter.”
 
   I nodded. “Still.”
 
   “Of course, do what you have to. Stop by on your way out, and maybe give the key pass back?”
 
   I blushed slightly. “Of course.”
 
   I left Cal’s office and took the elevator up to the thirty-fifth floor, trying to think of ways to hang on to the key pass—even though I wasn’t entirely sure that hanging on to it would help in any way. I walked down the passage Stone had taken me along, and retraced our footsteps. I climbed up the steps and opened the fire escape door on the thirty-sixth floor.
 
   Cal would realize if I didn’t return the card, and he’d probably give me a new one if I ever wanted to stop by again. But I felt, for some reason, that it would be useful to have easy access to Stone’s office. What if I needed to stop by in the dead of the night when Cal was home, or what if Cal took some time off—who would let me onto the corporate floor then?
 
   I walked down the carpeted corridor that Stone had led me down just a few weeks ago, when I’d asked to see where he worked. There was the solid door at the end, the one with the security cameras facing it, and the fingerprint-recognition device.
 
   I stopped when I got to the door, and stared at the three cameras that were pointed at the door. No doubt the security team manning the cameras could see me. But maybe these cameras weren’t monitored by the Riverbelle team, but only by Stone.
 
   I wasn’t sure what to do. The fingerprint-recognition device would know Stone’s fingerprint, and maybe the fingerprints of Zac and a few other guys from his office. I swiped my forefinger across the device. No luck.
 
   Maybe if I got hold of Zac, I could ask him to let me into the office. In the meantime, I stared back at the cameras. I waved at one of the cameras, wondering if Stone could see me. Just in case he was watching me, I turned my fingers into a phone symbol and made the universal gesture for “call me.”
 
   I paced up and down the hallway for a bit, trying to figure out what to do. Uncertainly, I gave the fingerprint-recognition device a soft punch, and tried forcing the door open. No luck. Maybe if I had a hammer… but that might jam the door permanently. Stone knew his security stuff—and I didn’t.
 
   I headed back down to Calvin’s office. The receptionist waved me through, saying he was expecting me, but when I walked into the room, I was a bit surprised to see that he was no longer alone. There was a well-preserved lady sitting in the chair opposite him, her eyes wide with indignation. “This is ridiculous, honey,” she was saying. Her words had a hint of a Southern accent, and she flailed her arms about like she was trying to swim through the cold air.
 
   Calvin was watching her politely, but I could sense his impatience. I took a closer look at the lady before saying anything to him. There were large diamond studs in her ears, so large that they looked fake. Her hair was fluffed up high and was dyed a dark brown, streaked with lighter shades of auburn. Her makeup was flawless; her lips and forehead were clearly Botoxed, and her chest seemed artificially inflated.
 
   She wore an expensive-looking sky-blue dress that highlighted her perfect figure. I’d initially thought she might be in her forties, but now that I’d noticed all the work she’d had done, I guessed she might be anywhere between fifty to seventy years old.
 
   “You’ll have to excuse me for a minute,” Calvin said to the lady, and turned to me with a smile. I thought I saw a hint of relief in his eyes. This lady must be an extremely wealthy gambler, I decided, or some kind of influential casino board member, to be able to just walk into his office and annoy him. “Did you find anything?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m afraid not. And I’ve thought of something else. The two men”—I glanced warily at the Botoxed lady—“our friends. Maybe they made up the whole thing about flying off. Maybe they’re still in Vegas.”
 
   Calvin shook his head. “No, I called my contact at McCarran. They definitely flew off a few hours ago. Flight heading to Florida, like they said.”
 
   “They might return.”
 
   “Of course. That possibility’s always there.”
 
   The Botoxed lady had been following our conversation silently till now, and she said, “What’s all this about?”
 
   Calvin sighed, as though she had been trying his patience for quite some while. “Tiffany here is a private investigator—”
 
   “Excellent!” the lady said, not waiting to hear the rest. “That’s absolutely what I need!”
 
   Calvin and I shared a wary glance, and then his lips twisted in a facial shrug. “Sure,” he said. “Why not? Lana, why don’t you take Tiffany downstairs to the studios and have a chat with her. She can help. Tiffany’s one of the best PIs in this town.”
 
   I really wasn’t one of the best PIs in town, far from it. I’d done a few cases, and most of my ex-clients were very happy with my work, but that’s about it. I smiled gratefully at Calvin. In reality, he probably wasn’t trying to be kind to me. He was probably just trying to get rid of Lana.
 
   Lana grabbed my arm, her fingers strong and decisive, decorated with shiny rings. “We’re heading right along,” she drawled, her Southern accent getting accidentally stronger. “I love you, Calvin. You’re as delicious as pecan pie, but right now I need someone to save my life, and you’ve been pretty worthless at that.”
 
   She blew the bemused-looking Cal a kiss and dragged me out with her, not giving me a chance to respond.
 
   Before I had the opportunity to give Calvin back the key pass, Lana had dragged me halfway to the elevator, her fingers a vise grip around my upper arm.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “You’ve got to help me!” Lana declared loudly as she continued to drag me out of the Riverbelle corporate offices. A few of the staff looked at us, amused, and we made it to the elevator. “It’s a matter of life and death! I knew I’d meet someone today who could help me. Even though the worthless cops are absolutely that—just so useless. What they’re doing with my tax money, I’d like to know! Probably just spending it all on donuts and bad coffee.”
 
   “Well, Vegas cops are pretty short-staffed—” I began, faltering slightly. Most of the LVMPD people I know are pretty good, even though there are a few rotten, corrupt tomatoes among them.
 
   Lana released my arm finally, now that we were in the elevator and there was nowhere else for me to run. Up close, she was short and strong, seemingly made entirely of muscle and energy. And expensive perfume, of course, that wafted over and drowned out all other scents in the elevator.
 
   “Not just the Vegas cops,” Lana said, waving her arms energetically, her eyes fiery with emotion. “My life’s at stake! And nobody cares! Although…” Her eyes softened slightly, and she looked bemused for a second. “Vegas does have the best-looking cops I’ve met.”
 
   I shuddered involuntarily, and my lips twisted in horror. “Really?” Thinking of Vegas cops brought up the image of Detective Elwood: the chubby, balding, perpetually scowling man I kept running into during my investigations. “‘Good-looking’? I’d use a different term.”
 
   “Delicious? Smoking?” She was clearly thinking of someone else. “That Detective Dimitriou is one fine piece. He said he’d do what he could—which I know is putz-all.” Her eyes grew angry again, and we stepped out of the elevator. “Where to?” She looked at me, questioning.
 
   “Calvin had said something about studios?”
 
   Lana shook her head. “No, no. Too many folks in there, and maybe my killer’s one of them.”
 
   “Your killer?” Lana looked fairly alive to me.
 
   Lana half-sighed, half-groaned. A tourist couple, wearing loud shirts and khaki shorts, stared at us as they went by. “And not here, either,” said Lana. “Somewhere private.”
 
   “How about the Café de la Rue?” I suggested. It was a hidden café toward the end of the casino, darkly lit and well stocked with all kinds of chocolatey pastries.
 
   “Lead the way, darling.”
 
   I did, and she followed me till we were in the café, seated at one of the small tables in the back.
 
   “This is perfect,” said Lana.
 
   I noticed a couple of people at the other tables turning around to look at us. Lana was certainly striking, in her blue dress and big hair, but I didn’t think we warranted that much attention—at least, not in a town where every other person seemed to be dressed in Superman outfits with a python slung around their neck.
 
   “I’ll have a sparkling water, darling,” Lana told the waitress who’d materialized as soon as we’d sat down.
 
   “Of course,” said the blonde serving us. “I’m a huge fan of yours!”
 
   Lana just nodded, and I frowned. Fan of what? I decided to ignore the comment for now and asked for a red velvet cupcake and a cappuccino.
 
   When the waitress left, I was about to ask for an explanation regarding the “fan” comment, but Lana began talking before I could.
 
   “It’s been so horrible, darling.” She flipped her hair back and struck a dramatic pose. “It’s terrible, living in fear for your life, never knowing when he might strike again.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “My killer, of course.”
 
   I nodded, as though that made sense. Now that we were away from Cal and I no longer needed to give him back the key card, I wondered if listening to Lana was anything more than a waste of time. I could see why Cal had looked so frustrated around her.
 
   On the other hand, Lana’s expensive dress, hairdo, Botoxing and bling all indicated that she would be the kind of client who paid well. Very well.
 
   I took a deep breath and said, “Why don’t you start at the beginning? Who’s this killer?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Lana wailed loudly. A couple of people at the other tables turned to look at her, and someone took a discreet snap on their cell phone. “This is my life, right? It’s such a mess! I can’t handle it anymore. And I just fired my assistant, so now I’m completely lost! It’s been five days, and she hasn’t come groveling back, so I reckon I’ve lost her. Which sucks.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I looked at her warily, unsure again if she was the kind of person I wanted to be working for. But then my red velvet cupcake and my cappuccino arrived, and the world looked a bit brighter again. I took a small bite of the cupcake, savoring the smooth, happy taste. “Why did you fire your assistant?”
 
   “I was in a bad mood, okay? I always need a coffee waiting for me first thing in the morning, black, no sugar, of course. And she didn’t have one! I told her she could even get me a cup of instant which I could drink while she dashed over to the Starbucks, but she said something about not getting paid enough. And then I asked her if she wanted a raise, and she told me she’s met some guy here and she doesn’t have to work for me anymore.” Lana sank her head into her hands.
 
   I actually felt sorry for her. She clearly didn’t have enough cupcakes in her life.
 
   I reached out and patted her arm gently. “There, there. It sounds like you’re better off without her, anyway. Why don’t you have a cupcake? You can have a bit of mine, if you’d like.”
 
   I pushed my plate forward, half-dreading the disappearance of my treat.
 
   Lana raised her head, stared at my cake, and shook her head miserably. “I’ve got a weight contract. No point risking that.”
 
   My stomach flip-flopped, and I stared down at the cupcake. Given the Treasury Casino’s ridiculous new weight rules, I’d need to lose dozens of pounds. Fast. The reality was, I shouldn’t be eating cupcakes either.
 
   On the other hand, if I didn’t have my sweet treats, I’d turn into someone as miserable and over the top as Lana. So I bit into the cupcake again.
 
   Life was about choices. And I chose to eat my cupcakes.
 
   “So tell me about this killer,” I said. “You’ll survive without your assistant, but you won’t survive a killer.”
 
   “No,” said Lana sadly. “I won’t.”
 
   “Who’s your killer?”
 
   The phrase sounded wrong, but that’s how Lana thought of this person.
 
   Lana shrugged. “I don’t know. All I know is, someone’s trying to kill me.”
 
   “And how do you know that?”
 
   “Because I’m not stupid!” I nodded quickly, agreeing with her. “Anyway. It started when I was in New York. I was crossing the street, and this black town car jumped the curb to hit me.”
 
   “Did you see who was driving?”
 
   Lana shook her head no. “It was all black tinted windows. And a big shiny car, like it belonged to someone real important. But everyone rents cars out there. So it could be any random person.”
 
   I nodded. “But it could also have been an accident. Did you get hit?”
 
   “No, I pulled back just in time. And sure, that one time coulda been an accident. But there were more. After that we went to—let’s see… Texas. A chandelier fell off the ceiling where I was working and almost hit me. In Arizona, a snake got into my room and coulda killed me. In Florida, I found a gator in my hotel bedroom.”
 
   I burst out laughing, and Lana looked at me in shock. “I’m sorry,” I said. “But I can’t help imagining a fat gator sitting on your bed.”
 
   “Hmmph. I suppose it coulda been funny.” She tilted her head thoughtfully. “I wonder if you can Botox a gator. Give it a youthful glow.”
 
   “You could do teeth whitening too; don’t gators have bad teeth?”
 
   “Big ones, at least,” said Lana. She smiled wryly. “And there was a note next to it: ‘Leave the show, whore.’”
 
   I frowned. “Do you have the note with you?”
 
   Lana shook her head. “I gave it to the Florida cops and never got it back. But here’s a photo.” She slid her smartphone over to me, and I stared at the photo. The note was typewritten, on letter-size paper. “They didn’t find any prints,” said Lana. “And they weren’t sure it was related to the gator.”
 
   I looked at her carefully. “What does this mean, ‘Leave the show’? What show?”
 
   Lana smiled enigmatically. “I knew when I met you. You’ve got no clue. That’s why I like you, you don’t prejudge.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I wasn’t sure that ‘not having a clue’ was a compliment. “But what do you do? Other than traveling a lot.”
 
   “Travel’s part of the job, honey. You ever hear of Comedy Duos?”
 
   “Maybe.” The name sounded vaguely familiar. Ian had been on a reality show kick lately, which was how I knew about Adrienne.
 
   “Well, this is Singing Duos.”
 
   “Original name.”
 
   “And original concept,” Lana said proudly. “Oh, you were being sarcastic. Well, nobody’s done couples singing before. We might extend to groups someday. Anyway, it’s—hey, the public doesn’t like to think. You’ve got the name—couples singing together. Then you’ve got the contestants. And judges. That’s me.”
 
   Lana beamed proudly, and I nodded. “That’s why everyone stares when you walk by.”
 
   “Honey,” she drawled, “everyone stares because I’m so fabulous.” She pushed her hair back, pulled out a tiny mirror, and checked her lipstick. When she was satisfied that sipping her carbonated water hadn’t ruined her perfect pout, she said, “Where were we? Right, how fabulous I am. I’m the judge.”
 
   “So you’re the only person who decides who’s a good singer?”
 
   “No, no.” She shook her head. “Not the judge like that. The judge. You know, the one who makes the show. I’m the diva.”
 
   I didn’t have to ask for an explanation for that. But Lana went on anyway.
 
   “I throw the tantrums. I break down in tears because someone’s singing was so fabulous, and then the next day, I throw my empty water bottle at them because they sang like crap and broke my heart. You know.”
 
   I nodded. Ian had been making me watch a reality TV show about cooking, which made me realize how much drama could be created by making people try to cook something.
 
   “So you’re the diva,” I repeated. “And that’s why many people hate you.”
 
   “Yes, yes. Drama sells. Over the top sells. Fabulous sells.”
 
   “But now it might get you killed.”
 
   Lana peered at me closely, then leaned back, satisfied. “Excellent. You believe me, then.”
 
   Her words made me doubt myself. “So it’s really a publicity stunt?”
 
   Lana laughed bitterly. “That’s what my producer said, before shooting me down and saying that’s a stupid idea. And that’s what the cops said at first, that I was imagining things. But no, it’s not a stunt. It’s real. This is my life, right?” She began waving her arms again. “Everything else, all the other stuff—that’s a stunt. But not this. This is real.”
 
   I nodded, suddenly worried by her energy. “It’s okay, Lana, I believe you.”
 
   She calmed down almost immediately. I’d dealt with Hollywood types during one of my previous cases, and I’ve never quite understood that world. But I know this much: it doesn’t seem nice.
 
   Lana said, “So you’ll work for me?” She looked at me hopefully. “You’ll find out who’s trying to kill me?”
 
   I looked at her thoughtfully. “I’ll need some time. I can’t decide immediately.”
 
   “Of course, of course.” Lana waved her fingers in the air, signaling for the check, which arrived within seconds. She threw some cash down on it and stood up, smoothing out her dress. “Come on, honey. I’ll walk you out.”
 
   I started to protest. I knew the Riverbelle quite well, and I was a Vegas local.
 
   But Lana winked suggestively. “We’ll take the scenic route.”
 
   Bemused, I began to follow her. I supposed she’d found someplace where all the handsome men congregated. Maybe a bar offering free whiskey? But no, it turned out that she just wanted to walk past all the boutiques, meant to entice the high rollers to part with their money.
 
   “Don’t you just love seeing all these pretty things?” Lana asked me as we gazed at a diamond-studded Cartier watch that cost more than three times what I earned in one year.
 
   “Not really,” I said honestly. “Not when I can’t afford any of it.”
 
   Lana sighed. “You need to think positive, honey.”
 
   We walked on towards the next shop, which displayed the most gorgeous dresses. There was one in the window—blue and yellow watercolor streaks on a white background. Cinched waist, low-cut neck.
 
   “Now, that would look fabulous on you,” Lana said. “Why insist on wearing that boring t-shirt and shorts?”
 
   I mumbled something about comfort, and besides, where would I wear that gorgeous dress to, even if I could afford it? I work as a dealer at the Treasury, and half the time I’m in uniform.
 
   “Nonsense!” Lana said, “Let’s go try it on.”
 
   “No, I can’t—I’ll be late to my sh—”
 
   But it was too late. She’d dragged me inside, snapped her fingers, and had one of the assistants procure the outfit in my size. And then I found myself drawn to the dress like it was a magnet, and I was in the dressing room, trying it on.
 
   “Fabulous!” Lana said, when I walked out wearing it. “It suits you.”
 
   And I had to admit it did. It made me look sexy and sophisticated, all at once.
 
   “You need to start dressing right,” Lana said. “You can’t just hide your body behind baggy rags all the time. Your boyfriend’s gonna love this.”
 
   I made a face. “I don’t have one.”
 
   “Well! That’ll change soon.” She winked at the shop assistant. “We’ll take it. In fact, she’ll walk out wearing it, just to break it in.”
 
   I began to protest. I could never afford this. How had I even been conned into trying it out? This wasn’t me. I was the girl in baggy shorts and t-shirt, when I was off shift at least.
 
   But before I knew it, Lana’s black Centurion card had been swiped, and she was air-kissing me goodbye.
 
   “Gotta rush back, honey,” she said. “Meeting with the producer. I’ll see you soon.” I looked at her doubtfully as she handed me one of her business cards. “Call me when you decide. And if you don’t want to work for me—that’s fine, hon. You’ll remember me when you wear this dress.”
 
   I started to thank her and protest and apologize all at once, but she was gone. In a puff of smoke, like a modern-day fairy godmother. Okay, maybe the puff of smoke was just my imagination, but she really was gone.
 
   And once again, I was late to my shift.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   I walked in just a few minutes late, but that’s all it took to get into the bad books in the Treasury, and I knew I was definitely in them.
 
   I was forced to walk in midway through the shift manager’s speech, and tried not to make a face when I saw that tonight’s shift manager was Brian Wesley.
 
   “And remember, weight controls begin next month,” he was saying. “All the dealers, now. Get in shape, or get outta here.” He looked at me pointedly, and I tried not to stick my tongue out in response. What was next, the dealers’ outfits being changed to skimpy lingerie? Many of the casinos were already forcing their dealers to wear such outfits, and I balked at the idea. If I was expected to parade around in front of gross drunken men in next to nothing, I needed to be paid much better!
 
   Brian went on for a while, and I glanced at my watch. He seemed to be going on longer than usual—maybe someone higher up in the chain was watching us.
 
   “And remember about the weight controls,” he finished, just as we were heading out. “You need to be within the ratios by the end of next month. It might be hard for some of you, but you can do it. Even you, Tiffany.”
 
   There were a few snickers, and this time I really did shoot Brian a dirty look. He smirked back in response, as though he was just joking.
 
   By the time I arrived at my first blackjack table and clapped out my hands, I was in a thoroughly bad mood.
 
   I usually like being in the pit. The bright lights, garish colors and cacophony of gamblers and slot machines is somehow reassuring. Today, however, my bad mood persisted in hovering around me, like my own personal rain cloud.
 
   “Cheer up, grumps,” slurred one of the drunken players at my table. “What’s a pretty gal like you doing bein’ so sad?”
 
   I smiled at him politely and went on dealing. The table began to empty out, and then a few new people arrived. The drunken, slurring guy was still at my table, and he now began talking to his new gambling partners.
 
   “All the girls here are so pretty,” he slurred. “I love being in Vegas.”
 
   I stifled a sigh.
 
   “What’s wrong?” the drunken guy asked. “You’re no fun today.”
 
   I maintained my polite smile and friendly tone and said, “How much fun could you be, if someone told you to lose weight?”
 
   The guy stared at me, eyes bulging. “You! Lose weight? No way, you don’t need to!”
 
   I laughed, feeling slightly better for the first time since Brian’s “pep talk.” The guy was drunk off his kilter, but he was still good at boosting my ego.
 
   “Your boss is nuts,” he declared, slurring his words. “And it’s time for me to end the party here. And if they don’t appreciate you, maybe you should too, chica.” He tossed a couple of chips on the table—fifty each—and left.
 
   Maybe the drunken guy had a point.
 
   I was moved over to the craps table next, where the crowd was having a blast. I got caught up in their enthusiasm—there was a young girl in her early twenties at the table, playing craps for the first time, who hit a hot streak and swept the whole table up with her wins. She placed a few dealer bets for me (of course, all of us dealers prefer to get paid in straight tips, but I wasn’t going to turn down free money) and won me some extra chips as well.
 
   The craps party made me feel a lot better about life, and about working at the casino. So far, it hadn’t been all bad. And maybe I’d manage to get my weight under control by the next month. Anything was possible with discipline.
 
   I was moved back to the blackjack tables, and my table stayed empty for quite some time. This gave me a chance to think back on Lana. Perhaps I was still basking in the positive post-craps glow, but I thought of her kindly. She was tough, she was cool, and she clearly got things done. I couldn’t imagine her sitting through snide remarks like Brian’s: she was far too “fabulous” to do so. But then again, she was a celebrity. I wasn’t, and I needed to earn a living.
 
   Lana’s tale sounded a wee bit far-fetched, and there was always the chance that she might be exaggerating in an attempt to get some more media attention. But I liked Lana, and I wanted to believe what she’d said. She seemed smart; if she thought she was in trouble, she probably was. And though she’d claimed to have bought me my gorgeous, expensive new dress strings-free, I felt obligated to at least look into her claims.
 
   Tomorrow, I’d visit the police station and have a chat with whichever detective had looked into Lana’s complaints.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   By the time I got home, it was almost three a.m.
 
   I found a Post-it on my door from Ian: “Having a Star Trek marathon, come over to see Snowflake’s new trick. Doesn’t matter when you get home, I’ll be up. So will Snowflake.” And then, a stick-figure drawing of a cat.
 
   The note made me smile. When I’d first met him, Ian had been a complete annoyance and pain in the you-know-what. But now, his annoying behavior seemed almost tolerable. He’d helped me out on a few cases so far. And more importantly, his kitten Snowflake was adorable.
 
   Snowflake had been a tiny, tiny kitten when we’d first gotten her: nothing more than a ball of fur. She was still a ball of fur now, just a little bit bigger.
 
   I took a shower, changed into yoga pants and a comfy tee, and went over to Ian’s place.
 
   He opened the door looking bleary-eyed. His hair was normally a red, bouncy affair, but today, half his head had hair plastered flat on it.
 
   He blinked slowly and rubbed his eyes. “You’re here.”
 
   I peered over his shoulder, but I couldn’t see Snowflake. “Did you fall asleep?” I asked, letting myself in. “Is Snowflake asleep?”
 
   Ian’s place is just like mine—a tiny, cheap one-bedder. But it’s furnished with items that seem to have been picked up from the dumpster, and the walls are lined with posters of “classic” action and sci-fi movies and TV series. There’s a wall-hung shelf of collectible action figures, which Ian tells me are in pristine condition, and the oven is as unused as the one in my apartment.
 
   “I must’ve dozed off for a second,” Ian said. “I decided to do Star Trek another day. I thought I’d finish off the season of Desperate Girlfriends I’d gotten from Netflix.”
 
   “Hmm.” I looked at him thoughtfully. “Do you have Singing Duos?”
 
   “The show? Yeah, I think so. Why, d’you wanna watch it now? It’s supposed to be lots of fun.”
 
   I looked around glumly. I couldn’t see Snowflake, and my bed was calling to me—crisp, clean sheets and a soft pillow.
 
   “Here you go,” Ian said, hitting play. “Singing Duos.”
 
   An MC came onto the stage and began talking about the show. “New auditions,” she said, and something about a first round. The camera shifted to show a line of contestants lining up at the door of an outdoor auditorium.
 
   It was too late to process all this; but then again, Ian knew what the show was about, and I might as well learn something about Lana before I dozed off. “What’s going on in the show?” I asked Ian. “And where’s Snowflake?”
 
   “Asleep in the bedroom.” Ian craned his neck to peer through the doorway. “I’ll get her in a bit. She’s learned this new thing. I got a new box of action figures and—oh, right, the show. Well, they make people sing in pairs, and select the best singers. The best couple gets a record produced for them and some cash. And anyone can try to enter. See, here they’re in San Diego, and these people are all lining up to audition.”
 
   I nodded my head. It was making sense. “Like open call. That’s why they’ve got numbers around their necks.”
 
   “Exactly.” At that moment, Snowflake chose to stroll out of the bedroom. She surveyed us regally, like she owned the place—which she did, sort of.
 
   “I’ll get the box the action figures came in,” Ian said, disappearing into the bedroom.
 
   Snowflake came over to me and rubbed against my leg. I stroked her gently and tickled her behind her ears. She purred and rolled over onto her belly. I could hear Ian moving things around in the bedroom, and I was tickling Snowflake’s soft belly when he reappeared with a small brown box in his hands.
 
   Immediately, Snowflake jumped up and walked over to Ian. Ian put the box on the floor, and Snowflake jumped into it. The box was about half the size of Snowflake, but she managed to squish herself in. Somehow, her body deflated like a balloon, until she was crammed into the tiny box. Her blue eyes peered out over the top of the box, and I laughed. Ian wasn’t exaggerating when he said the trick was cute.
 
   “This is even better,” Ian said. “Watch what happens when—hey, Snowflake.” He walked closer to the box and crouched down. “You wanna give me your box? Maybe let me get inside?” He reached his forefinger out to touch the side of the box gingerly, and Snowflake narrowed her eyes at him. She made an angry, half-mewing sound. Clearly, in kitten language, she was saying, “Mine!”
 
   Ian took a step back, and Snowflake relaxed. When he took a step forward and reached his finger out towards the box, Snowflake narrowed her eyes again. Ian and I grinned like idiots, and I said, “She’s getting cuter each day! I’m so glad you managed to keep her.”
 
   “Me too,” said Ian, heading off to the kitchen. He found some coffee pods and turned to me. “Coffee or decaf?”
 
   I sighed. Decaf should’ve been the logical choice, but now that I was here, I might as well try to understand what Lana was doing on the Singing Duos show. “Coffee, please.”
 
   As Ian made my drink, I turned my attention back to the TV. The contestants were now singing, and the two girls on stage actually sounded quite good.
 
   Lana cut them off mid-verse. “Enough, honey.” She raised one hand and leaned her head back as though the song was giving her a migraine. On the show, her Southern accent was much less pronounced, and I guessed she was trying to downplay her Southern roots. “I can’t take any more.” The camera zoomed in on her. Lana leaned forward and began talking slowly. “That. Was. Horrible.”
 
   The camera panned back to the girls, who looked shocked by that judgment. And then it turned to the other two judges.
 
   One of the judges, a blond-haired, blue-eyed man with chiseled model-like features, was watching Lana seriously. The other judge was a bearded man with dark curly hair who was leaning back in his chair and staring up at some point on the ceiling. His eyes were blank, and I wasn’t sure if he’d even heard Lana. Or the songs.
 
   “It’s atrocious,” Lana said. “A professional needs pizzazz.” She flung her arms open, as though making her point. “This kind of bland, namby-pamby stuff just won’t fly. Next.”
 
   “Bu-but,” stammered one of the girls. “I thought we did well.”
 
   Lana laughed bitterly. “Sure, if you’re singing for your high school reunion. Next.”
 
   The camera panned to the other judges, and the good-looking blond nodded. “Yes, I agree with Lana. I’m afraid this just isn’t what we’re looking for. You did sing very well, however.” He flashed the contestants a brilliant smile. “Keep practicing, and someday you’ll be at the top of the charts. Good luck!”
 
   The girls were shown again. One of them gulped, looking like she was ready to swoon, and the other grabbed the mic and mumbled, “Thank you.”
 
   The camera showed the third judge, the curly-haired daydreamer. He jumped up as though someone had poked him from behind. “Er, yes.” He blinked as though he was seeing the contestants for the first time. “That was wonderful, brilliant.” He looked over to Lana, who was frowning and shaking her head. “But, um, not quite—not quite what we need. Good luck to you.”
 
   The cameras went back to the line of contestants, waiting outside the door, and then it showed the two girls, in some room where they were being interviewed. They both had tears in their eyes and were sniffling.
 
   “That judge, Lana Fierst, was really mean,” said one.
 
   “Yeah,” said the other. “The other two judges were okay. But Lana just sabotaged our chances. Maybe she’s jealous of us, because we can sing and she’s not a superstar anymore.”
 
   The other girl laughed bitterly. “Yeah. That might be it. But we’re not going to give up. We’ll show her!”
 
   Ian finished up his coffee production and handed me my steaming mug.
 
   “Fun show, right?” he said. “There’s so much drama. And then it gets more tense later on.”
 
   “How many seasons has it been on?”
 
   “Three, I think. They’re starting a new one now. Did you know they’re going to shoot in Vegas?” He looked at me excitedly. I took a sip of coffee and didn’t answer. I didn’t need to, because Ian went on. “I used to want to be a singer. Maybe I could audition for the show. But I just need a partner.” He looked at me hopefully.
 
   I took another sip and said, “That judge, Lana, seems quite mean.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Ian. “Everyone hates her. Sometimes the judges disagree. Usually Carlos, the one with the curly hair, says crazy stuff. And then Gordon, the blond one, agrees with Lana but not completely, you know? Anyway, in later stages, the judges aren’t so important. It’s the viewers who text in or email their votes.”
 
   “Right,” I said. Another batch of contestants came onstage; this time they were all horrible. Carlos seemed to get slightly more awake as the show went on, and I figured that one of the producers must’ve forced some coffee into him.
 
   I’d almost finished my drink when I noticed the paraphernalia on Ian’s kitchen countertop. “What’s all that?”
 
   Ian beamed. “It’s for making cupcakes!”
 
   I looked at him warily. “You’re going to make cupcakes?”
 
   His enthusiasm died down a bit and a guilty look crossed his face, kind of the way Snowflake looks when we find her scratching the furniture. “No. I was thinking you could.”
 
   “Why would I make cupcakes?”
 
   “Because you love them. Come on, you’ve got no cupcakes in your fridge right now, and Glenn’s asleep. But if you made some, you could have a cupcake right now. And then you’d have extras that you could have for breakfast tomorrow.”
 
   “That makes sense,” I admitted, “but it all seems really hard.”
 
   “C’mon! These are chocolate cupcakes. You’ve seen Glenn make them a gazillion times, and he gave me the recipe when you ran off to talk to Cal. And he said you could borrow his stand mixer, and I got all the ingredients from Anderson’s. I could help you.”
 
   Ian looked at me hopefully, and I rolled my eyes. “You just want to eat some chocolate cupcakes.”
 
   “Don’t you?”
 
   “I do,” I admitted. Chocolate cupcakes for breakfast sounded like a good idea. Chocolate cupcakes right now sounded even better. “What do we need to do?”
 
   Ian handed me the recipe that Glenn had written out for me, and I scrolled through it. “Right,” I said finally. “This calls for buttercream icing, which seems separate from the actual cupcakes. If we divide up the work, it’ll be faster. You do the icing, I’ll do the cupcakes.”
 
   We got to work immediately, before either of us could chicken out. Singing Duos kept playing in the background, and we heard various contestants being ridiculed for their “horrible singing” which could never make it in the industry. Once in a while, somebody sang spectacularly well, and Lana would begrudgingly allow them on to the next round. In almost every case, she’d say something about how their voice was okay, but they needed to develop a lot more. And Carlos and Gordon would wax lyrical. Carlos seemed to be getting more and more awake as the show went on.
 
   I used the mixer to combine the butter, sugar, and vanilla, followed by eggs and then flour, just the way I’d seen Glenn do it. It looked so delicious that I decided to taste it. Which made Ian pause in his making of the frosting and try some too. Pretty soon, we’d grabbed spoons and bowls and started eating the mixture raw.
 
   “I’ll bet the cupcakes are going to be nommy,” Ian said, in between licks of his share of the mixture. “We should make some more.”
 
   “Do you have enough eggs?”
 
   “Of course. You have to buy a dozen at once. You’ve only used two.”
 
   “Okay,” I said. It made sense to double up the recipe. If the cupcakes were any good, we didn’t want them to be finished too soon. And I’d have to share them with Ian, which automatically halved my share. I did some math, told Ian how much of each ingredient I’d need, and got back to mixing everything together.
 
   “It says here it’ll take twenty minutes to bake,” Ian said. We’d used two cupcake trays—my first time handling those strange pokey things—and figured we’d get two dozen big cupcakes. “I can’t wait twenty minutes.”
 
   I looked down at the buttercream mix. “Your icing mixture’ll go dry.”
 
   “What if the mixture’s no good?” Ian said. “That’ll ruin the cupcakes.”
 
   I looked at him, worried. “Glenn told me you can get insta-frosting.”
 
   “Right here,” Ian said, producing two cans of chocolate insta-frosting.
 
   I took the one that seemed lighter and pressed down, and a bit of fluffy frosting puffed out onto my fingers. “Mmm,” I said, licking my fingers clean. “This is delicious. And half-empty.” I shook the can gently. “Did you spend all afternoon eating this?”
 
   “Just a bit,” Ian said. “We should test the frosting I made. It might be no good.”
 
   I agreed. So we got two spoons, sat down with the bowl of frosting, and began tasting. It was delicious.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, the frosting was all gone.
 
   We stared down at the bowl in dismay. Ian said, “Now I’m really hungry.”
 
   I agreed. “The cupcakes are probably done already.”
 
   I took the trays out of the oven, piled insta-frosting on top of the cupcakes, and handed one to Ian before biting into my own cupcake. Singing Duos played in the background, and I vaguely heard Lana criticizing one of the contestants as I gobbled up my cupcake. Ian and I finished our first cupcakes and then had another each.
 
   “These are good,” Ian said. “Perfect.”
 
   The exhaustion from the shift had worn off now, and so had my hunger. With that came the reminder that I was supposed to be losing weight.
 
   I stared at all the cupcakes we’d baked. Ian and I had eaten four in total, and there were twenty more left. Twenty cupcakes meant a seriously overweight Tiffany. Probably a Tiffany who’d no longer fit into her dealer’s outfit, let alone meet the new stupid weight ratios.
 
   “Wasn’t it a good idea we made these cupcakes?” Ian said.
 
   I wasn’t so sure. “Where do we keep them?”
 
   “Glenn stores his cupcakes in boxes.”
 
   “Have you got any boxes?”
 
   “No. Just the cardboard one Snowflake’s sitting in.”
 
   We glanced over at Snowflake. Her eyes were closed, and she wasn’t about to give up her throne. Not that it would be any good for housing cupcakes.
 
   “I’ve got a box Glenn gave me some cupcakes in last week,” I said. “It’ll fit about six cupcakes.”
 
   “Well, ten of these are yours. We’re sharing, remember?”
 
   My eyes narrowed involuntarily. For me, the words “cupcake” and “sharing” didn’t really go together. But a split second later, I remembered that Ian had helped me and encouraged me, and without his help, these cupcakes wouldn’t even exist.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “I’m going to take this tray of cupcakes with me. Maybe you can cover the rest with Saran Wrap?”
 
   “I’ll put the whole tray in the fridge,” Ian said. “They’ll be fine.”
 
   I grabbed my tray of cupcakes and headed back to my place. Now that I’d had a few cupcakes and watched some of the Singing Duos show, I’d made up my mind about Lana. She wasn’t an airheaded diva; she was a savvy businessperson. Tomorrow, I’d head over to the police station and verify her story.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   My alarm went off at eleven in the morning, and another hour later, I had a cupcake and a mug of instant coffee inside me. The outside of me was looking pretty presentable, too, and I put some cupcakes on a plate and headed over to Mrs. Weebly’s.
 
   “I can’t stay and chat today,” I told her. “I just came to drop these off for you.”
 
   I beamed proudly. I couldn’t help it. For the first time in my life, I was giving someone else cupcakes! Ian and Glenn were right—this learning-to-bake thing really paid off.
 
   I was about to step out when Lana called my cell phone. “Made up your mind yet?”
 
   Her voice was slow and hoarse, like she hadn’t quite had enough coffee yet. I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “Yeah. I’ll meet you at the Café de la Rue again, and you can sign the PI contract.”
 
   “Sure. But hurry. Vegas auditions start in a couple hours, and I need you to start before then. What if the killer tries to kill me during auditions?”
 
   “Wouldn’t that make great TV?”
 
   Lana took a moment to think about it. “Sure. But I don’t get paid enough to do that. So you better be here.”
 
   ***
 
   The LVMPD precinct is a drab “nothing but business” building on the outside, and the inside doesn’t hold any surprises either. I’ve been here quite a few times, and today I asked for Detective Elwood, who came out to meet me in the lobby.
 
   He grimaced when he saw me. “You again.”
 
   I didn’t take any offense—that’s his usual reaction to seeing me.
 
   “It’s good to see you, too,” I said, taking my mother’s advice to always be polite, and to try to see the best in people.
 
   Detective Elwood is a short, chubby man with a perpetual scowl and constant five-o’clock shadow. He eyed the Tupperware container in my hands suspiciously. Ian had gone to Anderson’s again this morning and had gotten enough Tupperware and flour to start a bakery, and I’d borrowed a container to put some of my cupcakes in.
 
   “This is for you,” I said, handing the container over to Elwood.
 
   He opened the lid suspiciously, then beamed. “Cupcakes! Yum!”
 
   “They are yum,” I agreed. I didn’t tell him that I’d dropped one when I’d packed the box. That poor cupcake had landed on its head—on the icing side. I’d scooped off the icing, replaced it with new insta-frosting, and then decided not to give it to anyone else. There could have been one extra cupcake in the box, but instead, thanks to the mishap, there was one extra cupcake in my tummy.
 
   Elwood pulled a cupcake out and began gnawing it ferociously. Watching him, I began to think that maybe he’d been a wolf in another lifetime.
 
   “So, have you met Lana Fierst?” I asked, trying to sound casual.
 
   “Who’s that?” Elwood asked, mouth half-full of cupcake.
 
   “She said she’s scared for her life, that she talked to the cops here? She’s a big reality TV star. Judge. Something.”
 
   “Don’t watch reality TV,” Elwood said. “Sissy stuff. The only TV for real men is sports.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I wasn’t quite sure what else to say, since I wasn’t a big TV watcher myself, nor did I really understand sports. I tried to think of something polite and came up with, “Sports are fun.”
 
   “Damn straight.” Elwood inhaled the rest of his cupcake. “C’mon, I’ll go look up this Lana Alice.”
 
   “Lana Fierst.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   I sat on the other side of Elwood’s desk and watched as he pulled up records. The precinct was buzzing with life at this hour—phones going off, detectives rushing out to do something, maybe solve cases or grab donuts.
 
   “This is her,” Elwood said. “You’ll want to talk to Dimitriou. He’s the one she talked to.”
 
   “Hmm.” I should’ve known Lana hadn’t talked to Elwood. She’d mentioned the LVMPD cops being yummy, and Elwood was the furthest thing from a yummy man I could think of.
 
   “Hey, Dimitriou,” Elwood yelled.
 
   His call was directed to a tall man with dark, wavy hair who stood with his back to us. At Elwood’s voice, the man turned around, and my jaw dropped to the floor. It was the man from the parking lot. My knees turned to jelly, and I could feel my stomach doing flip-flops.
 
   Dimitriou looked from Elwood to me. His gray eyes glimmered softly in recognition. I hoped I made a much more dignified figure sitting here in a chair, compared to when we’d last met and I’d been crouching in that parking lot.
 
   “This is Tiffany Black,” Elwood was saying. “She wants to talk to you.”
 
   Dimitriou walked over to us. He must’ve walked at a regular speed, but my brain managed to slow down the image into a Baywatch-like slo-mo. His shoulders were broad, and his muscles rippled under the rolled-up sleeves of his white shirt. Lana was right: the man was yummy. Probably even yummier than my chocolate cupcakes. I touched the corner of my mouth, just to make sure that I wasn’t drooling.
 
   “I’m Ryan Dimitriou,” he said, extending a hand.
 
   I gripped it, trying not to look too shocked. His fingers were strong and powerful, and the palm of his hand was warm. A shiver raced up my forearm, and I tried not to draw my hand back in shock. Had he felt it too?
 
   “Tiffany Black,” I said mechanically.
 
   Dimitriou smiled thinly. “Are you in trouble, Tiffany? Again?”
 
   “I—” Thankfully Elwood missed the word “again.” There was the heavy innuendo that I was always in trouble. All kinds of trouble. I gulped. “Uh, no, I…”
 
   Elwood opened the Tupperware again, reached in and pulled out another cupcake. At this rate, he’d be through them all within an hour.
 
   “Cupcakes,” said Dimitriou. “Where’d they come from?”
 
   Elwood fixed a death stare on his coworker and swallowed his mouthful. “Why?”
 
   “Just wondering. Tiffany appears, and so does a magic box of cupcakes…”
 
   Elwood’s brows knit together. “If you must know,” he said slowly, “Tiffany brought them. For me.”
 
   “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if I tried one.”
 
   He focused a dazzling smile on me, and I all but whimpered. “Sure,” I said. “Try one.”
 
   “Thanks. I do love cupcakes.”
 
   He grabbed one out of the box before Elwood could stop him, and dug in. “This is delicious!” Dimitriou said. “And you made it?”
 
   I blushed and shrugged modestly. “Yeah.” And then I frowned. I hoped he didn’t think I was a woman who baked. I didn’t want him thinking that I’d bring him cupcakes every day. So I added, “I don’t bake. This is my first try with cupcakes.”
 
   “Well, they’re delicious. Thanks for bringing them for us.”
 
   “For me,” Elwood growled. “She brought them for me!”
 
   “Well, technically,” I said slowly, “I brought them to get some help with the Lana Fierst case.”
 
   Elwood glared at me. “I shoulda known you didn’t just bring them out of the kindness of your heart.”
 
   “No, no,” I said quickly. “I wanted you to have them. I know you’re having a hard time with—how’s your wife doing?”
 
   “Great,” grumbled Elwood. “I think she’s cheating on me.”
 
   He always thought she was cheating on him.
 
   I turned to Dimitriou again. He’d managed to finish the whole cupcake in the time that it had taken Elwood to say those few words.
 
   “So you talked to Lana?”
 
   He nodded. “I remember her. She thought we should send her some full-time bodyguards.” He rolled his eyes at the memory. “‘Only hotties’ was what she said. ‘None of those bad-smelling, non-showering guys.’ That’s just sexism. Or anti-cop-ism.”
 
   I laughed. “That sounds like Lana, all right. What did you tell her?”
 
   “Well, we’re happy to help. But all she had to go on was a feeling that she was in trouble, and we can’t really do anything there. Besides, celebrities are…” He cast around for an appropriate way to word his sentiment. “Known for exaggerating things.”
 
   “Did you ever hear from Lana after that?”
 
   Dimitriou shook his head. “No. This was two days ago. I figured she’d moved on or thought of something else. Speaking of, how did you know about this?”
 
   “Lana wants to hire me as a private investigator, to look into who wants to kill her.”
 
   Dimitriou raised one eyebrow very slightly. “You’re a PI?”
 
   I nodded. “I’ve solved a few cases.”
 
   “That’s how you know Elwood.”
 
   Elwood grumbled, “She’s always getting in my way. She owes me these cupcakes.”
 
   “She just said we could share them,” Dimitriou said. He turned to me again. “Well, I can’t stop you from investigating Lana, but stay safe.” He pulled out his wallet and fished out a card. “Call me if you need anything.”
 
   I looked at the number. “Uh-huh.” How big of an excuse would I need to call him? I stuffed the card into my bag and stood up. “I guess I should go. Enjoy the rest of your cupcakes.”
 
   “Enjoy saving Lana,” Dimitriou said, looking at me bemusedly. “Don’t get into too much trouble.”
 
   “I’ll try.” I forced myself to smile. That might be easier said than done, if there really was a killer lurking in the shadows.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   I rushed back to my apartment, stuffed my dealer’s uniform and casino things into a large tote bag, and headed out again.
 
   I ran into Ian in the hallway.
 
   “Where are you going?” he said.
 
   “You know how we spent last night watching Singing Duos?”
 
   “Yeah.” Ian nodded his head enthusiastically. “It’s great that you’ve decided to like reality TV. We can have so much fun now, catching up on old episodes of Housewives.”
 
   “No.” I shook my head. “I’m not really into reality shows.”
 
   Ian looked crestfallen. “I should’ve known it was too good to be true. Were you just trying to avoid watching Star Trek?”
 
   “Kind of. I always try to avoid watching Star Trek. But other than that—Lana Fierst hired me. As a PI.”
 
   Ian’s eyes went round. “No!”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “She thinks someone’s trying to kill her.”
 
   “Awesome! I mean, not awesome! I mean—of course someone’s trying to kill her! She’s so mean. But it’s great she hired you.” A look of consternation crossed his face. “I think.”
 
   “Yeah, I think so too, but it might just be all in her head.”
 
   Ian shook his head. “No, I read this article about her last week, and it said she was really smart, like she studied economics at Harvard or something. She wouldn’t be wrong about this.”
 
   “Maybe. Anyway, I’m rushing off to meet her.”
 
   “And you’re taking me with you!” He looked at me hopefully.
 
   I sighed. Ian had come along on a few cases. On our last case, we’d split up in order to canvass a few hundred nasty neighbors. This time, I might need to talk to hundreds of contestants, and Ian might be helpful.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “But you need to promise to behave.”
 
   “I promise, I promise! Let me just go grab my phone.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and waited for him by the elevator. Ian had probably made the promise in all sincerity, but once we actually started to talk to people, his good behavior would fly out the door. At least I was used to it by now.
 
   We wound up at the café, and Lana was already sitting in the corner table, waiting for us and sipping a carbonated water.
 
   “You’re here!” Ian gushed as soon as he saw her. “I’m such a huge fan!”
 
   Without asking her permission, Ian leaned over and snapped a selfie of himself with her.
 
   “Are you going to post that on Facebook?” Lana asked drily.
 
   “No, no. I’m not on Facebook anymore. My parents made me take down the account after the last time I promised a high school ex-classmate I’d invest my trust fund in his company.”
 
   Lana looked at me cynically. “Who is this guy?”
 
   I took a deep breath, and Ian and I pulled out chairs opposite Lana and sat down. “Believe it or not, he’s going to help me work this case.”
 
   Those words made Lana smile and lean back. “Good. I’ll feel a lot better if you look into this. I checked into your previous cases, and you seem to be a smart PI. If there’s anyone who can find the guy trying to kill me, it’s you.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said modestly. “But—”
 
   “Tiffany’s great,” gushed Ian. “You’ll love working with her. She’s the best.”
 
   I smiled at Ian and then looked back at Lana. “But there’s no guarantee we’ll find this guy.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Lana. “With any luck, he’ll just see you and get scared off.”
 
   Ian nodded. “Guys always get scared off when they see Tiffany. I think it’s her hair.”
 
   I frowned. “I haven’t scared off anyone yet. At least, not recently.” I thought about Detective Dimitriou. He hadn’t seemed to be scared off by me. “I’ll have to bill you daily,” I told Lana. “Whether or not I find anything.”
 
   “Of course,” Lana said.
 
   We talked rates and advances, and Lana signed my PI form and wrote out a check for my advance.
 
   “What about your friend here?” she said. “What does he do?”
 
   “He helps out,” I said. “Here and there.”
 
   “Exactly,” said Ian. “And I ask good questions. Like, who did your Botox? And why don’t you tell them to lay off? You look great anyhow.”
 
   Lana smiled. “Not Hollywood great. Hollywood is a whole other world.”
 
   Ian nodded. “Yeah, but it’s not fair. And what about boyfriends? How come you’re not seeing anyone? I know you’re old, but you’re pretty hot for an old lady.”
 
   Lana laughed. “I’m completely offended, honey. I’m not even sixty.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Ian. “But I’m twenty-three, and you’re older than me. So you’re old.”
 
   Lana looked at me and said, “I guess he’s got a point there. Are you guys going to start talking to suspects now?”
 
   I said, “Do you have any suspects in mind? Who’d want you dead?”
 
   “Half the people who watch the show,” Lana said lightly. “My job is to make everyone angry and unhappy. Emotions sell.”
 
   Ian said, “I thought sex sells.”
 
   “Sex only sells because of emotion. Anyway, the stuff started happening in New York, after we kicked off this new season.”
 
   “The car that jumped the curb.”
 
   “Exactly,” said Lana.
 
   “But that might’ve been an accident,” said Ian.
 
   Lana shrugged. “After that, we were in Texas, and the chandelier fell off and almost crushed me. I got out just in time.”
 
   “Also could’ve been an accident,” Ian said.
 
   Lana threw her hands up in exasperation. “Look, they could’ve all been accidents, right? But just so many of them. That’s why I’m paying you guys.”
 
   “And then the gator in Florida,” I reminded her lightly. “And then the snake in Arizona.”
 
   Lana calmed down a little. “Exactly. We just don’t know when it started.”
 
   “Well, do you have anyone particular in mind?” I said, pulling out my notebook and taking notes. “Anyone who might know you, and want you to get hurt?”
 
   Lana sighed. “Those who really know me don’t want anything bad to happen to me. I’m just a softie, right?”
 
   “Yeah, but I’ve met some reality TV show fans. Some of them are really loco.” I slid a glance towards Ian.
 
   “Why are you looking at me?” Ian said. “I’m just a regular TV watcher. I’m not cuckoo. But I’ve been on some TV show forums. There are people out there who can’t tell real life apart from fiction. Maybe some crazy fan’s trying to kill you?”
 
   Lana shook her head. “No, it can’t be a fan. All these crazy things have been happening indoors.”
 
   “Other than the car in New York,” said Ian.
 
   Lana nodded. “Yeah, other than that. It’s all been stuff happening in the studio or in my room.”
 
   “Who’d have access to there?” I said.
 
   “Could be anyone from the crew, or anyone working on the show,” said Lana. After a pause, she said, “It could even be one of the contestants who’s made it through the first round.”
 
   Ian nodded. “That makes sense. Plus, whoever’s trying to kill you needs to know where you’ll be for them to attack. Unless it’s a crazed fan who got in somehow?”
 
   Lana shook her head. “No, I’m sure it’s someone on the inside. Fans can’t get access that easily, otherwise we’d have a hard time working.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, “who’s been with you since New York?”
 
   Ian gave me a disapproving look and said, “Didn’t you learn anything from the videos we watched last night?”
 
   I shrugged. “Some. But I was busy with cupcakes.”
 
   “All the winners from the previous cities stay on tour,” Lana said. “We started the season in New York and then went through all the other cities. There were two winners in each city.”
 
   “So two winners per city—eight new people on the tour.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “And were you particularly mean to any of these singers?”
 
   Lana tilted her head as she tried to think back. “Well, obviously being mean is my thing. But one duo, I let through. I thought they were great. Actually, two I thought were great. One, I hated both the singers, and me and my co-judge, Gordon, got into a huge fight about it. All staged, of course. Great TV. The other one, I loved one part of the duo but not the other.”
 
   “And do you remember their names?”
 
   “Sure. The three people I was mean to were Nicole, Michelle and Tony.”
 
   I wrote down the names. “And you think one of these people might be trying to—”
 
   Lana shook her head. “Oh, no, honey. They’ve got nothing to gain from me being dead. Once you’re on the show, the viewers in front of their TVs vote for you to stay or go. I might’ve been mean to them once, but I’ve got nothing to do with their winning or losing.”
 
   Ian gave me a contemptuous look. “Really, Tiff. You need to understand how these shows work if you’re going to help Lana at all.”
 
   Lana said, “I agree. You’re not going to learn by just sitting here. Why don’t you two sign up for the trials today and pretend to be contestants? You can meet the other people trying out, and maybe you’ll uncover something that they wouldn’t say to an official investigator.”
 
   “Will you make us win the round?” Ian said enthusiastically. “We can only chat with the other winners if we win this round. That’s important. And anyway, I’m really good at singing. You’ll be totally impressed.”
 
   I’d heard Ian sing once. It had taken me a moment to realize that the noise I was hearing was his singing, and not some weird, cacophonous car alarm going off.
 
   “Okay,” said Lana. “I’ll make sure you win this round, since it’s the only way you can meet the other winners. But you need to withdraw from the competition immediately, so that I can nominate a real winner.”
 
   Ian was bursting with enthusiasm. “C’mon, Tiff! Let’s go win this thing!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Ian rushed off towards the studios, where the trials were happening, and I followed at a pace behind.
 
   The Singing Duos trials were being held at the MountView Studios on the other side of the Riverbelle. You had to walk through a long corridor, over to the “office” side. Along the way, you passed various MountView offices, where they did screen tests, audience perception tests, and all kinds of fun work. I knew they had offices upstairs too, where they did some technical production work. But the Singing Duos trials were being held at the end of the long passage, in the auditorium.
 
   When we were about a half-mile away from the auditorium entrance, we found the sign-up desk for the Singing Duos contest. Ian filled out the form for us and paid the three-hundred-dollar entry fee. I made a mental note to claim back the money from Lana.
 
   We could see the contestants’ line starting a few yards away from where we stood. Large plasma TVs had been mounted on the walls above us, relaying whatever was going on inside. I could see multiple TV crews working their way down the line, interviewing people and trying to capture “candid” moments.
 
   “What’s the plan here?” I asked Ian.
 
   We huddled together, trying to stay out of earshot of the candidates.
 
   “Talk to people, I guess.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, I mean, how do we win this round?”
 
   “That’s easy,” said Ian. “I know some really good songs.”
 
   “And what about me? I can’t sing.” In all fairness, I was worse than Ian. If Ian sounded like a car alarm, I sounded like a car alarm on the fritz.
 
   “You can just make motions behind me. Do a cappella stuff, like ‘bop bop bop’ and ‘mm mm mm’. They’ll think you’re singing. And we’ll distract everyone with our cool dance moves.”
 
   Ian made a few robot-like motions and I stared at him skeptically. I don’t drink much, but at that moment, I could’ve done with some liquid courage.
 
   “What song?” I asked, dreading the moment we’d have to go on stage.
 
   “How about Poker Face?” said Ian. “By Lady Gaga?”
 
   I nodded. I’d heard that song. There were lots of bops and mm-hmms in the song.
 
   Ian said, “You can even pretend to play poker while we sing. And it goes well with the casino theme.”
 
   I felt a little better. Ian’s plan didn’t sound too bad. “Lalala poker face, lalala poker face,” I mumbled.
 
   “You can come in during the chorus,” said Ian enthusiastically.
 
   I nodded. We could do this. Sure, we’d make fools of ourselves on public TV, but we could do this. I just needed to stop thinking about singing and focus on the potential killers. It was time to join the line and scope out what was really going on.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Ian and I seemed to be in line for hours. We’d arrived pre-lunch, and it was now definitely post-lunch. I was supposed to start my shift in a few hours, and at this rate, I’d need to bail on my casino shift. We’d been told that auditions would be starting soon—any moment now—any moment now—and we’d been hearing that same line for too long. The judges still weren’t ready, and the natives were getting restless.
 
   “I’ll bet it’s Lana who’s the holdup,” said the angry-looking girl behind us. She had jet-black hair streaked with purple, and her eyes were narrow and suspicious. “I’ve heard Lana’s a troublemaker.”
 
   “Really?” said the chubby blond guy standing in front of us. “I read an interview with one of the makeup artists who said that Lana’s really professional offscreen. She said Lana’s tantrums are just an act.”
 
   His partner, a curly-haired Hispanic guy, scoffed. “You need to stop believing everything you read.”
 
   A few people around us chimed in. Half of them thought Lana’s meanness was an act, the other half thought she really was a diva.
 
   “It’s that Carlos who’s actually a problem,” rumbled an obese, pot-bellied man standing behind us. His checked shirt was a size too small for him and had gaping holes between the buttons. “I hear he’s a drug addict.”
 
   “Exactly.” His partner, a pretty, petite brunette, nodded. “He looks like one, too.”
 
   Everyone agreed with them, and from what I’d seen on the shows, I tended to believe that rumor.
 
   “This one paparazzi took a shot of Carlos buying drugs at a bus stop,” chimed someone in front of us.
 
   “Yeah,” said another voice, whose owner I could barely make out behind us—a tall, lanky man. “I can’t believe he’s still on the show.”
 
   “Well, at least Gordon makes up for both of them,” said the angry dark-haired girl behind us. Her eyes softened at the mention of his name. “He’s dreamy.”
 
   A few of the guys scoffed, or murmured noncommittally, and I heard a voice mutter, “Stupid gym rat. He’s an airhead, is all.”
 
   A debate broke out among the ladies about whether or not he was more attractive than Ryan Seacrest.
 
   “Speaking of announcers,” said someone, “Jessica is a heck of an announcer. Soo pretty.”
 
   I knew Jessica: I’d seen her last night, introducing contestants, and then interviewing them after they’d won or lost a round.
 
   “Too bad she’s leaving the show after this season,” said someone else.
 
   “At least we get to meet her.”
 
   “Why’s she leaving?” I interjected, feeling clueless.
 
   “It just came out in this week’s issue of E!” said the angry-looking girl behind me. “She’s gotten an offer to be a judge on Dancing Duos, which starts next year.”
 
   “Dancing Duos is gonna be awesome!” said the obese man behind her. “I can’t wait.”
 
   “Yeah, and Lana’s not going to rain on anyone’s parade,” joked someone in front.
 
   “Do you think everyone hates Lana?” Ian asked. “Maybe someone wants to kill her.”
 
   “Maybe lots of people want to kill her,” joked someone in front of us. “But if she lets me win this round I’ll love her forever.”
 
   Everyone laughed and agreed with his feelings. The entrants all seemed like a friendly bunch, like they were doing this show mostly for the laughs, and I couldn’t imagine them really hating anyone. Even their annoyance towards Lana was mitigated by a kind of grudging respect and hope.
 
   If all the entrants felt that way about the judges, I didn’t need to worry about them trying to kill her. I needed to worry about someone else.
 
   More immediately, I needed to worry about my work at the casino.
 
   I called the Treasury a half-hour later, coughing and feigning a cold. I asked for the HR manager, Toby. “I’m totally sick,” I said. “You don’t want me infecting anyone.”
 
   Just at that moment, the show began, and the announcer, Jessica appeared on the plasma TVs that lined the corridor. “We’re about to begin right now,” she said, “And here’s our first duo from Las Vegas.”
 
   Jessica was replaced by two overweight, acne-prone teenagers who began belting out an opera Aria.
 
   “What’s that in the background?” Toby asked, from the other end of the line. “You’re not at some kind of show, are you?”
 
   “No, no,” I said, coughing harder. “That’s my neighbor Ian. He’s listening to opera music and making me some chicken soup.” I coughed some more.
 
   “You’ve been late three days in a row, and you’ve already called in sick once this week. What’s going on?”
 
   I tried to buy myself some time by coughing some more. “It must be this cold,” I managed to say. “It’s just not going away.”
 
   “Okay.” Toby sounded unconvinced. “I’ll mark you down as sick.”
 
   He was probably also marking me down as flaky and unreliable, but I didn’t have much of a choice. If Lana really was in trouble, I needed to do my best to find out who was causing it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   After another two hours of standing around in line, Ian and I were finally called to go perform.
 
   “This is Ian and Tiffany,” Jessica announced cheerfully for the cameras. “How are you two feeling?”
 
   She shoved a large microphone in our faces.
 
   Up close, Jessica was bright and shiny. I pegged her to be in her late thirties. Ian had informed me that she’d had a brief career as a pop star in the nineties, but had never really done much since then. Being an announcer for Singing Duos had been the highlight of her career so far, although being a judge on Dancing Duos would be even better.
 
   Jessica’s bright blond hair glittered under the lights, and I was pretty sure she got Botoxed on a regular basis. Some people in the line of entrants had muttered about her nose job and her eye job, and I had to agree that her entire face looked pretty plasticky. Still, I supposed. Hollywood.
 
   “I’m really stoked,” said Ian enthusiastically. “I think we’ll do great!”
 
   He flashed a thumbs-up sign for the camera, and I smiled weakly.
 
   The camera focused on Jessica again, and a man standing to one side waved to us to go onto the stage as Jessica began talking.
 
   The stage was hot, and the lights were blinding. It took me a few seconds to focus, and when my eyes adjusted, I could see Lana whispering furiously to Gordon. Carlos seemed to be half-asleep.
 
   Their consultation over, Lana turned to us. Her eyes were stony, and she said, “Okay, let’s hear this.”
 
   I looked at Ian and waited for him to start.
 
   He stood there, open-mouthed. After a few seconds, he shut his mouth. And then he opened it again. No sound came out, so he closed his mouth again, looking like a large, red-haired goldfish.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I hissed. We both held microphones in our hands, but only Ian claimed to be able to sing.
 
   Ian turned to me, his eyes panicked. Once again, he opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
 
   “Do you have stage fright?” said a deep voice from the judges’ bench.
 
   I turned around. Carlos had woken up and was giving us a funny look.
 
   “Um, no,” I muttered.
 
   Lana made a “hurry up” hand gesture.
 
   She couldn’t make us win this round if neither of us sang. So I took a deep breath and said, “We’re going to sing Poker Face.”
 
   “Well, get going,” snapped Lana, keeping true to her TV persona.
 
   I took a deep breath. What were the lyrics again? How long would I have to sing for? I must’ve heard the song a million times, but my mind went blank. I couldn’t, for the life of me, remember how the song began.
 
   “P-p-p poker face, p-p-p poker face,” I sang. I was pretty sure that wasn’t how the song started, but it would have to do. “P-p-p poker face, p-p-p poker face. Lalala lalala laa lala.”
 
   The judges stared at us. Lana gulped, and Carlos went from half-asleep to completely googly-eyed. Ian stared at me, continuing his goldfish impression by opening and closing his mouth silently.
 
   “P-p-p poker face, p-p-p poker face.” I could feel the sweat pouring down the sides of my face. Ian had mentioned something about dancing, so in an effort to distract from the singing, I waved my hands above my head. “Do the robot,” I hissed to Ian. But he just stood there, shocked and frozen.
 
   “Lalala,” I said one last time. I’d run out of lyrics and finished with, “Mmm mm mm. Bop bop.”
 
   After I finished, there was long, stunned silence. The three judges stared at me in shock, their mouths round ‘o’s.
 
   Carlos was the first one to find his voice, and said, “That was horrible.” He sounded shocked, rather than disapproving.
 
   I tried to forget about what I’d done, but I knew this song and dance would come back to haunt me in my dreams.
 
   Everyone looked at Lana, but she was as speechless as Ian. “Uh,” she said. Her eyes were wide with disbelief, and I could see her trying to figure things out.
 
   “What do you think?” Gordon prompted her. They must’ve worked out a deal to get Ian and myself through, but I could see the consternation in the glance they shared.
 
   “It’s raw,” Lana said finally. “Very raw. But we like… rawness.”
 
   Gordon nodded suddenly and gripped Lana’s forearm. He’d clearly been struck by inspiration. “It’s a unique interpretation of a pop classic,” he said. “A huge risk. We love to see risk-takers.”
 
   “Absolutely,” said Lana leaning back. “We like the risk you took.” She looked like she almost couldn’t believe the words coming out of her mouth. “You two are in.”
 
   Carlos exploded suddenly. “Are you nuts? Those two are the worst thing I’ve seen in my entire life. And I’m speaking as someone who’s got a lifetime’s worth of amateur horror movies DVR’ed!”
 
   “It’s final,” Lana said, giving Carlos a chilly stare. “They’re in.”
 
   “I agree,” said Gordon.
 
   Carlos looked from Lana to Gordon. “Of course you agree with her,” he said snidely. “What else is new?”
 
   I saw Lana and Gordon exchange a glance. Gordon said gently, “C’mon, Carlos, we love to see new talent. New ways of doing things.”
 
   Carlos pouted visibly. “Sure, sure. Do it your way. I’m off to go whizz.”
 
   He stood up unceremoniously and walked off.
 
   The director made a “get off the stage” hand gesture, and we did just that. We could see a bespectacled man with a long, hipster beard heading towards Lana and Gordon.
 
   “I’m Steve,” the director told us. “Go give Jessica an interview. Remember, you’ve signed a confidentiality agreement, so if Lana and Gordon change their minds about you two getting through to the next round, you can’t complain.”
 
   “Of course,” I said. “Will they change their mind?”
 
   Steve glanced towards them, and we followed his gaze. The bespectacled man was deep in conversation with Lana and Gordon, waving his hands about.
 
   “I think so,” said Steve. “So enjoy it while it lasts. In fact, don’t bother with Jessica’s interview. Get straight to the other winners, and go chat it up.”
 
   The camera crew didn’t even bother to follow us as we headed towards the back of the small auditorium. It was clear that everyone assumed that Lana and Gordon had lost their minds temporarily.
 
   There were eight people sitting at the back of the auditorium—five women and three men, and they were all eyeing us with distrust.
 
   “That was awful,” said a brown-haired guy in a Crazy Wolf t-shirt.
 
   “Don’t mind him,” said the brunette sitting next to him. “I mean, it was awful, but, uh…”
 
   “Not everyone’s got the training.” The voice belonged to a tall, slim blonde sitting a few seats away. She checked her manicure, then looked at us again. “Did you guys make a bet or something?”
 
   I could feel my face getting red. Ian looked perfectly composed.
 
   “It was a joke,” he said. “We wanted to see what they’d do. I’m Ian, this is Tiffany.”
 
   I was thankful for his tiny fib. Someday I’d forgive him for turning into a goldfish on stage.
 
   I tried to push the memory of our—or rather my—performance out of my mind and focused on trying to remember everyone’s names, as they all introduced themselves.
 
   “So what do you guys think of Lana?” I said once introductions were done. “Ian and I were lucky she let us through.”
 
   “She’s not so bad,” said the brown-haired Crazy Wolf t-shirt guy.
 
   “You’re just saying that because she likes you,” sniped the slim blonde, whose name turned out to be Nicole. “She really ripped into my performance.”
 
   “Some of you must really hate her,” I joked. “Maybe someone’ll kill her.”
 
   “You are joking?” Nicole looked at me coldly. She was wearing a pink baby t-shirt, and her eyes were a perfect shade of blue. Contacts, I thought to myself. “If any of the judges die during taping, they invite new entrants and do a sudden-death round. All of us could get kicked out.”
 
   I looked around the group. Some of them were nodding.
 
   “It’s in the contract we signed,” said an Asian guy, who’d told us his name was Aaron. “Lots of stuff like that. Anyway, all the judges look healthy, so hopefully they won’t kick the bucket. Not even Carlos, even though he’s probably always high.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” I said. That meant that none of the winners from the previous rounds had any reason to try to kill Lana, even if she had been mean to them. Unless, of course, the killer was slightly deranged. Perhaps they resented Lana so much for humiliating them on public TV that they’d take their chances of losing the show in order to get revenge.
 
   “So you guys like the crew?” Ian asked.
 
   “They’re okay,” said Aaron’s wife Linda, who was his singing partner. Linda was slightly chubby and had blond, frizzy hair and greenish-blue eyes. “Don’t see them much, but we can go around backstage if we want. We’re supposed to use the soundproof studio rooms to practice our singing. But other than that, there’s no reason to. We’re not supposed to fraternize with the judges. I mean, Aaron and I got through in the New York round, but we’ve hardly said two words to any of the judges since.”
 
   Steve chose that moment to show up. “You two,” he said to Ian and me. “You’re out. Get packing.”
 
   Nicole smirked, but none of the other winners seemed affected or surprised by the news. We said our quick goodbyes and walked with Steve.
 
   “You’re not upset, are you?” Steve said.
 
   “No,” said Ian. “I guess the judges made a mistake.”
 
   “Exactly.” Steve looked at the two of us seriously. “You can’t tell anyone about these events. It’s all confidential, and we’re going to delete the footage.”
 
   “The entire footage?” My pulse quickened, and I looked at Steve hopefully. “Everything? Including me singing?”
 
   “And waving your hands,” Steve said drily.
 
   I broke into a huge grin and gave Steve a hug before he could stop me. “This is great,” I said, pulling away. “You’re the best! This is the best news I’ve had all day.”
 
   “This is awful,” Ian complained. “We could’ve been famous.”
 
   “We don’t want fame,” I reminded him. “We came here to do some work.”
 
   And having the footage deleted meant the best of both worlds. Nobody would see my humiliating performance, and I could keep a close eye on the contestants, under the guise of being friendly.
 
   Logically, none of them would want to kill Lana, unless they were particularly vengeful. Apart from the crew, the contestants were the only ones who’d been traveling around with Lana the entire time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   I felt a bit guilty about calling in sick to work, but the call had been made. When we got home, Ian tried to persuade me to watch some more Singing Duos, but I’d had enough at the trials. He promised to pull an all-nighter to catch up on the episodes, while I took advantage of my gambling-free night and got some shut-eye.
 
   The next morning, I got up bright and early and checked in with Lana. “We’re coming around to chat with you and the other judges,” I told her. “And maybe have a look around your dressing rooms.”
 
   “I’ll warn the natives, honey,” Lana drawled. “They’ll be happy last night’s performance was a joke.”
 
   I got dressed and stopped by Ian’s apartment. “Hi-ho, we’re off to work,” I told him. “And never, ever remind me of last night.”
 
   “Why?” said Ian. “It was great. We could’ve been on TV.”
 
   I fixed a stony stare on him, and he grew quieter. We walked in semi-silence to the Riverbelle. Every once in a while, Ian would mention how excited he was to be working with Lana Fierst, and how cool it would be.
 
   We met Lana near the lobby when we got there.
 
   “Look at everyone staring at us!” Ian said loudly as we walked towards the studios. “Isn’t this cool?”
 
   “I need to keep up an angry face all the time,” Lana said. “It gets old. If I didn’t have Botox, I’d have a permanent scowl.”
 
   Like Elwood, I thought, but I didn’t say that out loud.
 
   Lana took us through the “staff only” entrance to the backstage studio area. We walked through a long hallway, with doors on either side leading to different rooms.
 
   “This here’s the makeup room for extras,” Lana said, pointing to one door. “Staff cafeteria. Producer’s room. My room. Gordon’s, Carlos’s, Steve’s, bathrooms, practice rooms, dressing room, quick edits.”
 
   Lana reeled off the list of names, and as we walked down the hallway, which veered left, young men and women passed us, walking rapidly. Some of them carried Styrofoam coffee cups, some held papers, and one girl passed us carrying a tray of tiny sandwiches. I followed the girl with my eyes—the sandwiches reminded me that I was getting hungry. It was time for a snack.
 
   Ian looked after the girl too. She was tall and slender, with an athletic physique. She had a squarish jaw and slightly masculine features, which combined with her short-cropped red hair to give her a cute, elfish look.
 
   “That’s Pam,” said Lana, following our gazes.
 
   Ian said, “She’s pretty, right?”
 
   “I was thinking more about the sandwiches,” I said, looking at Lana. “Is the food here free?”
 
   Lana rolled her eyes. “You think about food so much. You’re lucky you’re not in showbiz.”
 
   “Hey,” I said defensively. “Food makes you smart. If you eat the right kind.”
 
   “Like cupcakes,” said Ian. “Tiffany thinks cupcakes make her smarter.”
 
   “They make you fat,” said Lana. “But yeah, there’s a free buffet in the staff cafeteria. We can pop in later, if you’d like.”
 
   I grinned. “I’d love that! Can we grab one of the sandwiches in the meantime?”
 
   “Pam,” Lana called out.
 
   The red-haired girl turned around, and when she saw who it was, she rolled her eyes. “What is it now?” she said drily.
 
   “Tiffany wants to grab a sandwich.”
 
   Pam waited patiently as I went over and grabbed one, and then she gave Lana an icy stare and stomped off.
 
   “That was kind of rude,” Ian said. “Is everyone rude to you?”
 
   “Only half the crew,” said Lana. “Some people think I’m too demanding. I just think they need to do their jobs.”
 
   “Hmm.” I bit into my sandwich thoughtfully, wondering if Lana’s insistence on being demanding had garnered her a vengeful enemy.
 
   “I’ll show you my room,” said Lana as we retraced our footsteps.
 
   We headed back to a small break room which we hadn’t gone into last time. There was a countertop along one wall which displayed a microwave, a kettle, a coffeepot and some mugs. In the middle of the room, there was a small six-seater table, and Linda sat on one of the wooden chairs.
 
   “Hey, Linda,” I said when we saw her. “What’re you doing here?”
 
   She looked at Ian and me, one eyebrow raised in surprise. “What’re you two doing here? I thought you were kicked out of the show.”
 
   I went to stand closer to her and noticed that I could see the door to Lana’s dressing room from where I stood. “We did get kicked off,” I agreed.
 
   I was wondering whether to make up some fib about getting hired as an assistant on the show, when Lana said, “These two are looking into who’s trying to kill me.”
 
   Linda glanced at Lana, and her greenish-blue eyes narrowed. I could feel the iciness emanating off her body, and she said, “Is that so?” before looking away from Lana.
 
   “Why’re you sitting here by yourself?” said Ian. “Are you waiting for someone?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Linda. “My husband.” She shook her head disapprovingly. “Though I don’t think he’ll show up, now.”
 
   “Well, it was nice seeing you again,” said Ian, and the three of us trooped over to Lana’s dressing room.
 
   Lana opened the door, and we stepped inside. It was a small room, a bit smaller than my bedroom. There was a table pushed against the far end of the room, a sofa on one side, a large old-fashioned dressing table, and a bureau with a glass box on top.
 
   “What’s in the box?” Ian asked.
 
   “This is Tabby.” Lana reached her hand inside and scooped something out. “Here,” she said to me. “Wanna hold her?”
 
   She extended her hand towards me, and I saw the thing sitting on her palm. My eyes widened.
 
   It was a massive tarantula. Big, hairy legs; mean, beady eyes. I drew back, dropped my sandwich and screamed. “Arrgh! Spider! Spider, spider, spider!”
 
   My heart was racing, my palms were sweaty, and the next thing I knew, I was out on the Strip.
 
   I paced back and forth, trying to catch my breath, and Ian appeared beside me.
 
   “You’ve never run away so fast,” he said. “Not even from psycho killers.”
 
   I tried not to hyperventilate. I looked at Ian and said, “Spiders are worse than psychos. Psychos don’t have eight legs.”
 
   Lana appeared behind Ian. “Why’d you run off?” she said. “Tabby got a fright.”
 
   “Poor Tabby,” Ian said. “That scream was loud.”
 
   I looked at them like they were nuts. “Spider,” I said, trying to distill my feelings into one word. I cannot stand spiders. They’re hairy and mean-looking, and I’m sure their bites are poisonous. Urgh. Just the thought of the spider made me shudder.
 
   “Tabby’s completely tame,” Lana said. “You scared her.”
 
   I said, “I’m the one who’s scared.” And with good reason.
 
   Ian looked at me accusatorily. “You’ve got a spider phobia,” he said, as if that was a crime.
 
   “It’s not a phobia. It’s a logical fear.”
 
   “Well.” Lana crossed her arms disapprovingly. “Tabby’s as sweet as a pussycat.”
 
   Ian beamed. “I’ve got a pussycat!”
 
   “She’s not sweet as a pussycat!” I said. “She’s—a spider.”
 
   “Let’s go back inside,” Lana said, trying to sound reassuring. “Tabby’s back in her box.”
 
   I tried not to imagine spiders crawling all over me. “And she can’t get outside?”
 
   “No, she can’t get out.”
 
   I looked at her skeptically. “Just in case, I’d rather not go into your room again. Not just now.”
 
   I could see Lana stifling a sigh. I knew I’d have to check out Lana’s room at some point, but I couldn’t imagine seeing the spider again—at least, not right now.
 
   I tried to sound logical. “We can spend today meeting everyone else. You never know who might be trying to hurt you.”
 
   Lana agreed reluctantly. “All right, I’ll introduce you to everyone now.”
 
   As we headed back towards the studio, Ian said, “Is there anyone on the crew who really hates you?”
 
   Lana shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t think I’m that bad.”
 
   “Still,” said Ian. “You never know what secrets people have.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   We headed to Carlos’s room first, and when we knocked and walked in, he was rubbing some white powdery stuff off his nose.
 
   “For God’s sake,” said Lana. “You need to stop with that, or you’ll get kicked off the show.”
 
   Carlos gave us a goofy grin and settled down on the small love seat pushed against one wall. “Hey, guys.”
 
   “Recording starts again in a few hours,” said Lana. “You need to clean up by then. I’ll have Pam get you a coffee.”
 
   “Black and no sugar,” said Carlos in a happy, singsong voice.
 
   Lana called someone from her phone. “Pam,” she said, “bring a coffee into Carlos’s room. Black and no sugar.”
 
   “Who’s Pam?” Carlos asked, looking at Lana with big eyes.
 
   Lana made a face. “You know Pam. She brings you coffee and food.”
 
   Carlos nodded. “So she’s here to party.”
 
   “That’s not wh—” Lana sighed and shook her head, giving up.
 
   Carlos looked at me and Ian. “Are you guys here to party, too?”
 
   “No,” said Ian. “Although I might party with you later.”
 
   Carlos leaned forward and his mouth gaped open a little. “I know you!” he said. “I saw you two yesterday! You’re the ones who can’t sing. And you dance funny, too.”
 
   I felt my face go red. “That was an act.”
 
   “Right.” Carlos nodded, as though that was a perfectly logical explanation.
 
   “Anyway,” I said, relieved to have gotten that over with so easily, “I wanted to ask you about Lana.”
 
   Carlos said, “Right in front of her? Isn’t that rude?”
 
   Lana looked at him and rolled her eyes. “No, it’s rude to talk behind someone’s back.”
 
   “And anyway,” said Ian, “would you tell us anything different if she wasn’t here?”
 
   Carlos laughed, even though it wasn’t a funny question. “I guess not. She’s okay.” He gave her a big wink. “As long as she doesn’t tell Rowan about my habit.”
 
   “Rowan knows,” snapped Lana. “Anyway, someone’s trying to kill me.”
 
   Carlos peered at Lana. “Amazeballs.”
 
   “No, not amazeballs,” said Lana. “You know anything about this?”
 
   Carlos shook his head. “No one tells me anything. They think I’m always high.”
 
   “That’s because you are always high!”
 
   “Yeah,” said Carlos, nodding in agreement. “Live it up.”
 
   Lana looked at me in exasperation. Carlos was no help. On the other hand, he didn’t seem to be able to harm anyone, either.
 
   We headed to Gordon’s room next. When we knocked and entered, we found Gordon on the floor, doing shirtless push-ups. He stopped his workout and stood up when we walked in, and I tried not to stare. His abs were outlined, and the waistline of his jeans slung low around his hips.
 
   I’d just broken up with Jack, and now everywhere I looked, there were attractive men. I’d been single for a while before I started dating Jack, but if handsome men kept popping up in my life like this, I’d be back on the dating bandwagon pretty soon.
 
   Gordon gave Lana a quick hug and a peck on the cheek before turning to us. “What’s going on?”
 
   “They’re here because—remember how I told you someone’s stalking me? Tiffany’s a PI. She’ll find whoever’s behind this. Even though she and Ian put on a bad act last night.”
 
   Gordon turned to me seriously. “That was the worst song and dance I’ve ever seen. I had a hard time putting you guys through.”
 
   I gulped and Ian said, “Well, it was just for work. I’m actually a really a good singer. I was just pretending to have stage fright so the other contestants would talk to us.”
 
   Gordon looked at Ian, trying to decide whether or not to believe him. In the end, he chose to ignore Ian completely and turned to me. “Find this guy, soon. We’ve got to keep Lana safe.” He gave Lana a quick squeeze around the shoulders. “I need Lana around for all the advice.”
 
   “Advice?” said Ian.
 
   “Lana’s my mentor,” Gordon explained. “She’s helped me get this far. Without her, I’d just be a burnt-out model with one album to my name.”
 
   I nodded. That explained their dynamic. That’s why Gordon always agreed with Lana.
 
   “She got me onto this show,” he went on. “I owe her.”
 
   “Can you tell us anything about who might be stalking her?” I frowned. “You really believe someone’s trying to kill her?”
 
   “If Lana says someone’s trying to get her, she’s gotta be right.”
 
   “Anyone you suspect?”
 
   Gordon shook his head. “Not that I can think of.”
 
   I looked around his room. There was a vintage Baywatch poster on one wall, Pamela Anderson in all her swimsuit glory. There were a few books on a table, and a laptop lying closed on the floor. I asked him a few more questions, but although he clearly wanted to help us out, he didn’t have anything to suggest. I left my card with him, and we all moved along to meet the producer of the show, Rowan.
 
   As we headed along the corridor, Ian and I ran into two of the contestants we’d met last night, Shane (who’d been wearing the wolf t-shirt) and Melissa. After we explained to them what we were doing here, the two contestants told us that they were heading back upstairs after a practice session, and no, they had no idea that someone was stalking Lana.
 
   Rowan’s room was on one end of the corridor, and it was the largest we’d been in. There was a round table with four chairs tucked under it in one corner, and a three-seater sofa facing a large plasma TV against another wall. In the far corner, there was a desk piled with books, laptops, and a plateful of mini muffins.
 
   Lana introduced us, and after explaining that last night had just been an act, Ian and I asked him all the usual questions. Could he think of anyone who might want to hurt Lana?
 
   “No,” he said. He watched me carefully, not missing a beat. “But then, maybe this is all in Lana’s head.”
 
   “It’s not, Rowan,” Lana snapped. “And I need your support for this.”
 
   “Look, I’m supporting you! But it’s a bunch of coincidences, and who would even bother?”
 
   There was silence for a moment, and then Ian said, “Do you like working with Lana? With all her tantrums?”
 
   Lana laughed, and Rowan cracked a smile. “Yeah, she’s a real hard-ass. Nah, that’s a joke. We built this persona for the show, and it’s doing well for us. Fingers crossed, we’ll get ten more seasons out of this show.”
 
   “That’d be great for everyone,” Lana said. “But you need me alive for that.”
 
   We moved on to chat with the director, Steve; like everyone else, he couldn’t help us out. But he gave us a sheet listing all the crew on the show and said, “It might be one of Lana’s crazy fans. After all, she did get a note with that gator. Though the two might not be related, check her fan mail. She gets some real angry letters.”
 
   “But they wouldn’t want to kill you, would they?” Ian said. “And how would they even get in?”
 
   “Maybe someone figured out a way,” Steve said. “Did your recent letters say anything?”
 
   Lana shrugged. “I don’t even bother to read the letters. Who’s got the time?”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a glance. We’d need to find the time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   We chatted with some more crew members—gaffers, light technicians, makeup artists—and even Pam, the red-haired assistant I’d seen carrying the tray of mini sandwiches. Ian normally makes a fool of himself whenever he sees an attractive lady, but thankfully, he managed to behave himself in front of Pam.
 
   The crew all mentioned that they thought Lana wasn’t a bad person, but a little too demanding. Brian, a slender, curly-haired crew member, told us that ever since Lana’s assistant quit, Lana had tried to add “coffee gopher” to his list of duties, and he’d told Lana that he just didn’t have enough time to make so many runs to Starbucks.
 
   Pam agreed with Brian. “Lana expects us all to run around for her. After Brian said no, she told me I’d have to get her coffee. That woman’s demands get tiring after a while,” she said.
 
   “You sound really annoyed,” said Ian.
 
   Pam snorted. “Yeah, I’m not surprised someone’s trying to kill her. She just rubs so many people the wrong way.”
 
   After we finished talking to the crew, Ian and I decided to take a break. Ian made a beeline for the staff cafeteria, and I excused myself and headed up to the thirty-sixth floor.
 
   The door to Stone’s office was locked, as usual, and the hallway was cold and silent. I couldn’t imagine that anyone else had been up here recently. I wondered if Stone had a janitorial crew, but given his penchant for privacy, he probably had someone on his staff do all the cleaning.
 
   I tried the door again, swiping my finger, pushing, shoving. Nothing happened.
 
   I sighed and looked up at the ceiling-mounted cameras. There were no less than three, watching me. And maybe Stone was watching the feed.
 
   It was worth a shot, I decided.
 
   I fished my notebook and pen out of my bag and scrawled in big letters, “Hello!”
 
   I held up the notebook to the camera. Then I turned the page and wrote my message: “It’s me!” Next page: “I’m here to HELP!” Next page: “Get in touch with me.” Next: “I’m worried!” And then: “Call me! PLEASE!”
 
   I put the notebook away and sat on the floor for a few minutes, trying to think of what else I could do. I’d packed a small Tupperware container in my bag, and it held a cupcake. In an attempt to think more clearly, I pulled out the box and took out the cupcake.
 
   I was about to bite in, when I had a brainwave. I held the cupcake up to the camera, then wrote in my notebook: “I can bake cupcakes now! Come over! I’ll bake you cupcakes!”
 
   I held the words up for Stone to hopefully read, and then I went back to my cupcake and ate it. That would’ve worked for me. But Stone—it turned out, I didn’t know him very well at all. I didn’t know what would work for him.
 
   Once I was done eating my cupcake, I headed back to the studios and ran into Gordon in the long hallway. He was wearing a tight sky-blue t-shirt now, and it matched the color of his eyes. His pecs bulged under the t-shirt, and he smiled when he saw me. “Hey, Tiffany.”
 
   “Hey.” I smiled back at him. He really was good-looking, and up close, his blue eyes sparkled like sapphires. “What’re you up to?”
 
   “This and that.” His smiled gently, and the light hit the contours of his face just right.
 
   What was it with all these good-looking men? I wondered. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Pam and Steve walking down the hallway, deep in conversation. Gordon and I stepped to one side to let them pass.
 
   “It’s not against the rules,” I overheard Steve say. “If they’re having an affair, I can’t stop it.”
 
   Gordon and I were leaning against the wall, and I thought to myself that I had to snap out of this silly Gordon crush I was developing. He was a suspect. He might say that Lana was his mentor, but really, he’d be even more popular as a Singing Duos judge if Lana wasn’t there. I couldn’t trust—Gordon interrupted my thoughts by saying, “You know, you’re really cute.”
 
   I looked at him in confusion, and blinked. “Huh?”
 
   Before I knew what was going on, he’d pushed me gently against the wall. His hands were on my waist, and his mouth was on mine. His breath was hot, his kiss slow but passionate.
 
   I was lost for a few seconds, immersed in the kiss. I could hear footsteps passing us in the hallway. Gordon’s muscular body pressed against mine, and I forgot about everything for a few long moments.
 
   And then my brain snapped on again. I pushed Gordon away and tried to catch my breath. “Wh—? What was that?”
 
   Gordon leaned back smugly and stuck his thumbs into his pockets. “I like you. I know you like me, too.”
 
   I shook my head wildly. “We can’t do this,” I said. I was trying to convince myself, more than him. “I’m investigating this—Lana thing. And we can’t…”
 
   “Why not?” Gordon’s blue eyes teased me gently. “I’m not a suspect, am I?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, but we can’t.”
 
   I ran off before I could make an even bigger fool of myself. I’d thought that wild singing last night had been humiliating, but this was worse! How could I just kiss Gordon like that? It wasn’t like me to let my hormones overpower my brain. And despite what I’d told him, Gordon definitely was a suspect. If anything, kissing me just made him look guiltier. Why would he randomly kiss me? He was probably just trying to distract me from the investigation.
 
   I didn’t know where I was going, and managed to wind up in the staff cafeteria. I breathed a huge sigh of relief when I saw Ian sitting at one of the tables.
 
   He waved at me, and I made my way over. My knees were about to give way from all the excitement of kissing Gordon, and then feeling stupid for kissing him.
 
   “What’ve you been up to?” I asked Ian, sinking down onto a chair next to him.
 
   “This is John, and this is Miguel,” said Ian, introducing me to the two men who were sitting opposite him. “They’re on the camera crew.”
 
   We chatted for a bit, talking about the show and what it was like to work the cameras. What they thought of Lana and the other judges. How Steve was a good director, and would probably be moving on to better things once this season was over.
 
   I was feeling a bit calmer as more time went by, and then Tim, one of the show’s assistants, appeared with mail. Tim was a twenty-something-year-old with brown hair and a thick, hipster-style beard.
 
   “I was handing out fan mail to everyone,” he said. “And it seems like you got a letter, too. Tiffany Black, right?”
 
   I nodded, and took the envelope from him. It was hand-addressed, and there was no stamp. “Where’d you get this?”
 
   “Someone left it at the Riverbelle reception. Most of our mail’s addressed to the Riverbelle.”
 
   I turned the envelope over in my hand. It was light. Clean. But who would send me mail?
 
   Tim walked off to distribute the rest of the mail, and I opened the envelope.
 
   There was a single typewritten letter inside.
 
   “Dear Tiffany,
 
   I know who Lana’s stalker is. He’s dangerous.
 
   Meet me at Mulligan’s Pub to chat. Five o’clock.
 
   See you there.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Mulligan’s Pub was a small Irish pub just off Fremont Street. It was dark inside, with small tables and booths crammed inside a tiny place half the size of my apartment. The floors were dark wood, and the walls were lined with various faded posters and certificates. The beer was supposed to be quite decent, and the place was popular with tourists and locals alike.
 
   Ian and I arrived at four thirty and managed to get a small table at the back. The pub was already packed, with people standing around and chatting, crowding the bar, and getting quite tipsy. I tried to keep an eye on the entrance, but I couldn’t see past all the people standing around, blocking my view.
 
   Ian and I ordered club sodas and sipped in silence, both of us too nervous to talk.
 
   I’d visited the Riverbelle reception desk right after reading the letter, hoping to get some leads on who might’ve dropped it off. Unfortunately, the man at the reception desk told me that someone dressed in a baseball cap and dark sunglasses had hand-delivered the message, and I knew that anyone dressed in that outfit would be a ghost on the surveillance system. The cap and sunglasses were an effective disguise, and they’d never show up on the casino’s facial recognition system.
 
   I didn’t like the idea that the messenger had thought to disguise himself before dropping off the letter, so I’d stopped by my apartment on the way here and grabbed my gun. But I didn’t think that would do me any good in a crowded bar.
 
   As we sat, I ran a list of names through my mind. Since the note had been delivered to me at the studio, whoever had sent it knew that I was working there, and that I was working for Lana. That meant it was sent from someone who was either a contestant, or worked on the crew.
 
   About ten minutes after we sat down, a waitress in a green dress and white apron appeared at our table.
 
   “This is for you,” she said, setting a drink down on our table. “Chocolate martini. Compliments of the guy at the bar.”
 
   “Good thing you’re single,” Ian told me. “So many guys are into you suddenly!”
 
   I hadn’t told him about Gordon kissing me, but I winced nonetheless. “I’m not here to meet people,” I told the waitress, but she shrugged.
 
   “The guy over there in the gray hoodie,” she said, turning to the bar. She pointed at someone, but I couldn’t make out who.
 
   In any case, I didn’t care. The waitress walked off, and Ian sniffed the drink. “It smells delicious,” he said. “Like a chocolate milkshake for adults.”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t drink it. I’m still hoping to make my shift at the Treasury later on.”
 
   “Are you sure? Because if you don’t want it, I’ll have it.”
 
   “It’s all yours.”
 
   Ian grabbed the drink and took a long sip. “It’s delicious!” He took another sip. “You’re really missing out!”
 
   I glanced at my watch. It was a little past five by now, and I tried to see the entrance of the pub. Whoever had sent that letter wasn’t here yet. I was craning my neck, trying to check if anyone from the Singing Duos crew was here, when someone bumped into our table. “Oops,” she said.
 
   I turned around in time to see a girl wearing a printed summer dress bump into Ian again. “Sorry!” she said. “My friends and I are doing shots! You wanna join us?” Her eyes had the bright optimism of someone who’d already drunk too much, and a friend of hers pushed her from behind, shoving her against Ian’s hand.
 
   The cocktail glass fell out of Ian’s hands, the drink spilling everywhere.
 
   “I’m so sorry!” she said, before dissolving into giggles.
 
   “Join us for shots?” said her friend.
 
   I frowned at the two girls, feeling very schoolmarmish. “Sorry, we’re busy.”
 
   They shrugged and meandered off, while I grabbed a napkin and dabbed at the spill quickly, before it could get onto my clothes or handbag.
 
   “Oh, well,” said Ian. “At least I got a few sips. Cocktails are so expensive here.”
 
   “I didn’t think you cared about the price of cocktails,” I said, looking around again. I still couldn’t see anyone I recognized. “You’ve got a trust fund.”
 
   “Yeah, but buying drinks for all those ladies. Suuure. Adds uuup.”
 
   I frowned at Ian. His voice had gone all funny. “Why are you slurring? You only had half a drink.”
 
   “I…” I noticed that Ian’s hand was trembling. “All goooood. Just sleeee. Pee.”
 
   Ian slumped forward, and his head crashed onto the table.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   The scream left my throat unbidden, and I grabbed Ian’s shoulders and tried to shake some consciousness into him. When that didn’t work, I pulled his head up and threw my club soda in his face.
 
   Nothing.
 
   I checked his pulse—it existed—as I dialed 911. The pub clientele made way, and the paramedics loaded Ian onto the ambulance and took him to the hospital, where some kindly doctors pumped his stomach and told me he’d be fine.
 
   By the end of the ordeal, my whole body was shaking. I was in the hospital for what felt like half a day and at some point I remembered to call my shift manager, making sure to cough till my throat was dry. I was still sick, I told him. No shift for me.
 
   I stayed at the hospital, with its bright white lighting, antiseptic smell and stark, clean corridors, until the doctors told me that Ian could go home. He was fine, they said. Just needed some rest.
 
   Ian and I cabbed it home in silence. I could tell that Ian had been shaken by the whole experience and would never drink a chocolate martini ever again. As for me, I would never accept drinks from a stranger; my knees felt like jelly and my hands were trembling from a mixture of fear and relief.
 
   It was clearly no stranger who’d sent the drink our way. I tried to think back to the bar. The waitress had said that a guy in a gray hoodie had sent me the drink. And the man at the Riverbelle reception desk had said that someone in a gray hoodie had dropped off the note for me. Was it the same person? I had no way of knowing for sure, but I’d keep my eyes peeled for gray hoodies.
 
   I walked Ian up to his apartment, where Snowflake was ready to greet us.
 
   “Take a nap,” I told Ian, who looked like he could really use one. “I’ll be back soon.”
 
   I took a quick glance around his apartment before leaving. The lounge area was a mess, and there were freshly washed baking implements drying in the kitchenette. Bags of flour and sugar sat on the countertop, remnants of our previous baking adventure.
 
   I took a deep breath, awareness washing over me. I’d been terrified for Ian. Thank God he was okay. If anything had happened to him… I tried to shake the fear off. Maybe I shouldn’t encourage him to go investigating with me.
 
   I heard Snowflake purring, and the sound of Ian brushing his teeth drifted over from the bathroom. “See you soon,” I called, stepping outside and closing the door behind me.
 
   I was back at Mulligan’s within a few minutes. The night was getting busier by the minute, and the bar was packed with crowded revelers. I got to work, quizzing the bartender and the waitress about the man who’d ordered the chocolate martini.
 
   “Oversized gray hoodie,” said the busy dark-haired bartender. “Full beard, baseball cap. I wouldn’t remember normally, except no one orders cocktails here. It’s always beer. Wine, at most.”
 
   The waitress nodded in agreement. “I hadn’t seen him before, and I don’t remember if he got anything for himself. Wore thick-framed, hipster-style sunglasses, too, now that I think back.”
 
   I wondered if there was a chance it might have been Gordon who’d ordered the spiked cocktail, so I said, “Was he good-looking?”
 
   The waitress gave me a funny look. “I don’t remember. And hard to tell, under that hat and sunglasses. And with that beard covering half his face. I’d love to chat more, but I’ve gotta deliver these drinks.” I handed her a big tip before she walked off with her tray, and then I turned to the bartender again.
 
   “Do you have a security system? Cameras?”
 
   “No point.” He jerked his chin towards the two burly security guys standing at the door. “They’re our security system.”
 
   I sighed and thanked him. It wasn’t much to go on. And I was sure that since he’d failed once, the guy in the gray hoodie would try to strike again.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   I grabbed some frozen pizzas from Anderson’s on my way back home, as well as some more baking supplies. When I got to Ian’s place, he was lying on the couch and watching reruns of Seinfeld.
 
   “I brought food,” I told him, trying to sound more cheerful than I felt. “And I thought we’d try making more cupcakes.”
 
   “Great plan!” Ian grinned happily. “I was just getting hungry.”
 
   I smiled wanly. Ian seemed to have almost gotten back to normal.
 
   I put the frozen pizzas in the oven and called my mother. I was supposed to have gone over to my parents’ place for dinner tonight.
 
   “I can’t make it,” I said. “Ian got sick, and I need to stay here and make sure he’s okay.”
 
   “I hope he’s not too sick?” my mother said.
 
   “No. He just had some bad juice. We were out together at a bar, so I feel it’s kinda my fault. I’m gonna stay here and make him some food.”
 
   My mother snorted. She knew me well enough to know that “making food” was my preferred euphemism for defrosting supermarket junk, or grabbing some takeout.
 
   “I can come by tomorrow,” I suggested. “Ian should be feeling okay by then.”
 
   “Well, bring him along. Glenn and Karma are coming over for breakfast, and you can join them. Karma’s bringing her grandkids.”
 
   I felt a sudden pang of nostalgia, as I missed Nanna’s presence at these shindigs. Nanna had gone off on her honeymoon with Glenn’s brother, Wes, and she’d be moving to Indiana afterward. I sighed. “We’ll be there.”
 
   The pizzas were defrosted, and Ian and I munched them thoughtfully. “What’s this other stuff you got from Anderson’s?” he said.
 
   “Cupcake cookbook! It’s a Baking for Six-Year-Olds series, so I think I can do it.”
 
   Ian nodded sagely. “Good idea, not going for the Martha Stewart.”
 
   I wrinkled my nose in distaste. Housekeeping stuff for adults was way too difficult for me. “Anyway, I read one of the recipes for orange-poppy seed cupcakes, and I’m gonna make them now.”
 
   “I can do the frosting again,” said Ian, his mouth half-full. “We’ll be good today, and not eat the frosting first.”
 
   It sounded like a good plan, and Ian and I stayed true to our promise and waited for the whole enchilada—mixing, baking, frosting—to be finished before we sank our teeth into a cupcake.
 
   “This is delicious,” Ian said. “But isn’t it bad for your diet?”
 
   I groaned. Now that I’d eaten half a cupcake, I’d remembered my diet, too. “It doesn’t matter,” I fibbed. “I’ll go on the diet starting tomorrow. Salads and soup, from now on.”
 
   I ate another cupcake, just to make sure I wouldn’t miss out when I started my diet, and took some home with me. I couldn’t imagine life without cupcakes, and now that I sort of knew how to make them, I wasn’t going to give up so easily.
 
   I fell asleep almost as soon as I hit the pillow, but not before I remembered the man in the gray hoodie. I didn’t know if someone really was trying to kill Lana, but I couldn’t deny that someone had tried to kill me. If Ian hadn’t spilled his drink, he wouldn’t be around to help me bake my cupcakes.
 
   And I needed all the help I could get when it came to baking cupcakes. I couldn’t let anyone hurt Ian, and I needed to find this guy before he attacked us again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Glenn, Karma, and Karma’s two grandchildren were already at my parents’ when Ian and I showed up.
 
   “This is Simone,” said Karma, “and Sam.”
 
   Sam looked like he was three years old, with a red face and curious big eyes. Simone looked about six, and her brown hair was tied in a low ponytail. Ian tried to hide behind me, and I gave him a funny look. “You’re scared of Simone?” I hissed.
 
   “She’s scary,” Ian whispered, trying to sit far away from her.
 
   Everyone was gathered around the dining table, except for my mother, who was bringing in freshly cooked eggs and bacon from the kitchen.
 
   “Hi, Simone,” I said. “Hi, Sam.”
 
   Simone gave me a bright smile. “You’re pretty!” she said.
 
   My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Oh! Thank you. Aren’t you sweet?”
 
   My mother settled down at the table, and Karma said, “Simone and Sam are staying with me while their mom looks for a job in LA.”
 
   I looked at Glenn, and he raised his shoulders slightly. I’d already heard from him that Simone and Sam’s mom, Tara, was Karma’s daughter, and their dad was a deadbeat who wasn’t really present in their lives. Tara had been raised by Karma to “follow her dreams and intuition,” and apparently, following her dreams and intuition involved hopping from one city to another, and from one improbable job to the next.
 
   “Is she trying to be an actress?” I said.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Karma said. “Some kind of singing work, I think. But she doesn’t have childcare arranged, yet.”
 
   “Hey,” said Ian. “She could try out on Singing Duos. Tiffany and I are working on the show now!”
 
   Before everyone started digging into the eggs, I put my box of orange-poppy seed cupcakes on the table. “Ian and I made them,” I said proudly.
 
   Everyone cooed and acted surprised.
 
   Mom said, “What a great idea, baking your own food! I can’t believe you’re finally growing up!”
 
   I tried not to look too embarrassed and shifted the conversation to Singing Duos. We all gobbled up our breakfasts, and Ian and I told everyone about working for Lana. We conveniently left out our horrible audition.
 
   “Gordon’s one of the judges, isn’t he?” said Karma.
 
   “That man is so attractive!” said my mother.
 
   I stared at her. I didn’t know what was more surprising, that my mother was publicly admitting that she found a younger man attractive, or that I felt the same way as her. “You watch the show?”
 
   “Of course! Imagine, maybe you and Gordon could start dating, now that you’re single again.”
 
   I tried not to look too shocked. For the first time ever, my mother’s idea of a good date didn’t put me off my food.
 
   “Uh-huh,” I mumbled vaguely. I couldn’t tell my mom about the kiss, but I also couldn’t believe that she was actually being supportive of my life.
 
   “It’s actually good to stay single for a while,” my mom went on. “I learned that when your Nanna got married. Better to be single and happy.”
 
   My jaw dropped to the floor. I managed to pick it up again and say, “What’s wrong with us! Why are we agreeing on something?”
 
   “Maybe it’s upside-down day,” suggested Ian.
 
   My mother smiled. “Upside-down day started when Tiffany baked her own cupcakes!”
 
   “Why are you single?” Simone asked me. “Don’t you have a boyfriend?”
 
   “No,” I told her. “You don’t always have to have a boyfriend.”
 
   Simone said, “I thought love made the world go round?”
 
   “Yes, but you can love your family, and yourself. You don’t need a man to make you happy.”
 
   Simone nodded wisely, as though she was taking my relationship advice to heart. “And Ian’s single, too, isn’t he?”
 
   “He is,” I said. “How did you know?”
 
   “Because he’s a funny man.”
 
   Ian said, “I’m not a funny man.”
 
   Simone said, “You have funny hair. You’re a funny face.”
 
   “Funny hair,” repeated Sam. “Funny face.”
 
   “It’s not nice to call someone Funny Face,” Karma said to Simone. “You should tell Ian you’re sorry.”
 
   Simone looked at Ian and said, “I’m sorry you’re a Funny Face.”
 
   Ian looked at me, and I did a palms-up.
 
   “Kids are so honest,” Karma explained. “It’s hard to tell them not be honest.”
 
   “I’m not a funny face,” Ian protested. “I’m single because women don’t…”
 
   His voice trailed off. Ian’s never had the best of luck with women, so I changed the topic quickly.
 
   “How do you like the cupcakes we made?” I asked Simone.
 
   “They’re yummy,” she said. “But my mommy says that too many cupcakes make you fat.”
 
   “Well, cupcakes help me stay smart.”
 
   “Are you going to give some cupcakes to Lana?” Simone asked. I nodded, and she went on, “I’ve seen Singing Duos. Can I come meet Lana?”
 
   “Uh—sure. I’ll try to make that happen.”
 
   Simone beamed. “I like Lana. I don’t want anyone to hurt her.”
 
   “I don’t want anyone to hurt either,” I said, and I meant it.
 
   Now that someone had tried to poison me with a chocolate cocktail, I was more determined than ever to get to the bottom of everything. Which meant having a long, hard chat with Lana.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Ian and I were about to knock and walk into Lana’s studio, when we glanced at the tiny break room on the other side of the corridor. Linda was sitting in there by herself.
 
   “Hey, Linda,” said Ian, heading over to her. “You’re up early.”
 
   Linda had puffy eyes and dark circles. She yawned and said, “Yeah, sometimes I have a hard time sleeping.”
 
   “What’re you doing in here?” I said. “Waiting for Aaron?”
 
   Linda nodded. “Ever since we joined Singing Duos, Aaron’s been hard to keep track of. We have singing practice sometimes, but the rest of the time, he says he’s off meeting his friends in each of these cities.”
 
   Something about the way Linda said those words made me think that she didn’t quite believe Aaron.
 
   “How long have you two been married?” I asked.
 
   She counted back. “Two years and four months. We only dated for six months before that.”
 
   “You must be really excited to be on Singing Duos,” said Ian.
 
   Linda shrugged. “It was a risk, quitting our jobs for four months. But I thought, you’re only young once, right? If we didn’t take the risk now, I don’t know when we would.”
 
   “But what if you don’t win?” said Ian, ever the diplomat. “Aren’t you just going to be unemployed losers then? Employers might not want to hire you because they’ll think you’ll just run off again to be on some reality TV show.”
 
   Linda’s skin went a shade paler, and I gave Ian a dirty look.
 
   “What?” Ian said to me. “I’m just being honest.”
 
   “I’m sure that’s not going to happen,” I told Linda reassuringly. “Best-case scenario, you’ll win this show. And even if you don’t win, lots of reality TV show runners-up get media jobs and singing contracts, and things like that. And, even if you get nothing out of the show, I’m sure employers will think you show initiative and, um…” I frowned, trying to think of more optimistic things to say, but Linda sighed.
 
   “Actually,” she said, “things haven’t gone as well as I’d hoped when we joined the show. We have to travel around so much, and Aaron seems to have changed. We used to talk for hours, but now he’s secretive and I don’t know where he is all day.”
 
   “But you’ve got some idea,” I said, still trying to sound reassuring.
 
   “Oh, yes,” Linda said, her voice suddenly growing chillier. “I do have some idea.”
 
   I could sense that she was thinking about Aaron’s activities differently from me, and I didn’t want to get involved in their marital problems.
 
   On the other hand, I thought, perhaps Linda was making up this whole story about waiting for Aaron. She could wait for her husband anywhere: in the cafeteria, in her hotel room, or even by the pool. Why had she chosen to hang out in a room from where she had a clear view of Lana’s studio?
 
   There was an awkward silence for a few seconds, and then the red-haired assistant, Pam, walked in.
 
   “Oh, hey,” she said. “I didn’t know you were all in here. I just came in to make some tea.”
 
   “You’re not bothering us at all,” said Ian, moving to one side so she could get to the tea-making apparatus.
 
   “Thanks,” said Pam, turning on the kettle. “How’s the stalker hunt going?”
 
   “Not great,” said Ian. “You don’t have any ideas, do you?”
 
   Pam shrugged. “Sometimes, Lana’s so mean I think she deserves it. She just yelled at me yesterday for having bright pink roses in her room instead of light pink. It’s not even my job to get her roses.”
 
   “Wow,” Ian said. “She must really like roses.”
 
   “And other people’s men,” said Pam, bitterly. “She’s always going after men who belong to other women.”
 
   “How do you mean?” I watched Pam carefully; she was clearly lost in some memory. I wondered if Lana had slept with someone Pam had been dating, and I was about to say something, when the kettle beeped.
 
   Pam’s brow cleared, and she said lightly, “There was a rumor last year that Lana had slept with one of the contestants’ husbands.”
 
   There was a choking noise behind us, and we turned in time to see Linda break into a fit of coughing, as she reached for her water bottle.
 
   Pam shrugged when we looked back at her. “It’s Lana’s life,” she said nonchalantly. “If she thinks she can just sleep with other women’s husbands, then I’m not surprised someone’s trying to hurt her.”
 
   Linda had taken a few big gulps of water, and her coughing fit died away. Pam finished making her tea, said goodbye to us, and left.
 
   I watched Linda out of the corner of my eye. Pam’s words had clearly rattled her, and it was apparent that Linda thought her husband was up to no good.
 
   Ian turned to Linda before we left and said, “Hey, I really hope things work out for the two of you. You seem nice.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Linda, giving Ian a funny look. “I’m trying to sort everything out.”
 
   Her words had an ominous ring to them, and Ian and I exchanged a glance. Perhaps she wasn’t talking about Aaron. Perhaps she was talking about something else.
 
   Maybe Linda was the one who’d poisoned the chocolate martini. Maybe she had dressed up as a man, using a fake beard, and a cap and sunglasses to hide her face. The oversized gray hoodie would have done a good job of hiding her gender. The more I thought about, the more it made sense. Linda was definitely up to something.
 
   Then again, my experience at the bar last night might have made me a little paranoid, so I forced myself to ignore the funny sensation that was crawling its way up the insides of my forearms. We said goodbye to Linda and headed over to Lana’s room.
 
   ***
 
   Ian and I were in Lana’s studio, and I carefully checked to be sure that the spider was safe in its cage. It seemed to be glaring at me through the glass walls, and I shuddered. At least it couldn’t get out and bite me.
 
   Lana sat on the couch, sipping coffee out of a Styrofoam cup, and Ian and I sat opposite her.
 
   “Someone tried to poison us last night,” I said, and told her about the letter and the chocolate martini.
 
   “So now you believe me,” Lana said. “I could see you didn’t really, before.”
 
   I smiled wryly. “I did believe you. I just wasn’t sure if the gator and the note were connected.”
 
   “But you never saw the guy who bought the drink?”
 
   I shook my head. “He wore a gray hoodie, and the waitress said he had a beard.”
 
   Lana started to say something, and then she suddenly tilted over to one side and lay down on the sofa. “I feel dizzy.”
 
   The coffee dropped from her hands.
 
   Ian and I rushed over, and I tried not to panic. My heart thumped in my chest, and I hoped that we weren’t having a repeat performance of what happened yesterday at the pub.
 
   “Call the paramedics,” I told Ian. The Riverbelle had paramedics on call, thanks to the number of people who got sick in the casino pit, and I knew they’d be here straight away.
 
   Lana’s face grew pale, and she began gasping. “Hard,” she said. “Breathing.”
 
   I could feel the room closing in on us. What did you do when someone had trouble breathing? I knew lying on your back couldn’t be good. I was wondering if I should push her up into a sitting position, when the paramedics burst in—two young women in professional-looking uniforms.
 
   One of them bent to take her pulse, and the other said, “Dizziness? And now shortness of breath?” I nodded, and she put her hand on one side of Lana’s throat. “Are you allergic to anything, Lana?”
 
   “Aspartame,” Lana gasped.
 
   The paramedic turned to me. “Was she eating or drinking anything just now?”
 
   “She was having coffee,” I said, indicating the Styrofoam cup that was now lying on the floor.
 
   The paramedic looked through her bag and found an epi pen. “This will sting,” she said, “But it should work. I’m pretty sure she’s having an allergic reaction; there was probably some aspartame in the coffee.”
 
   I looked away as the paramedic inserted the needle, and then slowly, Lana stopped gasping for breath.
 
   “Better,” she said, looking around at all of us.
 
   One of the paramedics picked up the cup of coffee. There was still a bit of liquid at the bottom of the cup, and she sniffed it suspiciously. “This was what she was drinking?” the paramedic asked me.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I never put aspartame in my drinks,” Lana said. “Only Stevia or one of those herbal pills.”
 
   I pursed my lips, unhappy that I hadn’t been able to prevent this. “Where did this coffee come from?”
 
   “I asked for it to be ready in my room this morning,” Lana said. The color was returning to her face. “Ever since my assistant quit, nobody gets me coffee on time. Half the crew knows I need my coffee, but I have to keep chasing them.”
 
   “So it was just sitting here, waiting?”
 
   “I didn’t think anyone would—”
 
   We looked at each other silently, and I tried to figure things out in my head. Food allergies weren’t ever revealed to the press, so only a few people would’ve known about this. Whoever poisoned Lana’s drink had easy access to her room, and had taken the time to find out about her allergies.
 
   One of the paramedics said, “I guess you folks don’t need us. You can head over to a doctor to get a check-up, but otherwise—this seems to have just been a bit of a mix-up.”
 
   I watched them leave, and then Ian said, “You don’t really believe it was a mix-up, do you?”
 
   “No way,” said Lana.
 
   I agreed. It was time to call the cops.
 
   After I placed the call, I headed over to the break room opposite, to check whether or not Linda might have noticed anything unusual. But when I got there, Linda was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Ten minutes later, Detective Dimitriou turned up at the studio. His gray eyes were dark and somber.
 
   “What happened?” he asked, looking around at us and pulling out a notepad.
 
   We filled him in, talking all at once, telling him about the poisoned coffee. He put the cup and its dangerous contents into a clear plastic evidence bag and said he’d have a word with the medics on the way out. “Anything else you want to tell me?”
 
   Ian and I looked at each other. I didn’t feel much like admitting the incident in the bar, but before we could stop her, Lana said, “Someone tried to poison Tiffany.”
 
   Detective Dimitriou focused his intense gaze on me, sending shivers down my spine. “How do you mean?”
 
   Ian and Lana filled Dimitriou in on the details of the pub poisoning, and he took a few more notes.
 
   “You should stay with her,” Lana said once they’d finished telling him the whole story. “Make sure Tiff’s safe.”
 
   “I can’t prevent people from sending her drinks,” Dimitriou said, not taking his eyes off me.
 
   Ian said, “And I’m the one who got poisoned, anyhow.”
 
   “Well.” Dimitriou looked from me to Ian, and then back at me again. “Stay safe. And out of trouble.”
 
   After he left, Lana made fanning motions with her hands. “Hottest cop I’ve seen. Almost makes getting poisoned with aspartame worth it.”
 
   I frowned at her. “So you’ve still got no idea who got you the coffee?” Lana shook her head no, and I remembered seeing a lone security camera on the hallway ceiling. Since the studio area wasn’t officially part of the gambling area, security was comparatively lax. But maybe I could find something on the security cameras that monitored the entrance to the studios, and the hallway.
 
   I turned to watch Lana’s tarantula again, just to make sure she was still safe in her cage, when I caught sight of a gray hoodie lying in one corner of Lana’s room.
 
   My heart began to beat wildly, and I stopped myself from panicking by taking a deep breath in. “What’s that?”
 
   Lana followed my glance. “Oh, that. It’s Gordon’s.”
 
   “What—why is it here?”
 
   Lana looked from me to Ian and rolled her eyes. “Well. If you must know, we get together sometimes. Romantic-like. But not romantic. You know.”
 
   I looked at her in disbelief, trying to process what it meant.
 
   “But,” said Ian, “you’re so much older than him. He’s like, twenty, and you’re eighty.”
 
   “Fifty-two,” Lana said. “And we get along well.”
 
   Ian shook his head. “That doesn’t mean you need to sleep with him.”
 
   “He’s very good at what he does,” Lana said. “And I’m good at enjoying it.”
 
   “Urgh,” said Ian. “I always see him in the tabloids with these other girls.”
 
   I tried not to remember the kiss. Gordon’s mouth, hot and demanding, and his hard body pressed against mine. I had no doubt he was good at what he did with Lana.
 
   “How long have you… been together?” I said.
 
   “Soon after we started the show,” Lana said. “I don’t want to date anyone. Gordon knows we’re just having fun. And he’s free to sleep with anyone else he wants.”
 
   “Yuck,” said Ian. “I keep reading about him and all his women.”
 
   “Doesn’t it bother you?” I said. “That he’s… you know. Tasting all the cupcakes in the store?”
 
   Lana shrugged. “He’s a free man. And I’m a grown woman. I like his discretion. And his talents.”
 
   I looked at the gray hoodie again. “But he could be the one trying to hurt you.”
 
   “He wouldn’t try to hurt me,” Lana said. “He likes me. And I made his career. He knows I can make whatever he wants happen.”
 
   “Maybe he met someone else.” I didn’t believe the words even as I said them. “Someone he’s serious about. Maybe he’s in love. And he’s scared to tell you.”
 
   Lana laughed. “Oh, honey. He’d never be serious about anyone. There’s no such thing as love in Hollywood.”
 
   “But still.” The gray hoodie bugged me. “He might want you out of the picture.”
 
   Lana shook her head. “I like Gordon. I trust him. He’s definitely not trying any funny business.”
 
   I thought back to the way he’d kissed me. I was sure the man had something to hide; why else would he kiss me? And surely the gray hoodie couldn’t be a coincidence?
 
   Just then, there was a knock on the door and Gordon walked in. He looked at all of us, sitting around seriously, and said, “I heard about the coffee. You need to stop eating food lying around.” He turned to look at me and said, “Why don’t you supply all her food from now on?”
 
   “I can try,” I said, trying not to sound resentful. I was a PI, not a gopher. “But I’m not always free.”
 
   He turned to Ian. “What about you?”
 
   “We can supply her with food sometimes,” Ian said. “But she needs to get her own coffee. I can’t get here early enough for the morning coffee run.”
 
   “It’s a deal,” Gordon said. “I’ll be in charge of her morning coffee.”
 
   I was about to protest, since I didn’t entirely trust Gordon. But then I stopped midsentence. If everyone knew that Gordon was getting the coffee, then he wouldn’t dare to poison it and be held responsible.
 
   Lana said, “I only eat salads, soup and grilled fish and chicken. No red meats.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I was watching Gordon closely, and seeing his concern was making me rethink my own suspicions. He seemed really concerned about Lana. “Who else knows about you two?”
 
   Gordon looked at me and gulped. Had he thought I wouldn’t find out about Lana? I tried not to look at him too coldly. Everyone else seemed so modern and cosmopolitan, with their free-love theories. Was I the only one in the studio who believed in true love? Sure, I might be single, but I knew that one day I’d be happy and in love.
 
   Lana said, “Carlos suspects. But he doesn’t know for sure. He’s always coked up.”
 
   “And Steve,” said Gordon. “He asked me once, and I said no. Not sure if he believed me.”
 
   “Are you really sure nobody else knows?” Ian said. “Maybe someone saw one of you sneaking into the other’s room at night, or kissing in an empty hallway.”
 
   Gordon shrugged. “They would’ve asked us if they suspected, or even tried to leak it to the press. Someone from the crew or one of the contestants might’ve seen us, but I don’t think so.”
 
   “In show business,” Lana said, “you need to keep affairs like this a secret. It would be terrible for Gordon’s career if it got out. All the young girls think they’ve got a shot with him, and we need to manage his image.”
 
   I tried to keep my tone light as I said to Gordon, “And what’re you willing to do to keep this a secret?”
 
   Gordon crossed his arms defensively, and Lana said, “Don’t be silly.”
 
   “You’re looking in the wrong place,” Gordon said. “Nobody here would want to hurt Lana.”
 
   “Well,” I said. “Clearly, someone does.”
 
   There was a knock on the door, and the red-haired assistant, Pam, walked in. “Morning mail,” she said. Like most of the women on the crew, Pam went all googly-eyed when she saw Gordon. She batted her lashes at him as she handed over his mail, but I don’t think he noticed. Thankfully, there was nothing for Ian and me, and she left.
 
   “What’s that?” Ian said. “Fan mail?”
 
   “And hate mail,” said Lana, rolling her eyes and tossing the envelopes onto an existing pile. “I don’t even bother reading them.”
 
   “Maybe that’s where we should look,” I said slowly. “Maybe someone hates you so much that they can’t stop at sending letters.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Ian and I spent the next couple of hours going through Lana’s hate mail together. Some of it was actually fan mail, complimenting her for being such a strong woman, and a great role model for little girls.
 
   But mostly, it was people telling her off for being so mean. “I loved Singer X on the show,” the typical letter would read. “Why were you so mean to them? You shouldn’t be so mean.”
 
   Of course, some of the letters weren’t grammatically correct, some were misspelled, and some contained ridiculous amounts of unnecessary obscenities.
 
   And then I found two that seemed a little different.
 
   The first one said, “Why are you sleeping with Gordon? He deserves better.”
 
   The second one said, “Leave Gordon alone, or I’ll make you.”
 
   The letters were both in unstamped envelopes, and when I showed them to Lana she shook her head. “What a creep.”
 
   “But no one knows about you and Gordon.”
 
   She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Maybe this person figured out something. Maybe it’s like Ian said, maybe someone saw us together.”
 
   I gulped, wondering if the same person had sent me the letter about meeting up at Mulligan’s. Since the letters were in unstamped envelopes, they’d clearly been hand-delivered. “Could it be someone Gordon slept with?” I mused.
 
   “He seems to meet some floozy every other day,” Lana said, rolling her eyes. “Girls go gaga when he smiles at them.”
 
   I tried not to remember ever having been attracted to Gordon. “Maybe there’s a clue in his mail.”
 
   Lana agreed, and Ian and I set off to Gordon’s room.
 
   “Sure, all my mail’s right here,” Gordon said when we asked to go through it.
 
   He waved towards a massive pile of envelopes. Most of them had been opened, and the letters read and then stuffed back into the envelopes.
 
   The pile looked about six feet high, and Ian and I exchanged a glance. “I really have to go to the casino this afternoon,” I said. “I’ve missed too many shifts in a row.”
 
   Ian took a deep breath. “I guess I signed up for this.”
 
   We got started with the mail. It was all gushing and sickening—how handsome he was, how beautiful his eyes, what a great judge. I wanted to puke. I could tell that Ian felt the same way, and after a few hours, I excused myself to get to work.
 
   “Good luck,” I said to Ian. “Maybe you’ll find Lana’s stalker all by yourself.”
 
   I got to the Treasury ten minutes early, for a change, and my shift went by pretty uneventfully in the bustling, brightly lit casino pit—until I took a break at around one in the morning and checked my voice mail.
 
   It was Ian.
 
   “Come over to the hospital,” he said. “Lana’s been stabbed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   I muttered convoluted excuses to the shift supervisor, saying something about a family member falling ill, and that I’d have to rush off to the hospital. Which I did.
 
   Ian met me at the hospital entrance.
 
   “What happened?” I said. “How could this… how is she?”
 
   Ian took a deep breath. “She’s doing okay now.”
 
   “What happened?” I repeated. Ian looked clearly shaken, and we headed into the hospital waiting area, where we each grabbed a seat. The place smelled strongly of antiseptics, and the bright overhead lights created a distorted perception of time, making it seem like midday. There were a few other people waiting at this hour, and we could hear the low hum of a receptionist talking on the phone.
 
   “I was with her the whole time,” Ian said. “We went to auditions, then afterward, Lana said she wanted some air. We walked along the Strip, past the casinos, and then Lana wanted to explore, so we turned into a side street.”
 
   I groaned. “Where is she now? How is she?”
 
   “She’s getting stitched up. She’s not too bad.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. “So what happened after?”
 
   “Yeah, well, there was a spot where a streetlight was out, and there weren’t too many people. I was a few paces behind, and then someone in a ski mask rushed up and pushed Lana to the ground. I got there before too much happened, and then the ski mask guy rushed off.”
 
   “Did you see who he was? Anything?”
 
   “Gray hoodie,” Ian said somberly.
 
   We exchanged a glance. This was not good. Not good at all.
 
   My presence was supposed to help Lana figure out what was going on, not push her stalker over the edge.
 
   We waited till Lana was out of surgery and visited her in the room. They were keeping her in for another hour, a kindly nurse explained.
 
   “I’m totally fine, honey!” Lana exclaimed. “Other than this ugly bandage.”
 
   She had a long white bandage running down the side of her neck, and Ian paled at the sight.
 
   “I almost fainted from all the blood,” he said. “You’re lucky the stabber ran off.”
 
   “Yeah,” Lana complained. “But how can we audition with me looking like this? My fans expect me to look like a star.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” said the nurse. She had deep wrinkles and short-cut blond hair that was obviously from a bottle. Her eyes were kind but firm. “You need to keep that bandage on for at least twenty-four hours. But, yes, you are fine. We just need you to be careful dressing the wound.”
 
   Lana rolled her eyes and made a pouty face, and when the nurse left, I said, “Did you notice anything at all? Did you feel like you were being followed?”
 
   “Of course not!” snapped Lana. “Everything was fine. And then this psycho jumped me from behind. I couldn’t even see what happened.”
 
   I sighed and tried to ask her a few more questions—had she noticed anything, anything at all? Anything odd during the audition? Or maybe earlier in the day?
 
   But Lana couldn’t recall anything, and a few minutes later, Detective Dimitriou showed up.
 
   “Ian reported a stabbing,” he said. “What happened?”
 
   Ian and Lana repeated the whole story, and Dimitriou asked the same questions I had. Lana and Ian hadn’t noticed anything other than what they’d already told me, and while everyone else was talking, I watched Dimitriou.
 
   It was almost four in the morning, and Dimitriou looked like he’d already been awake for some time. He was dressed in khakis and a blue-and-white checked shirt. His skin was dark, his eyes somber. He’d clearly come here from some other case, and his face had a neutral, set gaze.
 
   “I’m very sorry this happened to you,” he said to Lana, and then he turned to me. “You weren’t there at all?”
 
   “I had to go to my shift at the casino.”
 
   His eyes flickered with mild interest, and he seemed to notice my dealer’s uniform. I hadn’t had time to change, and there hadn’t seemed to be much point once I’d gotten to the hospital.
 
   “The Treasury,” he said. “I hear they’re introducing big changes soon.”
 
   I slitted my eyes and crossed my arms. “Yeah.”
 
   My annoyance made him smile. “What did you expect?” he said. “It’s how the casinos work.”
 
   “Mm-hm.”
 
   “Anyway, it’s good that you stayed out of trouble, for once.”
 
   He smiled at me and a little shiver ran down my spine. He was definitely the best-looking cop I’d seen. And I kind of wished he wasn’t. It was easier to deal with Elwood and his grumpy ways. At least I knew where I stood with Elwood. Dimitriou made me feel all kinds of nervous.
 
   “I need a bodyguard,” Lana declared from the hospital bed where she was half-reclining. “This town is far too dangerous for me. And I’m a celebrity. Don’t you cops try to keep visitors safe?”
 
   Dimitriou turned to Lana again. “Yes. It’s obvious now that you’re in danger. We’ll assign someone to you. Inside the Riverbelle, you should be safe, and if you’re not—well, if you feel nervous, you can ask them to assign someone. It’s private property. Once you’re outside, we’ll have a uniform stick with you.”
 
   Lana smiled at him and batted her eyelashes. “Can’t you be the one sticking to me?”
 
   I wanted to puke. I wasn’t entirely sure why I was jealous of her flirting, but I was.
 
   Dimitriou seemed to be immune to her charms. He smiled politely and said, “I’m afraid not.” He turned to me and said, “I’ll see you around.”
 
   And then he left.
 
   “Well, look at that!” Lana said to me. “No smile for me, but he says he’ll see you around.”
 
   I tried not to blush. “He probably meant professionally. Since I’m a PI and all that.”
 
   Lana said, “Oh, honey. You need to wear that dress I bought you more often.”
 
   I didn’t want to talk about Dimitriou anymore, so I said, “Well, at least now you’ll have some protection when you want to step out for some air.”
 
   “Yes, but what about the rest of the time? This guy’s getting bolder than ever, Tiffany.”
 
   Ian and I shared a glance. Lana was right: whoever this guy was, he wasn’t messing around with staging accidents anymore.
 
   I needed to hurry up and find him, before it was too late.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   It was almost dawn by the time Ian and I left the hospital, and I remembered to ask for a few guest passes for Karma, Sam and Simone.
 
   “There are tours of the studio area each morning,” Lana said. “They usually only allow in a few people at once, and it’s very personalized.”
 
   I thanked her and left the passes in Glenn’s mailbox. Ian went off to his apartment for some beauty sleep, and I decided to grab a quick nap before I went back to the Singing Duos studio in the Riverbelle.
 
   I got there early in the morning, and before I went over to Lana’s room, I popped my head into the break room opposite Lana’s studio. As usual, Linda was in there by herself, pretending to read something on her phone.
 
   “You’re up early,” I said to her.
 
   She gave me a slightly frosty glance. “Yeah, well.”
 
   “Where’s Aaron?”
 
   She shrugged. “He was up before I was. Left a note that he’d gone to visit an old friend in Vegas.”
 
   I frowned. Aaron had seemed nice enough when we’d first met him at the Singing Duos audition, but his behavior was certainly not typical of a devoted husband. I didn’t want to worry her, so I said, “I’m sure he didn’t want to bore you. Some guys have very childish friends. You know, the kind of friends who never get married and keep wanting to stay up all night doing shots.”
 
   Linda nodded, clearly not convinced by my words.
 
   Once again, I wondered if perhaps she’d been making up the whole thing about Aaron. She could’ve chosen to wait for him anywhere; it didn’t have to be in the room opposite Lana’s studio.
 
   I left her to go check on Lana. Judging from the empty coffee cups lying around in Lana’s room, I guessed she was trying to stay alert.
 
   “What’re the plans for today?” I said, settling down on the couch. “Ian can stop by later, when I’ve got to go to my shift.”
 
   “No need,” said Lana. She was sitting at her desk, looking through some notes. “I’m taking a rest day.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow. She didn’t seem to be doing much resting. When I rested, I liked to put the caffeine aside.
 
   “There’s no auditions today,” she went on. “Can’t do any shooting with this great big ugly bandage on my neck. So I’m gonna do phone interviews.”
 
   I looked at her in shock. “You’re going to talk about this attack?”
 
   “Don’t be silly,” she said. “I don’t want this guy to know we’re on to him. I’m gonna talk to radio show hosts about the show, and how great my fans are and how hopeless most singers are.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   I couldn’t really see much wrong with the plan. I took a good hard look at the tarantula, who seemed to be napping in her cage, and then a basket of muffins caught my eye. There was a great big card attached to the basket.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Huh.” Lana waved a hand dismissively. “It’s from Gordon. Apparently they’re diet muffins. Cheese and zucchini or something, for when I want a treat.”
 
   I was tempted to check the card, but it was probably private. “Where’s Gordon now?”
 
   “Up in his room. I couldn’t see him last night, and so he brought back some floozy. They’re having breakfast before he kicks her out.”
 
   I tried to keep my expression neutral, grateful that I’d never let that kiss go any further. I couldn’t imagine living in a world where love didn’t exist, where it was all about appearances, and the occasional carnal indulgence. But clearly, Lana and Gordon were happy with their version of the world. “So these are apology muffins?”
 
   “I guess s—”
 
   The door burst open, and Sam and Simone raced in, followed by Karma, who was trying to keep up with them. They were all dressed in bright summer clothes, and Karma was red in the face and panting.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she said, looking from me to Lana. “You’re Lana Fierst! Omigod, I’m such a huge fan! The kids’ve been running around and I can’t keep up with them. I’m so sorry about this.”
 
   She paused to take a breath. Sam and Simone went up to Lana and stared at her with round eyes.
 
   “Your hair’s really big,” said Simone, and then she caught a glimpse of Lana’s rings. “Wow! Your rings are so pretty!”
 
   Lana smiled gracefully. “Thank you, darling.” She looked at me and said, “So these are the people you wanted the passes for?”
 
   Before I could answer, Simone reached out and grabbed a muffin from the basket. “What’re these? Are they chocolate?”
 
   “They’re not for you, sweetie,” said Karma, coming forward. She looked like she was at her wits’ end, trying to keep the kids out of trouble.
 
   Simone bit into it before we could stop her, and chewed it up. “Ew!” she said after she swallowed her mouthful. “This is gross!”
 
   She took another bite, swallowed, and said, “Yep. So gross.”
 
   “So gross,” repeated Sam, looking up at his big sister adoringly. “Gross.”
 
   “It’s not chocolate.” Simone crossed her arms accusatorily and looked from Lana to Karma to me.
 
   “That’s why you don’t eat food you’re not offered,” Karma said, grabbing hold of Simone’s arm and tossing the half-eaten muffin into the trash. “For all you know, it could’ve been poisoned.”
 
   My throat caught, and I looked at Lana, wild-eyed. “You’re sure those muffins are from Gordon?”
 
   “Says here, right on the note.”
 
   As if on cue, Simone began coughing violently. We looked at her, terrified, and then she ran up to the trash can and retched violently.
 
   Within seconds, we’d called the paramedics, and they were at Simone’s side.
 
   My heart pounded wildly as I watched the little girl, and I tried to stop my hands from trembling by crossing my arms across my chest.
 
   “It’s only two bites,” explained one of the paramedics, “But she’s so little, the poison’s affected her fast. She’s doing much better now.”
 
   Karma stood huddled with Sam, in one corner of the room. The paramedics had laid Simone out on a stretcher, checked her pulse and breathing, and given her something that made her throw up again.
 
   “We’ve probably gotten it all out of her system,” explained a paramedic. “But we want to give her a saline solution and monitor her.”
 
   Karma nodded, her expression stoic. She looked more terrified than I’d ever seen her, and Sam looked like he was trying to hold back tears. “We’ll go to the hospital with you,” Karma said, and then she turned to Sam. “It’s all a big adventure, Sammy. Simone’s going to be fine. We’re just going to visit somewhere else, all together.”
 
   Karma’s voice was high-pitched with fake enthusiasm, and Sam nodded, his eyes round and scared.
 
   “You can come on another tour tomorrow,” Lana said, trying to keep up with the positive vibe. She handed Karma a set of three backstage passes, and we watched them all leave.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked Lana, once it was just the two of us again. “Why’d Gordon send you these?”
 
   “Maybe someone got to them later,” Lana said.
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t trust that guy.”
 
   Lana looked at me insistently. “He’s my lover. He would never—”
 
   There was a knock on the door, and then Ian and Gordon walked in.
 
   “What’s going on?” Gordon’s eyes were panicked, and he rushed over to Lana and cupped her face in his hands. “You’re not hurt, are you?”
 
   “No, honey,” said Lana, removing his hands gently. “But it was a nice gesture.”
 
   “What gesture?”
 
   “The muffins. Someone must’ve gotten to them after you sent them over.”
 
   Gordon looked at the muffin basket and shook his head. “I never sent you any muffins, sweetie. I don’t know who they’re from.”
 
   “And what’re you doing here?” I asked Ian.
 
   He looked bleary-eyed and tired.
 
   “I wanted to sleep,” he said. “But I kept having nightmares about someone trying to stab me. And then I woke up with a great big zit. This PI business is giving me bad skin.”
 
   “You’ll be fine,” I said, turning to Lana and Gordon again. “Why would someone say the muffins were from you?”
 
   “Trying to incriminate me?” Gordon suggested. “You know I’d never hurt Lana.”
 
   I bit my lip thoughtfully. Gordon was wearing a gray hoodie today, and I said, “Do you usually wear that hoodie?”
 
   He gave me a funny look. “Yeah, it’s supposed to be one of my signature looks. You know, laid back but still hot. My stylist told me to wear it.”
 
   I took a deep breath and tried to think clearly. Maybe someone was trying to incriminate Gordon. Maybe wearing a gray hoodie was all part of the stalker’s plan.
 
   Lana said, “I’m supposed to be on the air with Channel 29 in a few minutes. Why don’t you guys go somewhere else? I need to get in the zone.”
 
   “I need to stay with you,” said Ian. “I’m supposed to be your bodyguard here.”
 
   “Fine,” said Lana, rolling her eyes dramatically. “As long as you don’t cough or sneeze or breathe.”
 
   “I’ll try,” said Ian. He pulled a chair close to the door and sat down. “I’ll watch over you, till they’re back.”
 
   Gordon and I headed out together. I stopped by the break room first, looking for Linda, but once again, she had disappeared.
 
   “Let’s hang out in my room,” Gordon suggested.
 
   I looked at him skeptically. I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea, and I didn’t want to end up kissing him by accident.
 
   I said, “We need to stop by reception first.”
 
   Gordon flashed me a dazzling smile. “You’re the boss.”
 
   I smiled back at him, hoping that mine was a professional smile and not a flirtatious one. “Follow me.”
 
   I waited in line at reception till we got a chance to talk to Stuart, who was manning the desk. “Did someone stop by this morning with a delivery for Lana Fierst?” I asked.
 
   He checked his computer and said, “Yep.”
 
   “Did you handle it?”
 
   “No, that would be Rachel.” He called out to a girl who seemed to be just getting back from her break. “Hey, Rach, didn’t you keep something for Lana Fierst this morning?”
 
   “Yeah.” Rachel was a brunette with shaggy shoulder-length hair. She glanced at me and Gordon, and batted her eyes at Gordon. “Someone stopped by with a muffin basket.”
 
   “What did they look like?” I said, trying to ignore the way Gordon was smirking back at Rachel.
 
   “Guy in a gray hoodie,” said Rachel. “Black baseball cap, big-framed hipster sunglasses. Beard.”
 
   I sighed. That was an effective deterrent against casino security. The facial recognition system would never find a match against someone who was hiding half their face.
 
   “This is my card,” said Gordon, fishing one out of his wallet and sliding it across the counter. “Let me know if you think of anything. I’m staying upstairs, by the way.”
 
   He gave her a wink, and Rachel blushed and pocketed his card.
 
   I rolled my eyes, wondering if Lana found his constant flirting annoying, and we headed back to his room in the studios.
 
   “What now?” said Gordon.
 
   “Don’t you have any plans for today?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not really. Most afternoons we do auditions, then at night we do touch-ups. Mornings we check to make sure the last night was okay, or we sleep in. Sometimes I do interviews like Lana’s doing now, or sometimes, you know. I say goodbye to some girls.”
 
   I tried not to look like a prude. “I can’t believe Lana’s okay with you and all your fans.”
 
   “Hey, it’s a brave new world. It’s not like she can settle down with some guy, and it’s not like I want to. So we suit each other.”
 
   “Makes sense.”
 
   “Yeah, it does.”
 
   “And what about this stalker? D’you have any ideas who it might be?”
 
   Gordon shook his head. “Beats me. We get random psychos in show business, sometimes.”
 
   “It could be someone on the staff,” I suggested. “Someone who went and got Lana a basket of muffins.”
 
   Gordon looked skeptical. “I don’t think anyone on staff hates Lana that much.”
 
   I thought back to the first day when Ian and I had met the crew, and the floor assistants had complained about Lana making them run around so much. I noticed a vase of white roses sitting on the desk in Gordon’s room, and I thought suddenly of the assistant who’d had to deal with Lana’s demands for light pink roses.
 
   “What about Pam?” I said. She’d mentioned being tired of Lana’s demands, and if she wore a fake beard and a loose hoodie, she might be able to pass as a man on surveillance cameras. “Pam gives Lana attitude every time Lana needs something.”
 
   “It can’t be Pam,” said Gordon. “Lana said the attacks started happening in New York, right? Well, Pam wasn’t working for the studio at that time. She joined us in the next city.”
 
   “Oh.” I tried not to look too crestfallen, and I racked my brain, trying to think of something else to ask. But in the end, I wound up asking him how he got into this business, and how he liked it.
 
   I listened to his stories absentmindedly, trying to figure out what was going on. But I was getting nowhere.
 
   Gordon finished telling me a particularly funny story about a journalist who refused to interview him unless he went on a date with her, and how he finally convinced her to meet him for a dinner date/interview that went horribly wrong.
 
   I said, “And what do you say when they ask why you haven’t got a girlfriend? Do you tell them that you’re not ready to settle down?”
 
   “God, no,” said Gordon. “My agent would hate that! I have to tell everyone that I’m just dying to get married and have kids, but I haven’t found the right person yet. So that way, everyone’s happy. Even the girls I kick out in the morning. They know what they’re getting into. I tell them I’ll call them, but I never do.”
 
   I nodded thoughtfully. “You know,” I said slowly. “Whoever’s targeting Lana might be expanding their sights. That basket of muffins—they were clearly trying to get you into trouble, too, by saying it was from you. And the gray hoodie…”
 
   Gordon frowned. “What’re you trying to say?”
 
   “I’m not sure. But if both you and Lana are in trouble… the only thing that ties you together is that you’re having an affair.”
 
   “So that means whoever sent the muffins knows I’m sleeping with Lana?”
 
   I nodded. “They must. And they probably don’t like it. Which is why they’re trying to kill Lana, and maybe pass the blame onto you.”
 
   “I can’t just stop sleeping with her. I love when she g—”
 
   “Lalala!” I said, sticking my hands over my ears. “I don’t want to hear it!”
 
   Gordon gave me a funny look. “Making love is a beautiful thing.”
 
   “I’m sure it is,” I agreed. “But I don’t need all the details.”
 
   “Are you saying I should end things with Lana?”
 
   “I’m not sure that would be any help, at this stage. But if you two are already in trouble, maybe I should add myself to the mix. Maybe we can draw out this murderous guy in the hoodie by using some bait.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   I called Ian to find out what Lana was doing and he said, “She’s finished with a radio interview and now we’re back in her hotel suite so she can exercise. She says she’s about to exercise for two hours. Is that possible? Will she want me to join in?”
 
   I made a face. “I’m sure it’s possible, but not for you and me.”
 
   “Then I’m going to tell her I can’t join. She says she’ll do spin.”
 
   I smiled at the image of Ian panting away on a spin bike and said, “I’m sure she doesn’t have an extra bike for you to use. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   After I hung up, I turned to Gordon. I told him my plan to smoke out Lana’s stalker, and he nodded.
 
   “Piece of cake,” he said. “And I’m sure you’ll have fun, too.”
 
   “This is just business,” I reminded him, and gave him my hand to hold.
 
   We walked out of his room, hand in hand, and then after some time, he slipped his arm around my waist. We wandered over to the production room and watched the editors discussing last night’s audition. As we watched, Tim rushed in with some files that needed to be signed, and then rushed out again. There wasn’t anything for Gordon to do in the production room, so we went over to the staff cafeteria, where Pam was refilling a tray of sandwiches.
 
   She smiled when she saw Gordon and me. “These are cucumber,” she said, “and these ones are chicken salad sandwiches.”
 
   “They look delicious,” I told her and reached for a sandwich. “Are there any cupcakes here?”
 
   Pam pointed to an empty tray in the desserts section. “I’m afraid they’re all finished.”
 
   A male voice called out to her, saying something about files that needed to be delivered upstairs, and Pam left to talk to him.
 
   “I shouldn’t be eating these sandwiches,” Gordon told me. “I’m supposed to be on a diet.”
 
   “Everyone’s supposed to be on a diet,” I grumbled. “Nobody appreciates food anymore.”
 
   “I don’t mind dieting,” Gordon said. “I get paid to look good.”
 
   “I guess it’s worth it, then. I just get paid to be a dealer, and they still expect me to lose weight.”
 
   Gordon shrugged. “If it’s worth it, you do it. If not, you tell ’em to shove it.”
 
   I laughed, wishing life were that simple.
 
   We popped into the break room opposite Lana’s room before heading out to the casino.
 
   Linda was in there again, and I said, “Hey, you’re still here.”
 
   She glanced at me humorlessly. “Yep.”
 
   “Don’t tell me, you’re waiting for Aaron.” She didn’t reply to that, so I said, “Did you hear about Lana getting almost poisoned to death?”
 
   Linda snorted. “The stupid, self-centered diva. I wish she’d just die already and make my life easier.”
 
   I froze, and stared at her. Was she behind all this? Slowly, I said, “So you’re the one trying to kill Lana.”
 
   Linda looked at me like I’d gone insane. “What? No. Of course not, I don’t have time for that.”
 
   Just then, we heard footsteps approaching, and there was a knock on the door to Lana’s studio across the hall. Linda jumped out of her seat, eyes blazing, hands balled into fists. She stalked across the room, over to the person who’d knocked on Lana’s door, and hissed, “There you are, you smarmy cheating bastard.”
 
   Aaron turned around. He looked at his wife, eyes wide with surprise, and glanced at us briefly before focusing his gaze on Linda again. “No, I can explain. It’s not what you think.”
 
   His face was slowly changing color, and a pink hue crept along his neck and up to his cheeks.
 
   “Oh, yeah?” countered Linda. Her voice was cold with barely contained rage, and she took a step backward, as though she was afraid she’d launch herself at Aaron in fury. “This is exactly what it looks like. I see you sneaking out, never talking to me. I knew you were having an affair. Then I noticed you keep coming down to the judges’ rooms when I’m not there.”
 
   “No, no—” Aaron protested, holding up one hand, but Linda steamrolled him and went on.
 
   “I knew you were having an affair with Lana but I wanted to have proof before I said anything. Well, now I’ve got proof. I’m done with you.”
 
   “It’s not what it looks—”
 
   The door to Lana’s studio opened, and Carlos peered out at us, blinking slowly. “Hey guys,” he said. “What’s going on?”
 
   Linda looked at Carlos, half-disgusted, half-disbelieving. “What’re you doing here?”
 
   Carlos gazed back at her with equanimity. “The same thing as you.”
 
   “No,” said Aaron, “Not the same thing as her.”
 
   He pushed his way into the room, and Linda followed. Before Carlos could close the door on us, Gordon and I rushed inside. Carlos closed the door shut, and the place began to feel crowded. Linda half-leaned against Lana’s table, near the far end of the room, and Gordon and I stood near the door. Carlos went and lay down on Lana’s couch, and Aaron stood near Linda, shifting awkwardly from one foot to another.
 
   “What’s going on?” said Linda, disbelief mixed in with the anger in her voice. “Why’s he here?”
 
   “I was supposed to meet him here,” said Carlos, as though that explained everything.
 
   Linda gulped and looked at Aaron with bulging eyes.
 
   Aaron took a step back and waved his hands no. “It’s not what you think!” he said.
 
   Linda looked from Aaron to Carlos, and then back to Aaron. “Then what…”
 
   “I waited for Lana to leave,” said Carlos, his eyes half-closed. “And then told Aaron to meet me here. It seemed safer.”
 
   “Safer how?” Carlos’s explanation made Linda look even more bewildered.
 
   Carlos sighed. “Because. You know, man. The other guys are on to me. I can’t let them be on to me.”
 
   “On to you how?” Linda glared at Carlos, her patience wearing thin. A muscle twitched in her jaw. And then she said, “Stop, never mind. Aaron, tell me what’s going on. What’re you doing here?”
 
   Aaron looked at Gordon and me and said, “Could we get some privacy, please?”
 
   I shook my head no. I was starting to get curious about what was going on, and besides, I needed to know if Linda had been trying to kill Lana. “I think we should stay,” I said. “We need to know what’s going on.”
 
   Aaron sighed, annoyed that he hadn’t been able to get rid of us, and looked at Linda. “I’m really sorry, babe,” he said. “I should’ve told you from the beginning. But I knew you’d say no. I thought, what if we didn’t win this competition and we couldn’t get jobs once we got back? New York is expensive. We needed cash.” He looked at her pleadingly.
 
   “I get worried, too. But what’s that got to do with any of this?” Linda waved one hand towards Carlos, who now had his mouth wide open and his eyes closed shut and appeared to be dozing through the whole conversation.
 
   “Well,” said Aaron. I could see beads of sweat begin to form on his brow, and his skin grew redder. “Carlos needed some drugs. And he couldn’t buy them himself, not with all the paparazzi hanging around outside. Waiting to get shots of him buying stuff. So he turned to me.”
 
   A look of horror crossed Linda’s face. “Oh, no.”
 
   Aaron nodded. “I was worried about how we’d pay the rent when we got back home, if we got nothing out of this show. So I got stuff for Carlos, and he paid me well.”
 
   Linda looked at Aaron in consternation. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she said softly. “I thought you were having an affair with Lana.”
 
   I didn’t want to interrupt, but I just had to say something. “I guess you were mad at Lana for no reason. Stalking her and scaring her pointlessly.”
 
   Linda gave me an exasperated look. “I already told you. I never tried to hurt Lana. I just wanted to know what was going on.”
 
   I bit my lip thoughtfully and looked at Gordon, who shrugged. I believed Linda. She walked over to Aaron and gave him a hug, her body sagging with relief. “This isn’t great,” I heard her say. “But it’s better than what I thought.”
 
   “I’ll sort it out, babe,” said Aaron. “I know I could’ve gotten in trouble. I’m not doing this anymore. We’ll focus on the show, and we’ll deal with life back home when we have to.”
 
   Carlos let out a loud snore, and Linda and Aaron looked into each other’s eyes lovingly.
 
   Gordon cleared his throat, and I said, “We should all get out of Lana’s room. And someone should wake Carlos before he starts drooling on the sofa.”
 
   ***
 
   Since I was sure that Linda had nothing to do with the stalker, Gordon and I needed to continue with our plan. We headed into the casino, hand in hand, and received far too much attention. Everyone gawked at Gordon, and groups of tourists came up every few seconds, asking me to take their photo with him.
 
   In the end, I got sick of it.
 
   “There has to be an easier way,” I said to Gordon.
 
   “Sure, there is,” he said.
 
   He drew me close to him and pressed his lips against mine.
 
   I drew back almost immediately. “No way,” I said. “We’re not doing that. Let’s go up to your room.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows suggestively, but I knew he was only joking. I texted Ian to see what was going on (“Not much. Lana’s doing spin.”) and then held hands with Gordon again, and went up to his room.
 
   We weren’t quite sure what to do once we were upstairs. I knew I needed to stay with him till the next morning, if I wanted to do a convincing impression of being his new girlfriend. So the first thing I did was to call the Treasury and cancel my shift.
 
   “Again?!” said my manager. “This is getting really old!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “But my cold is acting up again.”
 
   It was the lamest excuse, and we knew it. My manager said, “Tiffany, you know this’ll go on your record. We all know you’ve got a PI gig on the side, and it looks like you’re not serious about working here anymore.”
 
   I was silent for a few seconds and then I said, “No. I am serious. You know I’m a great dealer, right?”
 
   My manager sighed. “Yeah, yeah. But Brian’s introducing all these new rules and stuff. You need to keep up with the times.”
 
   “I’ll be there tomorrow,” I promised. “I’m sorry about today, but I just can’t make it.”
 
   There was nothing else to say, so I hung up and let Gordon order room service. I picked the beef lasagna, and Gordon ordered a chicken Waldorf salad, and we decided that we could have cake afterward. Since there wasn’t anything else to do, we ordered some Pixar movies through the in-room service and spent the afternoon watching them.
 
   Ian stopped by Gordon’s room in the evening.
 
   “I’m staying the night in Lana’s room,” he said. “She wants a bodyguard. So I’m heading home and grabbing my jammies.”
 
   “That’s a good plan,” I said, giving him the key to my apartment. “Could you get me my toothbrush, please? We can walk home together, tomorrow morning.”
 
   An hour later, Ian delivered my toothbrush as promised and then headed over to Lana’s.
 
   Gordon and I decided to play up our “relationship” and headed over to the Riverbelle’s exclusive dinner restaurant, Le Chat Noir. We made a big deal of getting a table in the back and ordering romantic oysters and champagne, and when dessert was served, I fed Gordon chocolate-covered strawberries off my plate. I wasn’t sure who the show was for, but I figured it couldn’t hurt.
 
   “You two are really serious about this PI stuff,” Gordon said, just before we went to sleep. He’d been all chivalrous and offered to sleep on the foldout couch. “I guess Lana’s lucky to have hired you.”
 
   I made a regretful face. “Her stalker seems pretty serious, too. I wish I knew what was going on—it seems like I’m too late to this party.”
 
   I slept fitfully. A few hours before dawn, I gave up on sleep and grabbed the keys to Gordon’s room and the pass that gave me access to the corporate floors.
 
   I was in front of Stone’s office within a few seconds, staring up at the ceiling-mounted cameras again. I tried the door, but as usual, it wouldn’t budge.
 
   Once again, I wrote some messages on my notepad and help them up for the cameras.
 
   “Stone,” I wrote. “What’s going on? I said I’d help you, and I meant it. I’m not going to give up.”
 
   I hung around for a few minutes, and then I sat on the floor, reading a book on my phone.
 
   After an hour, nothing had happened.
 
   I checked the door to Stone’s office once again, waved to the cameras, and headed back to Gordon’s room.
 
   Gordon was still asleep when I got there, but I decided I’d had enough. I texted Ian and woke him up, and together, we headed back to our apartments.
 
   I kept checking over my shoulder, expecting someone to jump out at me and attack, but nothing happened.
 
   “This is disappointing,” I said to Ian.
 
   “I know. Why doesn’t this guy try to kill you again?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” My mind flashed back to Gordon, who’d been fast asleep when I’d crept out. “Unless we’re doing things all wrong.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Ian and I decided to put our newfound baking skills to the test and make another batch of chocolate cupcakes before we headed back to the Riverbelle. This time, we used the frosted icing recipe, and they were even more delicious than the first batch.
 
   “Should we take some over for Lana?” Ian asked.
 
   I shook my head. “She only eats salad. But speaking of, I guess it’s high time I checked up on her. You wanna come with?”
 
   “Sure,” he said, and we headed back to the Singing Duos studios again. We took a box of cupcakes with us, just in case Lana changed her mind about her diet.
 
   Lana was in a much better mood today. “I took the bandage off,” she said, showing us the raw stitches. Ian and I made disgusted faces, but she just laughed. “You won’t be able to see it on camera. I can’t use concealer on it, but they’ll have me half-sitting in the shade, so the stitches won’t show up on TV. And anyway, weren’t you supposed to bring me a salad?”
 
   “We only had cupcakes,” Ian said. “Here’s a box of them.”
 
   “I don’t eat cupcakes. And there’s salad in the cafeteria. Hint, hint.”
 
   Ian looked at me and rolled his eyes. I shrugged and said, “I guess it should be safe for her to eat.”
 
   “Don’t dawdle, honey,” said Lana. “I don’t want to get low blood sugar and overeat.”
 
   Ian made grumbling noises and headed out the door.
 
   “I didn’t get anywhere by pretending to go out with Gordon,” I said. “That seems like a dead end. Are you absolutely sure you trust Gordon?”
 
   “I am, I am! The guy who stabbed me was definitely someone else. Gordon’s very tall and muscular. The guy who stabbed me was short and skinny.”
 
   “Hmm. Well, it seems like your relationship with Gordon isn’t the issue.”
 
   There was a knock on the door, and Lana called out, “Come in, Ian. I hope you got the chicken Caesar, not the chicken Waldorf.”
 
   The door opened, and a short, skinny man stepped inside. He was wearing an oversized gray hoodie, a black baseball cap, and large, hipster-style sunglasses. The lower half of his face was covered by a thick beard, and he held two large, scary-looking syringes, one in either hand.
 
   Lana and I stood and backed up towards the wall.
 
   “What’s going on?” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “What’s in those syringes? Who are you?”
 
   “You don’t know who I am,” said the man, his voice low and measured. “But these syringes are full of concentrated poison. No mistakes this time. You’ll both be dead within seconds.”
 
   He took a step towards us, and Lana and I took another step backward.
 
   “You can’t do this,” Lana said. “You’ll get found out.”
 
   The man snorted. “I got in using a backstage pass. They’ll never find me. It’s so easy to run off from those ‘backstage tour’ guides. Thanks for the idea, by the way. Too bad that brat ate one of your muffins yesterday.”
 
   I groaned. I couldn’t believe that I’d be partially responsible for this psycho getting away.
 
   “But you don’t have to kill us,” I said, trying to think fast. “Why don’t you tell us what you want? Lana can help you be famous, or make you very rich.”
 
   “I—I can give you anything,” Lana said. “Don’t hurt us.”
 
   “I don’t want fame or money,” the guy said, taking another step forward. “I just want love. Love makes the world go round.”
 
   Right then, the door burst open, and Simone ran in. The guy in the hoodie turned around, and Simone stopped halfway between the open doorway and the man, her tiny mouth a round ‘o’.
 
   There was the pattering of tiny feet, and then Sam appeared behind her, red-faced. A split second later, Karma appeared, equally red in the face.
 
   “There you are,” Karma said, grabbing Sam’s arm. “Stop running off. Simone, it’s not nice to r—”
 
   And then she caught sight of the man in the hoodie, holding his two syringes.
 
   “Uh,” Karma said, grabbing Simone’s arm with her other hand. “We’ll just go.”
 
   She began to drag the kids away, and the man started to turn back to look at Lana and me. Before I could think things through, I launched myself into the air and onto the man. I pinned him down to the floor, and Lana and I wrestled the syringes out of his hands.
 
   “I didn’t want to hurt the kids,” I said, pinning the man down onto the ground with one knee. Karma had dragged Sam and Simone away, and they were nowhere to be seen. “Their studio tours haven’t gone so well.”
 
   “I’ll have to get them new passes,” Lana said, sounding a lot braver than she had a few moments ago. “Maybe their next visit will be better. Third time’s the charm.”
 
   “D’you have any rope here?” I asked. “We could tie up this guy’s hands while we wait for the cops.”
 
   “I’ve got handcuffs,” Lana said.
 
   I glanced up at her in surprise. “You’ve got cuffs?”
 
   She shrugged modestly. “I like to use them in bed.”
 
   “Too much info!” I said.
 
   “Yeah,” said the guy on the floor. “You’re gross.”
 
   His voice sounded strangely high-pitched, and as I cuffed his wrists together, Lana pulled off his baseball cap and glasses. Under the cap, his hair was bright red.
 
   Lana gasped. “You’re not a man! You’re Pam!”
 
   “Shut up!” said Pam. “I don’t need to deal with your drama anymore.”
 
   “My drama?” Lana said. “You’re the one trying to kill me!”
 
   “Of course I tried to kill you!” Pam said. “Gordon wouldn’t notice me as long as you were around. I needed him to realize he could actually fall in love and settle down. As long as you hung around, with your theories of love not existing, he’d never take anyone seriously.”
 
   “Oh, honey,” Lana said. “Gordon’s never going to settle down anyhow. There are far too many pretty girls around.”
 
   “Yeah, but he dumps them the next day. Except for you and Tiffany here. Tiffany’s the only one he took to dinner, so I figured I should get her, too.”
 
   “You’re nuts,” I said. “Gordon’s a man-child with commitment issues. You don’t need to kill someone to figure that out.”
 
   “Well, I tried to get Lana to just quit the show. But she wouldn’t. So I decided not to do things halfway.”
 
   “Then why’d you try to get Gordon in trouble by wearing a gray hoodie all the time?”
 
   “This is his hoodie,” said Pam, her eyes suddenly misting over with emotion. “I grabbed it from his room, and I wear it whenever I can. It smells like him.”
 
   “What about the card with the muffins?” Lana said. “Folks for sure would’ve thought he’d tried to poison me.”
 
   “Oh, I meant to throw that card away afterward. I knew you’d gotten suspicious and wouldn’t eat the muffins otherwise. I really needed to get you out of the way so I could have Gordon to myself, finally.”
 
   “You’re crazy,” I said. “There’s more to life than some guy.”
 
   Pam laughed. “That’s just what sad single people say.”
 
   Just then, Ian showed up at the door. “I couldn’t find any salad,” he said. “They’re all out.”
 
   “That’s okay,” Lana said. “We might as well have those cupcakes.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Detective Dimitriou showed up while we were munching on our cupcakes, and he ate one before he took our statements and dragged Pam off to the precinct for booking.
 
   “I guess that’s done,” Lana said. “Now Gordon can say that he’s literally a lady killer.”
 
   I laughed. “I don’t think that’s what ‘literally’ really means.”
 
   “How’d Pam attack you in New York?” Ian asked. “I thought she didn’t get hired till the next city.”
 
   “She was just Gordon’s fan at that time,” Lana explained. “She was obsessed with him, following him around. That’s how she found out about the affair. She tried to attack me outside of the studio in New York, and then afterward, she got this job so that she could be closer to Gordon. And to me.”
 
   “At least she’s far away now,” I said.
 
   “And,” said Ian, “We’ve solved another case.”
 
   Lana and I wrapped up the paperwork and she gave us our final paycheck, and then Ian and I headed home.
 
   “Come watch the auditions tonight,” Lana said.
 
   I shook my head. “Can’t do it. I have to get back to my job at the Treasury.”
 
   “And I’ll be home,” Ian said. “I need to watch the latest Avengers movie again.”
 
   My excitement at having found Lana’s stalker didn’t last too long, since I needed to make my way over to the Treasury. I had an early shift, starting in the afternoon, and I took a big box of chocolate cupcakes with me.
 
   The other dealers and I stood around munching them while we waited for the pre-work briefing to start.
 
   Even Brian came and helped himself to a cupcake. “These aren’t bad,” he said. “But they’re too sweet.”
 
   I made a face. “I like them.”
 
   “Well,” he said. “Everyone here’s supposed to be losing weight. Not eating cupcakes.”
 
   “You’re eating one,” I said pointedly.
 
   Brian smirked. “That’s because I don’t need to lose weight. Or wear one of those sexy new uniforms we’re designing.”
 
   Everyone within earshot groaned. So the rumors were true: we’d be getting new, skimpier uniforms. Which would make dealing with drunk players so much more difficult.
 
   I was feeling disappointed with life by the time I got to my assigned blackjack table and clapped my hands out. Working at the Treasury used to be relatively enjoyable; it was one of the better casinos to work at. But with all these changes Brian was introducing, it would soon turn into bimbo-ville. I used to think that my skills as a dealer were valued. Now, it seemed that I was going to be reduced to a woman who needed to diet and wear a sexy uniform at work, if she wanted to stay employable.
 
   I tried to stop myself from about stressing about the future too much, and the hours passed quickly. The night air was chilly when I finally stepped out after my shift, in the wee hours of the morning. There was a sharp breeze that would’ve been pleasant during the day, but right now, it just made me worry I’d catch a cold. I’d changed back into my jeans and a t-shirt, and I crossed my arms across my chest as I hurried back home.
 
   I took the shortcut that ran behind the Cosmo Hotel. It was as dark as ever; it was as if the Powers That Be who ran this city had made a deal to never fix the streetlights on this alleyway.
 
   This was where I’d last seen Stone, right before he’d stepped into his car and driven off. I was thinking about him, wondering if I’d ever see him again, when a figure stepped out of the shadows in front of me.
 
   I froze, and then when I realized what I was seeing, I gasped and took a step back.
 
   “Tiffany,” said Stone. “How was your shift?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   I stammered meaninglessly for a few seconds.
 
   Finally, I managed to say, “Good. It was good.”
 
   We stared at each other in silence. Even though the streetlights weren’t working, I could make out the darkness of Stone’s eyes, shimmering quietly. Stone and I had worked together for what felt like many decades, but in reality, I hadn’t known him for very long. In fact, I realized now that I knew nothing about him at all. I thought back to what Jack had told me about Stone kidnapping two women in Afghanistan, and I just couldn’t reconcile that with the man in front of me.
 
   I wanted to ask Stone about his past, and I wanted to ask him his plans for the future. But more importantly, I wanted to spend some time with him right now, right here in the present, and I didn’t want him to disappear again.
 
   I said, “You’re still in Vegas.”
 
   It was more of a question than a statement. Something that needed a response.
 
   Stone said, “Yes.”
 
   “The men left,” I said falteringly. “They went to Florida.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I turned that over in my mind. Of course Stone knew. “Then why aren’t you—you don’t have to hide from them.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “Nothing’s solved.”
 
   “But nothing’s wrong, is it?”
 
   “I don’t know. Things are wrong. I don’t know how badly.”
 
   “But—if something’s wrong, I can help you. You know I will.”
 
   In the darkness, I felt Stone’s body relax. He rarely smiles, but I could sense a warmth emanating from him. Something that resembled faith.
 
   “I trust you,” Stone said. “And I know you can get things done. You’re one of about three people I can turn to.”
 
   “Then turn to me. If anything’s wrong, I can help you fix it.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “No. I don’t want you getting into trouble.”
 
   “But you’re here.”
 
   “I’m only here because—I wanted to say, don’t keep going to the thirty-sixth floor.”
 
   I frowned. “So you saw me. Through the cameras.”
 
   “Yes. And I had to delete that. I can’t keep looking out for you and deleting that every time.”
 
   “Oh.” I understood. “But—how else can I get in touch with you?”
 
   “You don’t need to get in touch with me.”
 
   Silence throbbed loudly. He was right.
 
   I said, “What if I’m in trouble?”
 
   I could sense Stone smiling in the darkness. “You’re very good at getting out of trouble by yourself.”
 
   “But what if—I miss you, Stone. You don’t have to disappear like this. Don’t leave Vegas.”
 
   “This is for you.”
 
   He handed me something smooth and cold, and I looked down at my hand. A cell phone.
 
   “Emergencies only,” he said. “Goes to my voice mail. Keep it hidden.”
 
   “So you’ll stay in Vegas?”
 
   “I’ll stay nearby. In case you ever need me.”
 
   I tried to think of what else to say. I wanted to ask him about Afghanistan, about the CIA. But instead, I said, “The CIA guys were really stupid.”
 
   “I know,” said Stone. “It just goes to show.”
 
   “Show what?”
 
   Stone shook his head. “I didn’t come to chat. I came to tell you to take care of yourself. Don’t do anything stupid. Stay out of trouble.”
 
   He leaned forward and gave me a quick peck on the cheek, his lips brushing gently against my skin.
 
   “Goodbye, Tiffany.”
 
   He walked over to a car parked on the other side of the street, and once again, he drove off.
 
   But this time, I didn’t worry. I looked down at the cell phone Stone had given me and put it carefully into my bag.
 
   I knew that Stone would be around, and I knew that when the time came, I could help him out of whatever trouble he was in.
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