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   ***
 
   Deadly Disco in Las Vegas (A Tiffany Black Mystery)
 
   ***
 
   When cupcake-loving croupier Tiffany Black and her friend Ian are asked to investigate a businessman’s “accidental” death, they quickly find themselves embroiled in Vegas’s night life.
 
   After Tiffany and Ian stumble onto what could be a cover-up, they must hurry to find the real killer before it’s too late.
 
   Deadly Disco in Las Vegas is a stand-alone story that will keep you on the edge of your seat.
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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Ian and I stared at the bowl in dismay.
 
   “These eggs have gone bad,” Ian said. “I knew I shouldn’t have kept them on top of the microwave.”
 
   We were standing in the kitchenette of my tiny one-bedroom apartment, and the bowl in Ian’s hands held the smelly contents of some very suspicious eggs.
 
   Ian lives down the hall; I first met him when I was fleeing from a bearded psychopath, and over time, the two of us have become friends of sorts. Mostly, Ian invites me over to watch Star Trek reruns, and I try to suggest a nice modern sitcom instead.
 
   Ian is the opposite of me. While I have to work as a dealer at the Treasury Casino to make ends meet, Ian is a trust fund kid, albeit one who earned his own fund, and whose trust fund purse strings are controlled super-tightly by his parents and legal advisor.
 
   I have unruly brown hair that I tend to pull back in a ponytail, and Ian has crazy red curls that bounce around his head whenever he’s excited. Which is quite often: while I try to be logical and level-headed, Ian is enthusiastic and overly optimistic. He’s always running into a string of bad luck with the gold-digging women he’s attracted to, which is one of the reasons his parents control his trust fund so tightly.
 
   Ian also has high hopes of becoming a partner in my private investigations business, a role I adopted in an attempt to leave the life of a casino dealer. So far, my PI business has had some success, and Ian’s been a nice person to have around. There’s not much of a filter between Ian’s mouth and the world, which means that he often provokes suspects into revealing more than they should.
 
   Ian’s kitten, Snowflake, was hanging around the kitchenette, watching us. She was a tiny ball of fur when Ian rescued her; she’s still a ball of fur, but a little bit bigger now. Ian spoils her by letting her eat whatever she wants, and she rewards him by deigning to be tickled between the ears every now and then.
 
   “Look, Snowie,” said Ian, lifting the bowl and holding it under Snowflake’s nose. “Eggs. Yum yum.”
 
   Snowflake stared at the eggs, wrinkled her nose, and walked off, her tail high in the air.
 
   I laughed. Snowflake usually loves eating raw eggs, but she has the sense not to go for any food that’s gone bad. Ian was stuck buying her expensive gourmet cat food, and every now and then he’d buy her fish heads that stunk up his whole apartment.
 
   “Try the milk,” Ian said. “It’s only been outside for a few days.”
 
   I gave him a skeptical look. Ian and I are new to this baking thing. We’ve recently decided to create our own cupcakes, since I’m a little bit addicted to them (they make me think better, and I refuse to believe otherwise), and it’s hard depending on other people to supply me with enough. My friend Glenn lives downstairs and is a retired baker, but I feel bad mooching off him.
 
   “The milk’s gone bad, too,” I announced, looking at the curdled mess of white stuff. “Why don’t you keep your things in the fridge, like normal people?”
 
   “I watched a show about how the fridge has bad electrons in it.”
 
   I shook my head. “That must’ve been a parody. You need to store things properly, if we’re going to make our own cupcakes.”
 
   Ian sighed. We normally did our baking in his kitchen, but his oven had recently gone on the fritz. He said, “Don’t you have any other milk or eggs?”
 
   I was about to reply, when there was a knock on the door.
 
   “Are you expecting anyone?” Ian asked.
 
   I shook my head and went to see who it was.
 
   “Karma!” I smiled when I saw the visitor and leaned over to give her a hug and a peck on the cheek. “And Sam and Simone! How lovely to see you, too. Come in, come in.”
 
   Karma was Glenn’s aging hippie girlfriend, and also a resident of our building. Her undyed gray hair fell to mid-back, and she was dressed, as usual, in a long flowing skirt and white t-shirt. Sam was her three-year-old grandson, and Simone was her six-year-old granddaughter. The kids peered up at me shyly as they went to sit on the couch with their grandmother, who was saying hello to Ian.
 
   There was another visitor with them—a short, slender woman with blond hair which had been cropped into a stylish reverse bob. The woman wore a sharp pant suit and tiny diamond studs in her ears. I’d never seen her before, and I looked at Karma questioningly.
 
   “Tiffany,” said Karma, peering up at me from the couch, “this is my friend Mary.”
 
   We all exchanged greetings, and Mary took a seat on one of the chairs next to the couch. I hardly ever had people over to my tiny apartment other than Ian, Glenn or Karma, and the place was starting to feel crowded.
 
   “I hope I’m not interrupting,” said Mary, looking at Ian and me. Snowflake went over to rub against her leg, and she stroked the kitten gently.
 
   “Not at all,” I said. “Ian and I wanted to bake some vanilla and blueberry cupcakes, but all our milk and eggs have gone bad.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Ian. “And I just realized that the stand mixer’s stopped working, too.”
 
   Ian and I looked at each other glumly. We’d borrowed the stand mixer from Glenn, who’d told us it was an extra one that he didn’t need. Although Ian and I had only started baking a few days ago, we’d come to see the stand mixer as a necessity.
 
   “Oh, well,” I said, trying to sound cheerful. “At least we weren’t in the middle of making something. What’re you guys up to, Karma?”
 
   “Hanging out with these lovelies,” said Karma, looking at Sam and Simone.
 
   Simone looked up at Ian and said, “You’re a funny face. Why are you friends with Tiffany? She’s so pretty.”
 
   Ian looked at me helplessly. I liked Simone’s flattery, and for a six-year-old she seemed pretty perceptive. However, she wouldn’t stop calling Ian a “funny face.”
 
   “Ian’s a good friend,” I told Simone. “And he helps me make cupcakes.”
 
   “That’s nice,” Simone said. “But he’s still a funny face.”
 
   I looked at Ian and shrugged. I’d tried.
 
   “Actually,” said Karma, “we came over because I thought you might be able to help Mary out with something.”
 
   “Oh?” I looked at Mary curiously. “Is this something we can discuss in front of the kids?”
 
   “Not really,” she said slowly. “It’s about my husband.” She smiled brightly at Sam and Simone. “You two would be bored, listening to us.”
 
   “I’ll take them back to my apartment,” said Karma. “I just came over to introduce you two. C’mon, Sam, Simone. We’ve got some Lego houses to build.”
 
   The trio left, and then Ian and I settled down on the couch opposite Mary. “What’s going on?” I asked. “What’s all this about your husband?”
 
   I assumed it was a domestic dispute case. Maybe Mary suspected her husband of cheating on her. I get a fair number of surveillance requests from jealous spouses, and I supposed she might have a similar problem.
 
   “He’s actually my ex-husband,” Mary said. “And he died five days ago.”
 
   I frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   “Yes, well. The police say it was an accident. But I’m sure that it’s not. I’m sure he was murdered.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   I looked at Ian and frowned. Often, grief makes people believe things that aren’t true. Sometimes, people seek complicated explanations where a simple one would suffice.
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said. “But if the police think it’s an accident, why would they be wrong?”
 
   “Of course, cops are wrong all the time,” Ian interjected. “Sometimes they arrest the wrong person, like Tiffany’s first client, Sophia.”
 
   “Yes, I heard about that,” said Mary. “And the time they thought the starlet had been killed during a mugging, and you found out the truth.”
 
   She looked at me hopefully, and I made an effort not to make a face. Truth is, I don’t like working murder cases. Most of the time, there’s not much to find out. It’s hard for people to get closure when there’s been a death, and clients, understandably, don’t like to pay for a lack of results. I explained to Mary that there was a very high chance that I’d tell her exactly what the cops had already said.
 
   “It’s nice of you to warn me,” she said, giving me a small, patient smile. “But I’m sure this wasn’t an accident.”
 
   “Let’s hear her out,” Ian said. “You’re always grumpy these days because of the ruckus at the Treasury Casino.”
 
   “They’re introducing weight controls for the dealers,” I reminded Ian. “I can’t eat all the cupcakes I want and become an anorexic waif at the same time.”
 
   “You’re making my point for me,” Ian said, and then he turned to Mary. “Why do you think it wasn’t an accident?”
 
   Mary took a deep breath, readying herself to tell us her story. “Josh,” she started, “my ex-husband, was found lying in the floor of his office. He owns a nightclub, and they got a call from his assistant just after midday. She’d found him lying on the floor, and he’d hit his head on the corner of a mirrored hall table that he had in there.”
 
   “Wow,” said Ian. “Mirrored hall tables are expensive.”
 
   Mary shrugged. “I guess. Someone probably bought it for him. Anyway—so, that’s what happened.”
 
   I looked at her sympathetically. “I’m sorry, but it does sound like an accident to me.”
 
   Mary shook her head. “No, the thing is, they found his phone afterwards, and there were absolutely no fingerprints on it. Isn’t that strange? Like someone had wiped it clean of prints.”
 
   “Maybe he had OCD,” Ian suggested. “Or maybe he was a clean freak who went around wiping things clean all the time.”
 
   Mary laughed shortly. “No, he was a slob. I might’ve still been married to him if he’d been a clean freak!”
 
   “Why did you get divorced?” I asked, curious. “It’s rare to see a couple who stays close after divorce, and you obviously care for him. Which is a great thing,” I added. I meant it—working as a PI, I’d seen my share of unhappy marriages and acrimonious divorces.
 
   “He was a cheating bastard,” said Mary flatly. “He slept with anything that walked, pretty much.”
 
   “Wow,” said Ian. “He sounds like a terrible husband.”
 
   “He was,” Mary agreed. “But we’ve all got our weaknesses.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow. “You sound pretty forgiving of it.”
 
   Mary shrugged. “It wasn’t fun when we were married. But he was a good father to my son—Taylor. Taylor was five when I married Josh, and we divorced when Taylor was ten. Josh continued to be his dad. I’ll always be grateful to him for that.”
 
   I nodded. “Did you remarry?”
 
   Mary shook her head. “No, I’ve had enough of men. Taylor’s dad was never really in my life, and when my marriage to Josh went bust, I decided I’d be happy to stay single forever.”
 
   “Back to Josh’s death,” Ian said. “Didn’t the cops say anything about the fingerprintless phone?”
 
   “They admitted it was suspicious,” Mary said. “But they said that maybe his assistant rubbed against it by mistake, or that he’d been cleaning it just before he died.”
 
   “Those are plausible explanations,” I suggested, trying to sound gentle. “Is there any other reason you think Josh’s death was anything other than accidental?”
 
   Mary steepled her fingertips under her chin. “It’s the whole thing,” she said slowly. “The whole thing just feels so off. First of all, the cops didn’t find any prints on the door to his office either, other than his assistant’s. Plus, the mirrored hall table is against one wall of his office, near the door to the office. I don’t see how he could just fall against it. I mean, sure, he could trip. But then there’s that thing about the text message.”
 
   “What text message?” Ian said.
 
   “The coroner said Josh died between twelve and one o’clock in the afternoon,” Mary said. “They were able to pinpoint time of death quite closely, because of the text. His assistant, Amelia, got a text at exactly twelve thirty-five, saying that it was an emergency and she should get to the office. Usually the office opens at five in the afternoon.”
 
   “That is odd,” I admitted. “Perhaps he sent the text, wiped the phone, and then tripped and hit the table afterwards.”
 
   Mary looked at me seriously. “Don’t you think that’s far too many coincidences? I’ve never been a believer in coincidences.”
 
   I had to admit, the whole thing did sound fishy. I said, “Tell me more about your relationship with your ex-husband. It’s rare for someone to care enough about their ex to want to hire a private investigator.”
 
   “Well, it’s not all altruistic,” Mary said. “I just can’t believe the cops are so incompetent as to overlook all these glaring facts.”
 
   “They might not be glaring facts,” Ian said. “They’re coincidences, and coincidences do happen.”
 
   Mary shook her head. “Not so many. But if the police do reopen the case, the first person they’ll suspect is his ex-wife. I met him for breakfast that morning, so technically”—she looked from Ian to me uncertainly—“I might’ve been the last person to see him alive.”
 
   “That’s pretty serious,” Ian said. “You’re lucky they’re not treating this like a homicide.”
 
   “And I do care for Josh,” Mary said. “He wasn’t a bad guy.”
 
   “Right.” I nodded and found a notepad and a pen to take notes with. “Tell me more about him. So you two were friends?”
 
   “I’m not sure ‘friends’ is the right word,” Mary said. “He’s a good dad to my son, Taylor. And he’s a good businessman. He was my mentor when I started my dog-grooming business, and he helped out with advice even after we split. We’d meet for breakfast every now and then to catch up.”
 
   “What exactly does Josh do?” Ian asked. “Other than owning this nightclub?”
 
   Mary sighed. “Cadogan Holdings, that’s his company. They own restaurants, nightclubs, all kinds of investments. He even gave me seed money to start my dog-grooming business. He gets a percentage of my profits. And I inherited some of his estate.”
 
   I was starting to see why Mary cared so much about investigating Josh’s death. “But what if we find nothing?” I said. “Ian and I will still need to get paid.”
 
   Ian looked at me and beamed, because I’d finally mentioned the two of us as a team. He’s always wanted to be a partner in my PI business, and I’ve never said yes to that. I wasn’t sure that I needed him tagging along. But he’s helped me on enough cases that I thought he might be useful on this one. If nothing else, he could help me stay positive with his unique brand of enthusiasm.
 
   “That’s right,” Ian said to Mary, “Tiffany and I will be doing all this work.”
 
   “It’s not a problem,” Mary said. “Josh was quite wealthy, and he left me quite a lot. I can afford the fees.”
 
   I looked at Ian again. “Are you sure you want to help me on this case?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes. And you need some PI work to keep yourself busy and stop thinking about Stone.”
 
   I felt a pang of nostalgia and thought back to my friend Jonathon Stone, or Stone as he preferred to be called. A few weeks ago, some men had come looking for him, claiming to be from the CIA. Stone had disappeared, but in between his disappearances, I’d managed to get in touch with him briefly. He’d given me a burner cell phone that he’d said was to be used only for emergencies, and I’d stashed the phone away carefully.
 
   I knew that Stone was somewhere in Vegas, but I didn’t want to get him in trouble by contacting him unnecessarily and blowing his cover. I missed him, but I knew it was important to wait for the right time before helping him clear his name.
 
   I found a copy of my PI contract that I always have handy, and discussed terms and rates with Mary, trying to ignore the funny sensation in my stomach. Josh had left a lot of his estate to his ex-wife? No wonder Mary was worried that any investigator would consider her to be a suspect.
 
   Once we’d signed the papers, I asked Mary casually, “Why’d he leave so much of his estate to you?”
 
   Mary shrugged. “Beats me. I got one-third, my son Taylor gets a trust that he can access when he’s thirty-two, and Josh’s business partner David got the rest. There are odds and ends that go to charities, a small gift to his assistant Amelia, and a couple of thousand cash to his nieces and nephews.”
 
   Ian said, “Maybe Josh never updated his will since your divorce.”
 
   Mary shook her head. “No, it was updated a year ago.”
 
   “Well,” I said, leaning back and getting ready to take notes, “tell me more about Josh. Any friends, any enemies, competitors, that kind of thing.”
 
   Mary fiddled with her short hair as she spoke. “Josh was a good guy, but he liked the ladies too much. That’s why our marriage fell apart. He was always with some woman or another. Josh would’ve been fifty-three later this year, but the girls he was with were always in their twenties.”
 
   “Any girl in particular?” I asked.
 
   “He was seeing a stripper for the last year or so. Chloe Dechapelle. Other than that, I think he was hooking up with random girls every now and then. It wasn’t hard for him to meet these girls, you know. He was rich, he was charming, and he offered them a good time.”
 
   “But Chloe still dated him?”
 
   “Maybe she didn’t know about his philandering. I met her once, and she was very pretty, but not necessarily too smart.”
 
   “Right. And what about his family? Did he have anyone out here in Vegas?”
 
   Mary shook her head. “His parents passed away a while back, and he’s got a brother and sister, and nieces and nephews, living out on the East Coast. I think he flew out to see them every couple of years, but they weren’t particularly close. If anything, I think Taylor and I were Josh’s real family. He cared about us, even though we’d split. We spent Christmases and holidays together.”
 
   “And his new girlfriends didn’t care about this?”
 
   “Sometimes his latest girlfriend would be there. But Taylor was his son; Josh wanted to spend time with him.”
 
   “How old is Taylor?”
 
   “He turned nineteen a few months ago.”
 
   “And how does he feel about all this?”
 
   “Well, he’s sad, of course. A bit shocked about the trust fund. I don’t think either of us expected that. If anything, the trust fund makes Taylor sadder, because it shows how much Josh cared about him.”
 
   “But he can’t access it,” Ian said. “I’ve got a trust fund, and I can get to it, but my parents and legal advisor control it and they never really give me much cash. That’s no fun.”
 
   “I don’t think Taylor needs a trust fund.” There was an element of steel in Mary’s voice, and I imagined she’d had to be a tough mom when her son was growing up. “He ought to work hard and make something of himself.”
 
   “That’s an admirable sentiment,” I said. “And what about Josh’s business partner, David?”
 
   “David’s an old friend of Josh’s. They went to college together in the East, and then they both worked together in a New York investment bank for a while. Josh came out here to invest in the entertainment business, and David started his investment firm. A few years back, David moved here for the tax breaks, and the two decided to buy some commercial real estate together. They’re great friends—golf together, gym together.”
 
   “And Josh’s assistant? The one who got the text?”
 
   “Amelia. She’s been his assistant for about four years now. Josh has a rule of never mixing work and pleasure, and he means it. I’ve seen Amelia—she’s very pretty, but I’m sure Josh never slept with her.”
 
   “And did she like working for him? What about any boyfriends?”
 
   “I don’t know if she’s got any boyfriends. I never heard about any. The last we chatted, Amelia told me she was done with men, just like me.”
 
   Ian said, “If she’s so pretty, why would she be single?”
 
   “Maybe she’s sick of men?” suggested Mary.
 
   Ian shrugged. “Maybe she’s got a bad personality, and nobody likes to be around her.”
 
   Mary laughed shortly. “Well. She’s certainly very efficient. Josh always said she was good at her job.”
 
   Mary gave me the contact details for David, Chloe and Amelia and said she’d let them know I’d be in touch.
 
   “Is there anyone else I should talk to?” I asked.
 
   “I can’t think of anyone.” Mary scrolled through the contacts list on her smartphone and shook her head. “Nope, that’s it, but maybe those guys will know something.”
 
   Ian and I thanked her and watched her leave.
 
   “It’s funny to have an ex-wife hire us,” Ian said once she was gone. “Do you think she’s just thinking defensively, or that she actually cared about him?”
 
   “You don’t think she really had anything to do with Josh’s death, do you?”
 
   Ian shook his head. “No, she’d be silly to hire us if she really did have anything to do with it.”
 
   “Maybe it was an accident.”
 
   “Do you actually believe that?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, my gut says that someone attacked Josh and tried to wipe the slate clean.”
 
   “In that case, they won’t like us poking our noses around.”
 
   I looked at Ian thoughtfully. He was right—murderers are never the friendliest people, especially once they find out I’m on their trail. The only thing to do was to expose their deceit, before they could stop me from investigating forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   I stopped by Glenn’s on the way out. He’d let me borrow some icing tubes, and I needed to give them back.
 
   Glenn lives downstairs, and I met him while fleeing from a psychopath with a knife. He’s more than eighty years old, but he’s handsome and kind, with twinkling blue eyes and thinning gray hair. He’s also a retired baker who makes the most delicious cupcakes ever. I’d once hoped to set him up with my Nanna, but due in part to my nonexistent matchmaking skills, Nanna wound up marrying Glenn’s brother Wes.
 
   “How’s the baking going?” Glenn asked enthusiastically, after welcoming me into his apartment. Although we lived in the same building, Glenn’s apartment had an extra bedroom, and a large kitchen area that was well-suited to baking.
 
   “Not that great,” I admitted honestly. “Ian didn’t store the ingredients properly, and the milk and eggs went bad.”
 
   Glenn made clucking, mildly disapproving noises as he shook his head. “That’s okay, though. This is the first time you’re trying to bake. What’s important is that you don’t give up.”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   “And to keep you going, here’s a box of my latest batch!”
 
   I gasped with delight and grabbed the big Tupperware container. Inside, there were at least a dozen delicious, moist-looking cupcakes with chocolate frosting. “Thank you so much! These look amazing!”
 
   Just then, there was a knock on the door, and Karma walked in, followed by Sam and Simone.
 
   We caught up quickly, as Karma told us that Sam and Simone had just built the most amazing Lego rocket, and I told Karma that Ian and I had decided to investigate Josh’s death.
 
   “That’s great,” Karma told me. “I feel so bad for Mary. I met her during a community yoga class, and she’s really a very kind soul.”
 
   “So you don’t think she’d hurt Josh herself?”
 
   “Oh, of course not! They’ve always had a good relationship. Besides, why would she want to hire you if she actually had anything to do with it?”
 
   “I’m sure you’re right,” I admitted. “But I just wanted to check with you, in case you had any opinions on her.”
 
   “She’s a dear,” Karma assured me.
 
   Simone looked at me and said, “Why are you wearing that outfit?”
 
   I was dressed in my red-and-black dealer’s uniform, and her question reminded me that I needed to get into work soon. I sighed and said, “It’s for my job.”
 
   “Don’t you like your job?” asked Simone.
 
   “I do,” I said slowly. At least, I used to. Until this new manager, Brian Wesley, started to introduce things like weight controls for the dealers. All the dealers would need to be under a certain body mass index or weight by the end of next month. It was really a ridiculous figure, one that meant all dealers would need to look like skinny supermodels, and there was no way I would meet the weight limit if I continued with my daily diet of cupcakes, cupcakes, pasta and then some more cupcakes.
 
   And then, there was the matter of my moonlighting as a private investigator.
 
   I’d started my PI gig in an attempt to leave the casino job and work for myself, as my own boss. But I hadn’t mustered the nerve to quit the casino just yet; I wanted to save a bit of money before I quit. In the meantime, word about my PI gigs had spread, and the casino pit bosses gave me the stink eye each time I called in sick. To be fair, they were right about their suspicions. I never got paid when I called in sick, but it didn’t look good on the rosters.
 
   I wasn’t sure how to explain all that to a six-year-old, so I said, “People are sometimes grumpy at the casino.”
 
   Glenn said, “Actually, that gives me an idea. Why don’t you take this box to share at work?”
 
   I looked at him doubtfully. The words ‘sharing’ and ‘cupcakes’ don’t usually go together in my vocabulary. But the last time I’d taken some treats into work, everyone had been thrilled.
 
   And maybe, if I could get everyone else addicted to cupcakes, people would see how ridiculous weight controls were.
 
   “You’ve got the right idea,” I admitted to Glenn. “Besides, I’m supposed to be losing weight.”
 
   Karma said, “Those weight controls you were telling us about?” I nodded and she went on, “Maybe you should try savory muffins? Or sugar-free healthy cakes?”
 
   I made a face just thinking about them.
 
   Simone noticed the face I’d made and copied me. She said, “Yuck! What’s savory muffins? They sound yucky!”
 
   “Yucky!” repeated Sam, looking up at his big sister adoringly.
 
   “They really taste quite good,” said Karma.
 
   “I’ll think about it,” I said to Karma, not meaning it at all. I did appreciate that she was trying to help me lose weight, but I just couldn’t bear the thought of not eating delicious, sugary cupcakes.
 
   I grabbed the box of precious cupcakes, said goodbye to everyone, and headed out.
 
   Driving down the Strip was impossible after four in the afternoon, so I speed-walked the couple of blocks until I stepped into the Treasury Casino. A blast of cool air greeted me as I stepped through security and into the staff area, heading straight for the break room, where the pre-shift meeting was supposed to be held.
 
   Brian Wesley had introduced a new system of staff meetings before our shifts. I hated the man: he’d been brought in from a casino across the street and had all kinds of new ideas that pleased management. I viewed him as a ridiculous, impractical corporate type who wanted the casino pit staff to adhere to crazy, unworkable goals and KPIs. He’d introduced this idea that dealers would need to stay below a certain weight, and I hated him for it.
 
   I was a few minutes early, as were a couple of my coworkers, so I opened the cupcake box and invited everyone to share.
 
   I dug into my chocolate cupcake: as I’d predicted, it was moist, delicious, and just sweet enough. Everyone around me was making “nom nom” noises as we gobbled down our cupcakes until they were gone.
 
   “This can’t be good for my diet,” said Lisa, a slightly chubby Asian dealer who tended to always work on the same shifts as me.
 
   “Yeah,” groaned another girl. “I’m going to have to go running for three hours to burn this off.”
 
   We grumbled about weight controls and how impractical and unfair they were. I’d done some investigative work for a reality show judge a few weeks ago, and the stars of the show had told me that weight controls were common in Hollywood. But I didn’t think we were getting paid enough as dealers to have to sacrifice cupcakes from our diets, and everyone around me agreed.
 
   We fell silent as the room filled up, and then Brian began yammering on about how we were supposed to provide great customer service and be fair and honest, yada yada—all things we already knew. The meeting was just a waste of time, and I was happy to be done with it and head back into the casino pit.
 
   In some ways, I love being a dealer. The cool, brightly lit environment of the casino pit is one I’m familiar with, and I’ve worked as a dealer long enough that the casino environment envelops me like a warm, fuzzy blanket. I clapped my hands out behind the blackjack table to which I’d been assigned and began dealing cards.
 
   The jingle of a slot machine rang out, and I chatted happily with the four men who were at the blackjack table. I was so familiar with this job that I could probably do it in my sleep, and as I handed out the cards and accepted tips graciously, I thought back to Mary and her ex-husband.
 
   Was she right that there was no way Josh’s death could be an accident? The string of coincidences did seem suspicious, but who would hate him enough to kill him?
 
   I knew what I’d have to do, and on my first break, I texted Ian.
 
   We needed to get to work, before the killer had time to cover his tracks.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   I met Ian at Jerry’s Diner for a quick breakfast before we headed out again. Jerry’s is an institution among the Vegas locals, and not particularly popular with tourists. It’s just slightly off-Strip, and it has sparkling white floors, retro red booths and tables, and an incredible array of breakfast foods and desserts. The place was especially popular with the Strip workers, and because most shifts weren’t over yet, the place wasn’t completely packed. Ian and I managed to get a booth by the window and settled in for some sustenance.
 
   I was tempted to dine on a slice of cake and call it breakfast, but I knew I needed my wits about me before we went to chat with David, Josh’s business partner. Today would be a busy day for me: I’d manage a quick nap after our chat with David, and then I’d have to head back to the casino for an early shift.
 
   Ian dug into the scrambled eggs he’d ordered, and I devoured my whipped-cream-topped waffles. I’d ordered them with a berry compote, and I told myself that it counted as a serving of fruit.
 
   “I Googled this guy,” Ian said, his mouth half-full of eggs. “David seems clean as a whistle.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Did you find anything about his businesses?” I asked Ian.
 
   “He was profiled in the Vegas Times a year ago. He does mostly shares and options trading, but he’s also got commercial property, and along with Josh, he’s co-owner of two Vegas nightclubs. Salsa Sensation, and Deadly Disco. Deadly Disco is an old-school R&B nightclub, and that’s where their offices are.”
 
   “So it’s also where Josh was found?”
 
   Ian nodded. “I called David to let him know we were coming. He said to go around to the back, and that he’d let us in.”
 
   ***
 
   It was almost four in the morning, and the streets of Vegas were empty. Ian and I speed-walked over to Deadly Disco, which was housed in a building just west of the Strip. The night air was chilly, but I knew the temperatures would heat up soon.
 
   Deadly Disco was housed in a corner building and looked like a block of granite from the outside. No windows, no features of any kind—just a door, and a small neon sign boasting the name of the establishment. The entrance was from the main street, and before walking in, I glanced down the side street and made out a nondescript door that looked like a staff entrance. There was a bouncer manning the side entrance, but he looked bored and was reading something on his iPhone, not paying much attention to his surroundings.
 
   The main door was much wider, and there was a velvet rope barring entrance. There was also another rope running parallel to the building, all the better to control long lines, but this one was rather optimistic, since there was not a soul in line. Perhaps it got busier earlier in the night, when the party was just getting started.
 
   Two big, barrel-chested bouncers wearing Robocop-style sunglasses were manning the entrance. They were busy chatting with each other, something about the share market, and when Ian and I approached, they lifted the velvet entrance rope automatically. I’d been prepared to tell them we were meeting with David Wesloff, but clearly they didn’t care.
 
   Ian and I stepped in through a dark entryway, past an underutilized coat check, and onto the dance floor. Our eyes had adjusted to the darkness inside by now, and the bright multicolored disco ball cast quick shimmers of light on the nearly empty dance floor. The place smelled of secondhand cigarette smoke, spilled drinks, sweat, and too much perfume.
 
   R&B hits pumped out through the air, and I could make out a DJ sitting in one corner, mixing the tunes. There were only four, maybe five couples on the dance floor, standing close to each other and dancing happily, blissfully ignorant that it was almost closing time. There was also a group of four men on the dance floor, who seemed to be in their early to late thirties, holding drinks in their hands and making fools of themselves. A long, low bench ran along one wall, and a few couples sat there, chatting and finishing their drinks, getting ready to leave. There were two VIP booths off to one side, but they were both empty.
 
   “This looks like a fun place,” said Ian. “But not as popular as the new trance places.”
 
   I looked at him, surprised. “You go out clubbing? I thought you spent all your nights watching Star Trek reruns.”
 
   Ian shrugged. “It’s Vegas. I go out sometimes. Don’t you?”
 
   I looked at him and shook my head. “No. I work nights.”
 
   And then I tried to think back to the last time I’d gone out for fun. Working in Vegas meant that I was part of the “nightlife,” and part of the entertainment. On my days off, I slept, or once in a while I read a book or visited one of the small Vegas art galleries. I hadn’t felt a desire to go out clubbing, or do any of the typical Vegas activities, in a long, long time. Perhaps I was just getting old.
 
   On the far end of the dance floor was the bar. A mirror ran along the wall behind the bar, reflecting the dance floor and its lights, and a group of three couples chatted with the bartender as they settled their tabs. There was a passageway on the right that veered off to one side, clearly leading to the restrooms, but Ian and I headed over to a small door marked “Staff Only.” Before anyone could stop us, we’d slipped through to the other side, into a narrow, brightly lit passageway.
 
   We blinked a few times to get used to the bright fluorescent light in the passageway, and I was vaguely aware that we could no longer smell the cloying nightclub scents. The dance area must’ve been well soundproofed, because other than some low thumping, we could barely hear much of the music. To our left, there was a door marked “staff restrooms.” Next, there was a small kitchenette and break room, and then there were another three doors. At the end of the passageway was another, slightly wider door, which we guessed led to the alleyway outside.
 
   Ian knocked on the first unmarked door, and when a voice called out, “Come in,” we opened the door and walked inside.
 
   The room was larger than I’d expected, with no furniture other than a large desk, and three chairs—two on one side for the visitors, and one on the other side, which was occupied by a man looking much older than I’d expected.
 
   “You must be David,” I said, extending my hand and shaking. “I’m Tiffany, this is Ian.”
 
   We exchanged platitudes, and I watched David closely as Ian and I sat down opposite him.
 
   David had a longish face, salt-and-pepper hair, and eyes with dark circles under them. He reminded me of a tired-looking horse, and Ian said, “You look exhausted. Are you sick?”
 
   David smiled wryly and shook his head. “No. It’s just all this work catching up with me. Josh used to do half the work, and now I do his share, which means double the work for lucky me. Plus, I have to arrange all the financials again, now that there’s his estate to deal with.”
 
   “Which you got one-third of,” Ian said.
 
   David looked at Ian steadily. “I’d rather have my friend be alive.”
 
   Ian nodded, and I said, “We’re very sorry for your loss. But you understand we have to ask you a few questions.”
 
   David sighed. “I know, I know. Mary told me. She doesn’t believe it was an accident.”
 
   “And what about you?” said Ian. “What do you believe?”
 
   David shook his head. “I really don’t know what to believe. I don’t like thinking you can just trip over and die one fine day.”
 
   “That is an unpleasant thought,” I agreed. “But who would want to kill Josh? I was under the impression that he was a rather popular man. I mean, even his ex-wife liked him enough to hire a PI.”
 
   David rubbed his brow. “He was good to her, I guess. But nobody’s perfect. Josh had his flaws.”
 
   “Which would be?”
 
   “Well, first,” said David, looking from me to Ian, “he was very popular with the ladies.”
 
   Ian said, “Why was that?”
 
   David shrugged. “He went to the gym, he was rather fit. Reasonably good-looking. And he had enough money to show the ladies a good time. He never had a hard time finding someone new to have a good time with, and he did like having a good time with someone new.”
 
   “What about you?” said Ian. “Do you do well with the ladies?”
 
   David laughed, and his whole face creased up, his grayish-blue eyes twinkling. “I’m gay,” he said. “And my partner and I have been together for twenty-five years now. I’m not interested in new people and good times.”
 
   “So you’re a domestic man who owns a nightclub,” I joked.
 
   “Something like that,” said David. “I work nights, I see the party life. But if I’ve got spare time, I’d rather stay home and relax, you know? Maybe eat a homemade breakfast. At most, we go out for lunch sometimes. How about you? D’you go out and enjoy the Vegas life?”
 
   I shook my head. “I work as a dealer, most nights. This PI gig is new.”
 
   “The life nocturnal,” said David, sympathizing. “These night shifts get really tiring, but what can you do?”
 
   I nodded. “There’s not that many other jobs here in Vegas.”
 
   “What about you?” David looked at Ian. “Do you also work in a casino or something?”
 
   Ian shook his head. “When I was in college, some buddies did a start-up, and I invested a bit. I cashed out when they did an IPO, but my parents put it in a trust fund for me that they and their lawyer control.”
 
   “That must be fun,” said David politely. “Being able to live off a trust fund.”
 
   Ian twisted his lips and made a face. “It was fun at first. But now I want to do something meaningful. Like help people out.”
 
   “I guess that’s why you’re a PI,” said David. “That’s the right job for helping people out. Helping them uncover the truth.”
 
   David looked at me, and I smiled uneasily. The truth is, Ian’s been wanting to be my partner for a long time, but I’m not sure he’s ready. Ian’s naïve and optimistic, and more importantly, I’m just nervous of a future where we work together. I’d always imagined being a solo detective, like one of those lone wolves in a chauvinistic fifties-style private dick kind of way. But this isn’t the fifties, I’m not a jaded chauvinist, and Ian’s rather fun to be around. While I wasn’t ready to commit to a PI partnership, there was no harm in letting Ian hang around for a while.
 
   “Maybe you’d like to see Josh’s office first,” suggested David. “It’s the room next door.”
 
   We trooped over, and David opened the door for us. Inside, the room was the same size as David’s, but looked much smaller thanks to all the things crammed inside. There was the obligatory desk and three chairs; a bookshelf stuffed into a corner displaying a few books and lots of knickknacks; a fake potted rubber plant; lots of framed prints on the walls; and, of course, the mirrored hall table against which Josh had hit his head and met his demise. The hall table was a few paces away from the door, and Ian and I stepped closer and peered at it carefully.
 
   “The cops already did a thorough sweep,” said David. “And I can tell you now, they found absolutely nothing.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” I said. “If someone really did kill Josh, and they bothered to wipe his cell phone and his doorknob clean of prints, they wouldn’t forget about cleaning up elsewhere.”
 
   Ian and I wandered through the room, too nervous to touch anything. Nothing jumped out at us, and I sat down behind Josh’s desk. There was a big computer with a large screen plonked on the middle of the desk. On one corner of the desk, there was a large leather stationery holder, containing various pens, highlighters, pencils, paper clips, and a blank notepad. On the other corner of the desk, there was a desk calendar featuring an abstract photo of industrial-looking steel bars, and a silver photo frame displaying the image of a teenage boy. The boy had blond hair cut sharply in a buzz cut, acne-prone skin that showed up in the photo, and wide-open, laughing blue eyes.
 
   “This must be Taylor,” I said. “Josh’s stepson.”
 
   David nodded. “And apple of his eye.”
 
   “Funny that Josh was such a good dad,” said Ian. “Even though he couldn’t settle down with one woman.”
 
   David shrugged. “People are walking contradictions. Josh wanted to stay young and party with different women, but he also wanted a family, and he loved being a dad. He doted on his son.”
 
   I nodded and leaned back in the chair. Sitting here, I couldn’t sense anything out of the ordinary. I tried to think of how Josh must’ve felt that day—had someone come in here and threatened him? But the room was tidy despite the clutter, and nothing seemed to be out of place. I closed my eyes, trying to pick up on any vibes, anything—but there was nothing. The room seemed normal, and Josh seemed like an ordinary, conflicted man.
 
   “Let’s go back to your office and talk,” I suggested, getting out of the chair. I didn’t like being in the dead man’s office, and I figured that David might be more helpful if he felt like he was on his home turf.
 
   When we were settled back in David’s office, I said, “Tell me about Josh’s girlfriend, Chloe.”
 
   David smiled wryly. “They say to always suspect the spouse, don’t they? Well, I suppose that’s as good a place to start as any.” His eyes drifted off to a point beyond my shoulder, and he was lost in thought for a few seconds. Finally, he said, “This was one of Josh’s longest relationships. Just over a year now.”
 
   Ian said, “How long do his relationships usually last?”
 
   David shrugged. “Anywhere between a week to a year. His longest was obviously his marriage to Mary. He really tried, I think. Perhaps even more so, because of Taylor. But it’s just not in his nature to be monogamous. Some people can’t do it.”
 
   I nodded. “But not you. You’ve been with your partner for twenty-five years.”
 
   David grinned. “I’m lucky. And I guess my partner and I both wanted to settle down and be adults, you know? Keep house, have a family, that kind of thing.”
 
   I nodded, thinking about my parents. They’ve been married for over thirty years now, and I’ve rarely ever seen them fight.
 
   Ian said, “Some people just don’t want to settle down.”
 
   “What about you?” said David.
 
   Ian shrugged. “I’d love to settle down, but I just don’t meet the right women. They take off when they find out I can’t access all the money in my trust fund.”
 
   David gave him a long look, and I tried to smile encouragingly at Ian. “I’m sure you’ll find someone nice soon.”
 
   “Vegas attracts partiers,” said David flatly. “Those kind of women might not suit Ian, but they suited Josh.”
 
   I nodded, focusing on our investigation again. “So, Josh hopped around from one girl to another. Mostly tourists, I guess?”
 
   “A lot of tourists,” said David. “The occasional local.”
 
   “And Chloe was a local?”
 
   David nodded. “She was a stripper over at the Peacock Bar. They actually met at a grocery store, and I think they got along well.”
 
   “Did Chloe know about Josh’s extra affairs?”
 
   “I think so,” said David. “I don’t think she cared too much. She knew what she was getting into.”
 
   Ian said, “And she was a stripper. So technically, Josh was kind of sharing a bit of her.”
 
   David shrugged. “Depends how you look at it. Chloe wasn’t sleeping with her clients.”
 
   “What about the assistant?” I said. “Amelia?”
 
   David sighed. “She worked for both of us, and we had to let her go after David’s death. She found his body, you know. Said she was too spooked to work in here anymore.”
 
   “It must be tough for her,” said Ian. “If I found a dead body in the hallway of my building, I wouldn’t want to live in my apartment anymore.”
 
   I looked at Ian and frowned. I liked living down the hall from Ian and Snowflake, and I hoped he never did find a dead body in the hallway. Note to self: if you ever see a dead body in the hallway, hide it before Ian finds it.
 
   “I understand how Amelia feels,” said David. “But now I have to look for a new assistant, and it’s not easy finding someone good. And so on top of Josh’s work, I need to do her work. It’s not easy.”
 
   “I heard Amelia was a good assistant,” I said.
 
   David nodded. “She’s the best. Really efficient, really hard-working.”
 
   “Where’d she go after she quit?”
 
   David said, “Josh and I own a restaurant off-Strip. The Thai Lantern. It’s Thai fusion food, and the hostess quit a few weeks back. We’d hired a waitress temporarily, but now Amelia’s there. She’s a great hostess and it pays more than her assistant job, so I hope she stays on.”
 
   “How did she get along with Josh?” asked Ian.
 
   “She got along well with everyone here. Very friendly person, very professional. So glad she lives in Vegas.”
 
   “Why does she live in Vegas?” I asked, curious. Nobody ever moved to Vegas for good. There were a handful of locals, and Vegas was like any other small town in America that way—it was a place you left, not a place you moved to.
 
   David said, “She came out to Vegas to vacation with her girlfriends, and she used to be an assistant back East. She’d just broken up with her boyfriend and was looking for a change. We were hiring, she interviewed, and then she stayed on here. I think she’s been working for us three years now.”
 
   I nodded. She was probably just transitioning, the way some people do when they live in Vegas for a few years, get whatever they wanted to do out of their systems, and then move back to a family-friendly suburb and raise their kids and act like an adult.
 
   “Did she like living in Vegas?” I asked. “Was she much of a partier?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” said David. “She worked nights, like the rest of us, but she usually started at six and left at three, before the club closed up. I think she was like me, preferring to stay home on her days off.”
 
   “And what about Josh’s relationship with her?” I said. “Did they ever get together?”
 
   David shook his head. “I don’t think so. Josh used to say, ‘I don’t shit where I eat,’ if you’ll excuse the adolescent expression. He’s never slept with anyone who’s worked for us, as far as I know. Not a waitress, bartender, accountant or assistant.”
 
   “There’s always an exception,” suggested Ian.
 
   “Not with Josh,” said David. “He’s been with too many women to be anything less than jaded. He told me once that he couldn’t have a long-term relationship because at the end of the day, women are psychotic. Clingy, and never leave you alone.” He looked at me apologetically. “Josh’s words, not mine. Anyway, that’s why he wouldn’t risk sleeping with anyone at work. He didn’t want them harassing him all the time, even during his office hours.”
 
   “But he got married once,” said Ian. “What was that about?”
 
   David shrugged. “I guess he fell in love. It happens.”
 
   “And he really thought it would work out?” I said.
 
   “I think he knew at the back of his mind that it wouldn’t. But he also really wanted to have a family. And when they broke up, Josh helped Mary out as much as he could. She was a good woman, too, didn’t want his money. She could’ve fleeced him if she’d wanted.”
 
   I thought back to Mary, talking about how grateful she was that Josh had helped her start her business and had been a good father. “I guess she wanted more than money.”
 
   David nodded, understanding what I meant. “There’s more to life than cash.”
 
   The three of us were reflective for a few moments, and then Ian said, “What about you? How close were you and Josh?”
 
   David crossed two of his fingers together and held them up. “Like this. I guess we made quite a pair in college, but afterwards… anyway, I ran into Josh in Vegas after a few years at my job. It was great to see him, and I’d been looking for an out. Josh and I—we had a good business together. We worked well as a team.” David sighed, his eyes looking more tired than usual. “I’ll miss that guy.”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a glance.
 
   “I hate to ask this,” I said, “but you understand that I have to. Where were you when Josh died?”
 
   David said, “I was home, sleeping in. I got a phone call from Amelia just before one o’clock. She was calling from the hospital. They’d brought Josh in. She’d panicked and cried for a while and then called Mary and me.”
 
   I nodded. He was at home, alone, which meant that if Josh had been murdered, David was a suspect. He had no alibi. And he’d inherited a third of Josh’s estate. While David claimed that Josh had been a good friend of his, murders have been committed for much less money. So I had to keep in mind that David might have played a part in Josh’s death.
 
   “What was Josh doing here at midday, anyway?” said Ian. “Don’t you guys start work later?”
 
   “It varies,” said David. “We’ve got flexible hours. Sometimes, Josh tried to work days. He said that the quiet helped him think, and it was easier to communicate with some of the suppliers who kept business hours.”
 
   “And was Amelia here?”
 
   David shook his head. “The way it played out was this. Josh must’ve come in early to work. At twelve thirty-five, Amelia got a text saying it was an emergency, she needed to come into the office. When she got here, she found Josh lying on the floor. No one else was in here.”
 
   I nodded. “How did Amelia get into the building?”
 
   “We use the staff entrance on the side,” said David. “There’s a keypad on the outside. During the night, it’s unlocked, and we have a bouncer warding off smart alecks. If there’s someone who wants the VIP treatment, we escort them in through the back. Sometimes we do that with large groups, too, to keep them from crowding the main entrance.”
 
   I nodded. “So Amelia must’ve come in through the side entrance.”
 
   David said, “Yeah, it’s easier for us staff to use, and we don’t have to cross the dance floor every time.”
 
   “And she used the keypad.”
 
   “She must’ve.”
 
   “Who else knows the code?”
 
   David said, “Just, me, Josh and Amelia. No one else.”
 
   “So if someone else was here with Josh when he died…”
 
   David said, “They don’t need to have known the keypad code to get in. They might’ve called or texted Josh, asking him to open the door.”
 
   “Then it’d be on his cell phone record,” I said. “I didn’t see any landlines in Josh’s room.”
 
   “We don’t have landline service anymore,” said David. “It’s unnecessary.”
 
   “So the phone records might have a key,” I mused. “We can get them from the cops.”
 
   David nodded. “Exactly. Is there anything else I can help you with?”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a glance. We seemed to have run out of questions. Before we left, I gave David my card and said, “One more thing. Was Josh acting differently in any way before he died?”
 
   David shook his head no. “Not that I can remember.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Ian had wanted to take another stab at baking some cupcakes, but I was exhausted and went straight to bed for a few hours of sleep. All too soon, I was up again, and heading out.
 
   It was early afternoon, and I had a few hours before my shift. I decided to use my time wisely, and found myself at the Las Vegas police station.
 
   From the outside, the LVMPD building is bland and boring. The inside is just as bland. It’s a fifties-style brick monstrosity that must’ve been renovated sometime in the last five years, because these days, the air filtering system is quite good, and you can hardly smell the gun oil and cigarette smoke that lingers on the cops’ clothes.
 
   Once inside, I asked to see Detective Elwood.
 
   “You again,” Elwood growled when he saw me.
 
   Detective Elwood was a short, chubby man with a perpetual scowl on his face. He and I have run into each other quite a bit on various cases, and while we’re not fond of each other, we’ve grown accustomed to each other’s presence.
 
   “It’s good to see you again, too,” I replied to Elwood.
 
   He glanced around me hopefully. “Where are the cupcakes?”
 
   I smiled and shook my head. The last time I’d come to see him, I’d brought over some cupcakes. “None today, I’m afraid.”
 
   He scowled again and let me follow him over to a small conference room. “This just gets better,” he grumbled. “At least last time there was something in it for me.”
 
   “I’ll try to remember next time,” I said. “I had no idea you were so fond of cupcakes.”
 
   “Well, I am now,” he said. “There’s something addictive about them.”
 
   I nodded. Nobody knew that better than me. “And how’s your wife?” I asked.
 
   Elwood’s scowl deepened. “I’m pretty sure she’s cheating on me,” he said. “She gets calls sometimes at night and she goes to the other room to take them.”
 
   “Well, why don’t you ask her?” I said. “Don’t you want to know what’s going on?”
 
   “What’s the point?” grumbled Elwood. “I love her, and I can’t live without her. I’d rather not know if she is having an affair. As long as I don’t know, I don’t have to face it.”
 
   “Don’t you want to know the truth?” I said.
 
   Elwood shook his head. “The truth doesn’t matter as much as being happy. I’d rather not think about the future and just live like this.”
 
   “I can see your point,” I said slowly. “The future is uncertain. Why deal with it now?”
 
   Elwood nodded. “Exactly. Now, what can I help you with?”
 
   I told him about Josh Cadogan’s death. “His ex-wife hired me to look into it.”
 
   Just then, a familiar face walked past the conference room, did a double take and walked inside.
 
   “Hello, Tiffany,” said Detective Ryan Dimitriou. His grayish eyes glittered softly, and the light bounced off his dark, wavy hair. He was wearing a light-colored shirt that set off his tan skin and broad shoulders. “Fancy seeing you here.”
 
   I smiled and tried to ignore the butterflies that were suddenly fluttering around in my stomach, threatening to leave me in a lump of nerves. “Hi,” I said shyly.
 
   “Is this another case?” asked Detective Dimitriou.
 
   I nodded. “Josh Cadogan.”
 
   “It was my case,” said Elwood, from across the table. “I’ll get you the files.”
 
   When Elwood left, Detective Dimitriou sat down opposite me and said, “So, how’ve you been?”
 
   His gray eyes smiled at me, and I said, “Not too bad, Detective.”
 
   “Call me Ryan.”
 
   “Ryan.” I said the word slowly, getting used to it. “How are you?”
 
   “Not bad. You know, I haven’t seen you since that incident with Lana Fierst, where you caught that stalker.”
 
   “I know,” I said, thinking back to the reality TV star and her stalker. “I’m glad it ended well.”
 
   “Me too,” said Ryan as Detective Elwood came back. “I guess you need to get to work.”
 
   “Here are the files,” said Elwood, handing them over to me. He glanced over at Ryan. “You coming?”
 
   Ryan got up and said, “Yeah.” He looked down at me and said, “I’ll see you around. Maybe we’ll even get to chase the same psychopaths sometime.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said, smiling as he left. I wondered if we would be working on the same case again, anytime in the future. That might be nice.
 
   But then, I pushed the thought from my mind and focused on the files in front of me. These papers contained information about Josh’s death, and if his death really had been due to foul play, the clues would be in this file.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The police report, as I’d expected, was boring but informative. There were photos of Josh’s office, with and without him lying on the floor. I tried not to look too closely at the photos of the dead body, but I peered at the empty office photos. Nothing jumped out at me.
 
   The autopsy report was dry and scientific, and the cause of the death was listed as “extreme blunt force trauma.” Meaning, Josh had hit his head pretty hard.
 
   There was no evidence of anyone else being in the room at the time of Josh’s death. There were no surprising fingerprints, or clues of any kind. The wastepaper basket’s contents were unsurprising, revealing candy bar wrappers, discarded bills, and the occasional tissue. There was absolutely no sign of foul play.
 
   I paid close attention to the bit in the report that talked about Josh’s cell phone. There were absolutely no prints on it at all. According to his call log, Josh hadn’t made or received any calls in the two hours preceding his death—and no text messages other than the SOS message to his assistant.
 
   Something seemed off about his cell phone. I had to agree with Mary that it seemed very likely that the prints had been wiped off it intentionally. And perhaps Josh really hadn’t made or received any calls between ten thirty and twelve thirty. But chances were, someone had deleted those records and then wiped the phone of prints.
 
   There were pages and pages of interviews. Elwood had done a pretty thorough job of talking to anyone who might’ve been associated with Josh—his girlfriend, his ex-wife, even his siblings out East. Nothing unusual turned up in those interviews, and I sighed.
 
   The fact remained that although the case seemed like a simple accidental death, Mary could be right. There might have been some kind of foul play that the cops had overlooked. Elwood isn’t a bad guy, but the cops in Vegas are swamped with work, and sometimes people are so suspicious and fearful of the police that they’re not completely honest. Perhaps there was a missing piece to the puzzle, and perhaps I could find it.
 
   I returned the file to Elwood when I was done, but there was no sign of Detective Ryan Dimitriou, so I headed home without saying goodbye to him. I’d just arrived at my apartment and was getting ready to do some laundry, when my cell phone buzzed. It was Mary.
 
   “I’ve just gotten started on the case,” I told her. “It’s only been a few hours.”
 
   “It’s not about that,” Mary said. I could hear her smile over the phone. “I remembered that I’ve got an unused stand mixer. I got it as a gift last Christmas, and it’s still in its box. Would you and Ian like to have it? I remembered you two talking about how your stand mixer broke.”
 
   I thought for a few seconds. “Are you sure you don’t want it?”
 
   “I’m sure,” she said. “It’s all yours if you’re interested.”
 
   “We’ll be there,” I told her, hanging up and heading over to Ian’s.
 
   I filled him on the events, and soon, the two of us were making our way over to Mary’s house in Summerlin.
 
   Summerlin is a nice suburb a few miles east of the Strip. It’s a planned community, where many of the locals and temporary locals live, and the houses here are relatively large and attractive. Yards are kept tidy, and houses gleam with high-quality paint.
 
   Mary’s house turned out to be a stylishly designed bungalow with a moderate-sized lawn in front of it. Although many of the houses here had proper grass lawns, Mary’s was a desert-style garden, featuring succulents and stones, all the better for low-maintenance living.
 
   We knocked and were greeted by Mary, who was wearing a cream-colored t-shirt and Bermuda shorts, and led into the sitting room. This room overlooked the desert-scaped garden and the road outside, and was furnished in earthy tones. The sofas were brown leather, and the carpet was a mixture of browns and greens. There was a flat-screen TV against one wall, and a few modern prints on another.
 
   “How’s the investigation going?” asked Mary. “I don’t want to interfere, but I am curious.”
 
   “No, it’s fine,” I said. “As long as you don’t expect overnight results.”
 
   She smiled and nodded to show that she didn’t.
 
   Ian said, “We talked to David this morning. And Tiffany just went through the police report.”
 
   “I’m afraid there’s nothing interesting or unusual in the report,” I told her. “And David couldn’t provide any new information.”
 
   “That’s okay,” said Mary. “I’ll go get that mixer.”
 
   She stood up, and about that moment, a youngish boy appeared in the doorway.
 
   “Taylor,” said Mary, sounding surprised. “You’re up.”
 
   Taylor was wearing a green-and-white striped t-shirt and black shorts. His hair was messy and uncombed, and there were dark circles under his green eyes, which looked sad and unenthusiastic.
 
   “I heard voices,” he said morosely.
 
   “This is Tiffany and Ian,” Mary said. “You know, the private investigators I was telling you about? Why don’t you come in and say hello?”
 
   Mary sat down again, and Taylor came over and sat down on a tub-style armchair. “Hi,” he mumbled. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   We exchanged greetings, and Ian and I tried our best to sound polite.
 
   “I’m really sorry about your dad,” I said.
 
   “Yeah.” Taylor looked at the floor and gulped. “He was a great dad.”
 
   “He was,” agreed Mary gently. “He was always there for Taylor.”
 
   Taylor continued looking at the floor, and I saw his eyes begin to brim over with tears. Before the teardrops could stream down his face, he rubbed his eyes, yawning and pretending that he was just sleepy. My heart pinched. The boy was clearly miserable, and trying to act brave.
 
   “Ian and I will try to find out that everything was okay when he died,” I told Taylor. “I know you’re sad about it, but Mary insisted on knowing the truth. We don’t want someone getting away with a crime.”
 
   Taylor nodded, still refusing to meet our eyes.
 
   Mary said, “Have you eaten anything, sweetie?”
 
   Taylor shook his head no. “I’m not hungry,” he mumbled.
 
   “You’ve got to eat something, sweetheart,” Mary said. “I know you’re sad, but you need to be strong. Dad wouldn’t have wanted to see you like this.”
 
   At the mention of his dad, Taylor’s nose wrinkled instantly, and he pressed his lips tight into a thin, straight line. He blinked rapidly and gulped.
 
   “There’s some lasagna in the fridge,” said Mary.
 
   Taylor got up quickly and walked out.
 
   “Don’t mind him,” said Mary.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said softly. It seemed to me that Taylor was trying to hold back tears and had run out worried that he’d start crying in front of Ian and me.
 
   “He’s so young,” Mary said. “Well, actually, he’s not. He’s just over eighteen. But he graduated high school and refused to go to college. He said he’d start up some business. He was always so full of life, thinking up business ideas, running around trying to find investors. He took after his dad like that.” Mary corrected herself, “Stepdad.”
 
   “And how was Josh about Taylor’s business ideas?”
 
   “At first,” said Mary, “he wasn’t thrilled. He thought Taylor should go to college, get a steady job somewhere. But Taylor was really thrilled about the idea of starting a business. And Josh was coming around to it. I mean, Taylor must’ve gotten the inspiration from his stepdad.” Mary pursed her lips and frowned.
 
   I nodded. “I guess he saw Josh doing well and thought he’d do the same.”
 
   Mary sighed. “Yeah, well, Taylor’s changed now. Ever since Josh’s death, he’s lost all interest in his business ideas. He was going to start some kind of Vegas VIP concierge business, and now—nothing. He doesn’t do any work, he sleeps in.” Mary frowned. “I know he’s grieving, but I worry I’m being too soft on him.”
 
   “Everyone needs time off,” I said gently. “Maybe Taylor needs some time to adjust to this shock.”
 
   Mary nodded. “I guess you’re right. Hang on, I’ll get your stand mixer.”
 
   Mary disappeared to find her mixer, and Ian said softly, “At least we’ve eliminated one suspect.”
 
   I nodded. “Taylor’s really broken up.”
 
   “Unless,” said Ian, keeping his voice low so that nobody could from another room, “he’s a good actor. He does get a lot of money, after all.”
 
   I shook my head. “That’s a lot of acting.”
 
   “People have killed for less,” said Ian. “You know that better than anyone.”
 
   “That’s true,” I said. “But I’m sure we’ll meet some more likely suspects, soon.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Ian and I went back home with the new stand mixer, and then I changed and headed off to the Treasury Casino.
 
   I joined the other dealers in the break room, as we waited for Brian to arrive and give one of his ridiculous rah-rah speeches.
 
   “You don’t have cupcakes,” said Lisa, mock-disappointed. “I was so looking forward to them.”
 
   “Don’t look forward too much,” said Shanelle. Shanelle was tall enough to be a female basketball player, and like me, she had a bit of extra cushioning fat around her midsection. “We can’t eat cupcakes and keep our jobs.”
 
   “This isn’t fair.” The grumbling voice belonged to Annette, a red-haired woman in her early forties. “Your metabolism just doesn’t keep once you cross thirty and pop out some kids. I can’t be expected to look like a nubile teenager just to get a living wage.” Anette was the farthest thing from a nubile teenager—she carried her extra pounds well, but not well enough, according the new weight guidelines.
 
   “Yeah, well,” said Shanelle. “They might not pay as well on Fremont Street, but at least they don’t got weight controls there.”
 
   “And have you heard about the new uniform?” said Lisa. The four of us huddled in closer. “It’s just a piece of lingerie, like some kind of lacy teddy and a super-short skirt.”
 
   “I don’t mind wearing lingerie at home,” said Shanelle, “but I sure as hell ain’t wearing it to work in here.”
 
   “If I wear stripper clothes to work,” said Annette, “I’d like to get stripper wages.”
 
   I sighed. “This is all because of Brian.”
 
   “Yeah,” grumbled Lisa. “Stupid Brian Wesley.”
 
   “I’ve already passed my resume on to a bunch of places,” said Shanelle. “Now I’m just waiting to hear back from them.”
 
   I looked around at the group. “Have you all started applying for new jobs?”
 
   The other two women nodded. “We can’t afford to lose our jobs,” said Lisa. “Brian wants to replace us all anyway. I guess weight controls are just a polite way of firing the fatties.”
 
   “Hells, yeah,” said Shanelle. “If they really wanted to keep us on, they’d say the controls are only for new hires. You can’t ask your existing employees to lose weight. That’s inhumane.”
 
   I gulped and nodded. “It really is inhumane to ask someone to quit eating cupcakes. That’s low.”
 
   We fell silent as Brian appeared, and pretty soon, he was giving us his rah-rah message about working hard. “And remember, weight controls start soon,” he ended his message with. I exchanged a glance with Lisa, and we rolled our eyes at each other before heading out to the pit.
 
   It was comforting to be blanketed by the bright lights and happy noises of the pit, and today, I took up a position behind the craps table. Before the crazy party attitude of the craps players washed over me, I wondered briefly if this was one of the last times I’d be working at the Treasury Casino.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   I slept in late the next morning, knowing that it was my day off, and I could spend all my hours sleuthing away.
 
   I’d already had my breakfast when Ian came over, accompanied by Glenn, Karma, Simone and Sam.
 
   “Ian told me you got a new stand mixer,” said Glenn, eyeing my fridge. “Maybe you two can make cupcakes again. Did you store your eggs and milk properly this time?”
 
   “Absolutely,” said Ian. “We can maybe make cupcakes again today?”
 
   He looked at me hopefully, and I shook my head. “We’re supposed to be following up leads today,” I reminded him.
 
   Karma said, “Have you looked up any recipes for low-calorie cupcakes?” I shook my head, and she went on, “I decided to make you some of my special vegan, sugar-free zucchini cupcakes. These aren’t fattening, but they are tasty. So you can have your cake, and still eat it. I mean, lose weight and keep your job.”
 
   “Thanks.” I smiled at her as she handed me a small Tupperware container. Inside, there were three muffins. No frosting. I peered down at them nervously.
 
   Simone piped up, “They’re really yummy.”
 
   “Are they?” I looked at her curiously. I hadn’t pegged the six-year-old as a fan of sugar-free muffins.
 
   Simone nodded. “You know, when you lie and you’re just being nice to someone, that’s called being polite.”
 
   I glanced from her to Ian, who shrugged. “I suppose that’s one way of thinking about it,” I said.
 
   “Grandma Karma’s teaching me about politeness,” Simone said, looking up at Karma.
 
   Karma half-shrugged. “Kids are so honest,” she said. “What can you do?”
 
   “I’ll try a muffin,” Ian said, and I handed him the container. He bit into one and froze, before swallowing it and then staring googly-eyed at the offending baked good.
 
   Simone giggled. “See what I did?” she said. “I was being polite about the muffins.”
 
   “Oh,” Ian said. “Let me guess. You don’t actually think they’re yummy.”
 
   Simone shook her head no.
 
   Karma said, “What do you think of the muffin, Ian?”
 
   Ian looked down at his muffin, as though dreading having to eat another bite. “Um,” he said, and then his face lit up with a brainwave. “I think it’ll taste even better with some frosting.”
 
   He headed over to my kitchenette, found my tube of insta-frosting, and spread chocolate instant frosting all over the zucchini muffin.
 
   “I’m not sure that’s going to help you lose weight,” said Karma, her voice dripping with doubt.
 
   “That’s okay,” said Ian. “I don’t have to lose weight.”
 
   Karma turned to me. “What about you? Are you going to have a muffin now?”
 
   “I’ve already had breakfast,” I told her. “Maybe I’ll have one for lunch.”
 
   Ian finished his muffin while the rest of us chatted about our lives. Karma’s daughter Tara was Sam and Simone’s mother; the kids’ father had never been present in their lives, and now Tara was off in LA, trying to break into the music industry. Meanwhile, Sam and Simone were staying with Karma.
 
   “They’re missing out on the school term,” Karma told us. “So I’ve decided to homeschool Simone. It’s really quite difficult.”
 
   Ian finished his muffin and told Karma about some online learning resources for children, before turning to me. “Where are we going first?” he asked.
 
   I said, “It’s time to check out Josh’s girlfriend, Chloe.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   The Peacock Club is one of the more “boutique” strip clubs in Vegas, which means it’s very slightly off-Strip, and has only a couple dozen exquisite-looking girls working there at a time, instead of a couple of hundred. The rates are also higher, and the clientele are mostly wealthy locals, and a few out-of-town businessmen.
 
   “Do you have your emergency survival pack?” Ian asked as we drove.
 
   I nodded. Stashed in the trunk of my old Honda Accord was the emergency survival pack Ian insisted I carry with me at all times. I didn’t quite see the point of the survival pack, but after watching a couple of zombie movies, Ian had insisted that I keep one with me—a large duffel bag packed with a change of clothes, a blanket, dried food, medicine, and a special packet of zombie-repellant powder that Ian had purchased off eBay. Ian had also made me buy some gas masks recently and add them to the survival kit. The masks were large black affairs, the type people wore when dealing with nuclear fallout. Ian insisted that these masks would protect me from airborne “zombie viruses,” whatever those were.
 
   Under the car’s dashboard, I kept some tools of the PI trade — energy bars, bottles of water, binoculars, my gun, my iPod, a couple of Terry Pratchett novels. These were supposed to sustain me through a stakeout or two, and the gun was loaded today as a precaution. I’d probably take it out and put it in my purse if I could, but a lot of places had security which didn’t allow guns indoors.
 
   Ian and I arrived at the Peacock Club in record time and found a parking spot on the side street through which the club’s clientele entered.
 
   When we stepped inside, the darkness hit us like a cold breeze. We walked slowly as our eyes adjusted, and listened to the thump-thump of the low bass-heavy tune that was playing. A lingerie-clad woman danced slowly on the stage, rubbing her body up and down the stripper pole while wearing ridiculous high heels. I wondered how strong her thigh muscles must be to support that kind of activity, and then my cell phone buzzed.
 
   I looked down at the screen—it was my mother, and therefore worth ignoring.
 
   “Aren’t you going to take that call?” Ian said as we headed over to the DJ’s booth. His head was spinning around, trying to take in the sights of all the gorgeous, skimpily clad women at once, and I shook my head no.
 
   “I’d rather not talk to my mom from inside a strip club.”
 
   “I guess that’s a good idea,” Ian said. “I wouldn’t want my parents to know I’m in a strip club. Even though I came here for work. And you practically forced me to come.”
 
   “You look miserable,” I told him as his eyes trailed after a tall blonde wearing white lingerie.
 
   We found Gary, the resident DJ, managing the music in the corner.
 
   Gary and I know each other from a few cases I’ve worked on previously. Most recently, I investigated a Hollywood starlet who led a secret life as a Vegas stripper, and Gary had done his best to help me out.
 
   Gary smiled when he saw us, and we exchanged greetings and caught up on our lives quickly. Gary is the only gay guy in the strip club, and as such, he’s friendly with most of the women who work here.
 
   “Do you know Chloe Dechapelle?” I asked Gary, once we’d disposed of the pleasantries. “She’s supposed to be working here.”
 
   “Sure,” said Gary, nodding. “Petite woman, short blond hair. Has that kind of cute girl-next-door look.”
 
   “Is she around today?” I glanced around. I hadn’t seen any petite blondes so far.
 
   “Called in sick,” said Gary. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “It’s for a case,” I said quickly, not wanting to get her into trouble. “Are you able to get us her home address?”
 
   Gary nodded and made a quick phone call before looking back at us. “Got it for ya. D’you have a pen and paper handy?”
 
   I took down Chloe’s address, thanked Gary and left the dark club, dragging Ian with me.
 
   “A few more minutes,” I said. “And then we finally get to meet this mysterious girlfriend of Josh’s.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   But first, I had to call my mom back. I sat in the parking lot and dialed the number. My mother answered after half a ring.
 
   “Tiffany,” she said. “I just heard. What’re you doing at the Peacock Club? I’m sure you can get a better job somewhere else. Not that exotic dancing doesn’t pay very well, it’s just that—”
 
   I interrupted her before she could go any further. “I’m not here for a job, Mom. I’m here to talk to a suspect.”
 
   There was a split second of silence and then my mom said, “My friend Wendy’s husband—well, her husband’s friend’s brother, actually—he said he saw you walking into the club wearing nothing but a string bikini.”
 
   My mother sounded affronted, as though I didn’t even have the good taste to put on a jacket first.
 
   I looked down at my modest shorts and t-shirt. “I’m not wearing a string bikini,” I assured her.
 
   “You’re not wearing an outfit of some kind?” Mom sounded even more shocked than before. “Your Nanna told me that’s the ‘in’ thing now, dressing up like video game characters without enough clothes on.”
 
   I burst out laughing. “Mom,” I said, between gasps, “you need to stop listening to Nanna. I’m wearing shorts and a t-shirt, and I’m not here to dance. Ian and I were just leaving.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I felt a pang of nostalgia as I remembered Nanna telling me about how she and some of her octogenarian friends would come to the Peacock Club for their free Friday lunch buffet. “The girls know to leave us alone,” Nanna had told me. “My girlfriends would rather look at fried shrimp than big tatas.”
 
   “How’s Nanna doing?” I asked Mom.
 
   “Come over for lunch,” she said, “and I’ll tell you.”
 
   “I’m working a case with Ian. We’re really busy.”
 
   “We’re going to have chocolate pudding for dessert.”
 
   That sealed the deal. I hung up, filled Ian in on our lunch plans, and drove over to Chloe’s apartment.
 
   ***
 
   Chloe lived on Balzar Avenue, in one of the least reputable areas in Las Vegas. The folks on this street tend to bar their windows with thick, heavy grilles, and arm themselves before opening their doors. I knew that Chloe must make good money as a stripper, so I was a little surprised by her choice of residence.
 
   Chloe lived in a fifties-style brick building, and when Ian and I knocked on the door, a petite blonde wearing a fluffy blue bathrobe answered. Her eyes were watery, her nose red, and she carried a bunch of tissues in one hand. “Who’re you?” she snuffled, peering at Ian and me. Her voice was stuffy, and she looked like she’d rather be in bed.
 
   I explained that we were looking into Josh’s death, and she nodded and invited us in.
 
   The place was a mess inside. The door opened onto the living room, which only had a small love seat and some hard plastic chairs. There was the obligatory small kitchen, with dishes piled up in the sink. Through the open doorway, I could make out the bedroom, and a door that must’ve led to the bathroom. There were used tissues strewn about the living room, and I could see at least two empty tissue boxes lying in the trash.
 
   “I’m sorry about the mess,” Chloe said, settling down on the sofa and blowing her nose. “I’ve been too sick to do anything. It’s horrible being sick when you live by yourself. You never feel lonelier.”
 
   Ian and I made sympathetic noises and stood around awkwardly, staring at her.
 
   “You can sit down,” Chloe said, indicating towards the hard plastic chairs.
 
   “Um,” said Ian. “How long’ve you had this cold?”
 
   “Three days now,” said Chloe. “It’s the flu. Doesn’t go away easily.”
 
   “I can’t catch the flu,” said Ian. “I need to finish watching my Die Hard marathon, and it’s no fun when you’ve got flu. Besides, if I get sick, Tiffany won’t let me go with her on her PI work.”
 
   Chloe blinked at Ian slowly. “You’re saying I’ll make you sick?”
 
   Ian spread his arms, indicating the room. “This is a germ fest.”
 
   “Hunh,” said Chloe. “Too bad. Do you want to just leave, then?”
 
   Ian looked at me, and I hesitated. “I can’t get sick either,” I said slowly. “I don’t mean to be rude,” I said to Chloe, “but if I get a cold, I can’t work at the casino, and I’m already in their bad books. I always call in sick when I need to take time off to investigate a case, so they wouldn’t believe me if I ever really did get sick.”
 
   “You’re the boy who cried wolf,” Ian told me.
 
   I shrugged. “It’s not like I’ve got much choice.”
 
   “So,” repeated Chloe. She sneezed loudly.
 
   “Bless you,” said Ian and I in unison.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” she said. “So, d’you guys wanna leave, or what?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, I’ll take a risk. I don’t like delaying investigations.”
 
   “Actually,” said Ian, “I’ve got an idea. About how we can talk to her without getting sick.”
 
   I looked at Ian inquisitively, and then I followed him out to the car. When we returned, Ian and I were both wearing thick black gas masks.
 
   “Now we can talk to you,” Ian declared, and we sat down opposite Chloe. His voice came out through the mask, sounding deeper and half-muffled.
 
   Chloe looked at us and rolled her eyes. As though I wasn’t feeling ridiculous enough already.
 
   “Are you guys really private investigators?” she said. “Because this is more like one of those candid camera shows, where you try to trick people with funny stuff.”
 
   The mask I wore hid the fact that I was pursing my lips. I was going to apologize for being so silly; but Ian had been right. Better safe than sorry. And channeling my mom, he’d said, “Wouldn’t you rather look silly and not catch a cold?” Like my mom, he’d been right.
 
   Ian said, “Tiffany’s a really good investigator. She’s solved heaps of cases.”
 
   “No, no,” I said modestly, but Ian went on.
 
   “She solved the Ethan Becker murder,” he said, “when the cops got the wrong person. And she’s solved tons more since then. Our last case, this reality TV star was being stalked, and Tiffany found the stalker.”
 
   “Wow,” said Chloe drily. “I guess you’re not as stupid as you look.”
 
   “That’s what people tell me all the time,” Ian said.
 
   I shook my head. “Let’s just get to the questions. I don’t want to bother you any longer than we have to.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Chloe. “What did you want to know about?”
 
   “What was Josh like?” I said. “You’d been with him a while now.”
 
   Chloe shrugged. “He was a great guy. I mean, we were happy together. He loved me, I guess.” She sniffed. “And I loved him.”
 
   I nodded and said gently, “It must be difficult for you.”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” said Chloe. “But I guess I need to keep going. And you need to do your thing, so here you are, wearing your mask.”
 
   “Right.” I chose to ignore the mask comment. “How was Josh with other people?”
 
   “Like I said, he was great. Really nice to everyone.”
 
   “Including his employees?”
 
   Chloe narrowed her eyes and looked at me carefully. “I guess. Why?”
 
   “What about Amelia, his assistant?”
 
   Chloe sighed. “You know, I never really trusted her, to be honest. I don’t know why. I mean, she was a good worker, otherwise Josh and David wouldn’t hire her, but she seemed kind of smarmy. I always thought she had a crush on Josh. She was always batting her eyes at him.”
 
   “Did they ever have an affair?”
 
   Chloe shrugged. “I don’t know. If they did, it was a secret. But they might have. I mean, Josh always liked other women. I don’t see why he wouldn’t sleep with Amelia since she clearly was into him.”
 
   I frowned and made a mental note of this. David had tried to be helpful, but perhaps he’d misconstrued Josh’s relationship with Amelia. Maybe this was why Amelia was so upset by Josh’s death that she would no longer work at Deadly Disco.
 
   “Didn’t it bother you?” said Ian. “That he was always with these other women?”
 
   Chloe shrugged. “Not really. He did his thing. He wasn’t a knight in shining armor, but I guess we got along. And what more do you need from a relationship?”
 
   “A ring?” suggested Ian. “All women want a ring.”
 
   “Not all women,” I reminded him. “Mary didn’t remarry.”
 
   Chloe nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “I didn’t need a ring.”
 
   “And what did you think of Mary?” I asked.
 
   Chloe shrugged. “Josh was pretty close with her and her son, but I never actually saw them that often.”
 
   “And how about David, have you met him?”
 
   Chloe tilted her head and thought back. “Maybe once or twice. Josh and I used to hang out with each other, not other people so much.”
 
   I nodded. “Did Josh seem different in any way before he died?”
 
   Chloe blew her nose and leaned back against the sofa cushions. “I don’t know,” she said. “He seemed his usual self. But he’d just had a fight with David, I think. Because he wanted to invest in Taylor’s concierge business idea, and David told him not to do it. Said there were already too many concierge businesses and it’s hard to break into the industry without contacts.”
 
   “Josh told you all this?” I looked at Chloe, surprised. This was the first I was hearing about it.
 
   Chloe nodded. “Josh was really upset at David, and he told me that. I mean, it was his own money, but he kept saying that he wished his business partner had a bit more faith in his son.”
 
   I sighed. “Did Josh have any other problems with David?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call this a problem,” said Chloe. “This was just an argument.”
 
   I nodded. “Right. But maybe they were going off in different business directions.”
 
   Chloe looked at me, surprised, as though the idea had just occurred to her. “David does get a third of Josh’s estate,” she said slowly. “And perhaps they wanted to do different business things. But I think, really, Mary’s being a bit paranoid. I’m sure Josh’s death was just an accident.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said. “But we said we’d look into it. Did you have any reason to think David wanted to do different business things?”
 
   Chloe looked off into the distance, thinking. Finally, she said, “I think Josh mentioned once that David was talking about dissolving the partnership and investing separately. David wanted to buy some strip clubs and Josh didn’t. But they couldn’t dissolve the partnership because David didn’t have enough money to buy Josh out.”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a glance through our black gas masks. If David wanted out, he’d certainly gotten an out now.
 
   “This is interesting,” said Ian. “I guess we should ask David about this.”
 
   “Do you have any more questions for me?” Chloe said. “I think I’m gonna go take a nap. The cold medicine’s making me sleepy.”
 
   I said, “I think we’re almost done. Maybe we’ll actually have time to get back home and make some cupcakes.”
 
   “I love cupcakes,” said Chloe. “But they make you fat.”
 
   I nodded. “I know. The casino I work at now is going to introduce weight controls, and I might not make the cut if I keep eating cupcakes every day.”
 
   Chloe shrugged. “You can always go work at a different casino, right?”
 
   “Yes,” I said slowly. “I suppose I could. It’s just that I’ve gotten used to working at the Treasury and I can’t imagine looking for a new job. Working at a new place.”
 
   I’d always enjoyed my job at the Treasury. I couldn’t imagine a future where I worked somewhere else. Change was no fun at all.
 
   Ian said, “Why do you live in this place? Don’t strippers make lots of money?”
 
   Chloe shrugged. “It’s not bad money, but I’m thirty. I can probably only do this for a year or two more, tops. And it’s actually not huge money, you know? I’m too old for this already.”
 
   “What’re you doing once you quit?”
 
   Chloe shrugged. “It’s not like the job comes with a retirement package. That’s why I live here and try to save some cash.”
 
   “Do you have enough cash saved?” Ian asked. “Maybe you could go to college and get a degree.”
 
   Chloe threw her head back and laughed, her voice throaty because of her cold. “I’m way past the age to learn something new,” she said. “I started studying business in college, and I’ve danced for enough businessmen to have learned something from there. Maybe I’ll start a business or something. Maybe a small café.”
 
   Ian nodded. “That’s a good idea,” he said. “Thanks for your help.”
 
   The two of us headed back to the car and removed our masks.
 
   “That was interesting,” said Ian. “We learned that Amelia probably was sleeping with Josh after all.”
 
   “Maybe Chloe was just being jealous.”
 
   Ian said, “She didn’t seem like the jealous type.”
 
   I nodded. “I guess we’ll find out when we see Amelia. And we’ll need to ask David about him dissolving his partnership with Josh.”
 
   I found the address of the restaurant Amelia was working at, and Ian and I drove off, wondering if we’d learn anything new from Amelia. I had to remind myself that Amelia might’ve been the one who killed Josh, but that was hard to believe, given that the door to Josh’s office had been wiped clean of all prints other than Amelia’s. Which meant that whoever had killed Josh had wiped the prints, and Amelia had walked in afterwards.
 
   When I explained this to Ian, he said, “But maybe this is all part of her plan, so people don’t think she killed him.”
 
   “That sounds a bit far-fetched,” I told him, pulling into the parking lot of the restaurant. “But we’ll soon find out.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   The Thai Lantern was a restaurant that catered to the well-heeled Vegas locals who lived north of the Strip. There were quite a few newer suburbs here, and I supposed that everyone needed a place to eat. Unlike most cheap Thai food places that seemed to subsist by providing delivery services, the Thai Lantern was stylish and elegant. Inside, there were large tables with white tablecloths, set with small vases of flowers. A shimmering chandelier hung overhead. The place was mostly empty when we walked in, and Amelia stood behind a small hostess stand.
 
   Amelia was medium height, with bluish-black hair cut into a sharp bob and dark eyes that watched us carefully. She wore a white silky top, and her makeup was neutral and immaculate.
 
   “Welcome to Thai Lantern,” she said smoothly as we walked up to her. “Would you like a table for two?”
 
   “No, thanks,” said Ian. “Although the food does look good. But we’re not here to eat.”
 
   Amelia looked at us, puzzled. “You know you’ve walked into a restaurant, right?”
 
   “We’re here looking into Josh Cadogan’s death,” I explained. “I know you used to be his assistant, right?”
 
   Amelia paled and nodded. “I hate thinking about it,” she said. “You know, when I walked in…” Her voice trailed off and her eyes focused on a point behind our heads. She gulped. “It was so horrible. I thought he’d fainted, or gotten sick, or something.” She sniffed and focused her glance on me again. “I’m sorry, are you with the LVMPD?”
 
   I shook my head no and explained that Ian and I were investigating privately for Josh’s ex-wife.
 
   “Ah, Mary,” said Amelia. “She asked me what I thought, too. But I told her, if the police think it was an accident, it must’ve been an accident.”
 
   “You found the body,” I said. “Did you manage to have a look at his cell phone?”
 
   Amelia shook her head. “I didn’t notice it. The police told me later that they’d found it lying on his desk.”
 
   “Was there anything else odd about the room? Did you notice anything when you walked in?”
 
   Amelia shook her head. “I was just so shocked by the sight of Josh’s body, just lying there. I didn’t notice anything else.”
 
   An elderly couple walked into the restaurant. The woman was short, with fluffy cheeks, and wore a bright pink Queen Elizabeth-style suit; the man was tall and hunched over and wore a white shirt with brown dress pants.
 
   Amelia excused herself, and we waited as she greeted the couple and seated them at a table by the window.
 
   “Where were we?” she asked when she came back. “Right, the room. No, nothing unusual.”
 
   I nodded. “And you came in through the back entrance, right?”
 
   She nodded again. “I know what you’re about to ask. I can’t think of how an outsider would get into the club, unless Josh let them in.”
 
   “But there were no calls or messages on his phone, other than the text he sent you.”
 
   “So,” Amelia said slowly, “either he was alone when he died, or David had come in. Or someone had texted him, and that person deleted the phone records.”
 
   I nodded. “Exactly.”
 
   “Wow,” she said. “That’s horrible, that someone could be so cold-blooded. Josh was such a great guy.” Her eyes misted up, and she pinched her inner eye corners, drawing the tears away.
 
   “You sound really upset by his death,” I said gently. When Amelia nodded wordlessly, I said, “What was the relationship between the two of you like? Was he a good boss?”
 
   “He was so nice,” said Amelia. “Just such a great person. And a great boss, too. I couldn’t imagine working for anyone other than him.”
 
   But now here she was. I said, “And did you two have any other kind of relationship? Apart from boss-employee?”
 
   She looked at me coldly, her dark eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Josh liked women,” I said. “It’s surprising that you two didn’t have a relationship.”
 
   “Well, we didn’t,” Amelia snapped.
 
   “Did he ever hit on you?” I asked. “Try to seduce you in any way?”
 
   Amelia looked away and shook her head.
 
   “Because,” I went on, “Chloe was pretty sure you two had something.”
 
   “Chloe’s an idiot,” said Amelia, not bothering to hide her impatience. “I can’t believe that woman’s jealous of me. Josh slept with a lot of women—everyone knew that—but the two of us never had an affair. He didn’t believe in relationships with employees, I guess.”
 
   I nodded. “But Chloe was pretty sure—”
 
   “Crazy ex-girlfriend,” said Amelia, laughing shortly. “Maybe she got so used to seeing him with other women that she just assumed he’d sleep with me as well.”
 
   “But he never did?” asked Ian. “Because you’re really pretty.”
 
   Amelia looked at Ian in surprise. I could tell that she’d been about to snap at us again, but his compliment threw her off. “Thank you,” she said, sounding as surprised as she looked. “But, no, there was nothing between us. Absolutely nothing.”
 
   “Do you have a boyfriend?” I asked, trying to change the subject. We’d asked her about Josh so many times, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d started to feel a little hostile towards us.
 
   Amelia shook her head. “I’m off men for a while. I had a bad breakup before I moved out here, so…”
 
   “But you moved out here three years ago,” Ian said. “Aren’t you over that by now?”
 
   Amelia smiled. “Yeah, I guess you could say I am. But I’m not about to rush into another relationship now, you know?”
 
   Ian nodded. “I know. Relationships are hard. Look at me—I’m a really nice guy. Everyone tells me that, but I don’t have a girlfriend.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll find someone soon,” Amelia assured him.
 
   I asked Amelia if Josh had seemed any different in the days before he’d died, but she shook her head. “He seemed about the same,” she said sadly.
 
   “And what about his relationship with David?” I asked.
 
   She looked at me, surprised. “They’ve always been great friends. Why?”
 
   I said, “Well, Chloe told us that David didn’t approve of Josh’s idea about investing in Taylor’s concierge business.”
 
   Amelia nodded. “Well, that much is true. I heard them arguing about it. Josh wasn’t happy that David wasn’t being more supportive of his son.” She looked from me to Ian. “Why? Do you think it was a big deal?”
 
   I shrugged. “Not necessarily. Was it?”
 
   Amelia shook her head. “I didn’t think so at the time. It would’ve been just another business disagreement, except Josh was upset David didn’t believe in Taylor. But it wasn’t a big deal.”
 
   “And what about any other business disagreements?” I asked. “I heard David wanted to dissolve the partnership, at one time.”
 
   “That was a while ago,” said Amelia. “I didn’t think they’d had any serious disagreements recently. Other than about investing in Taylor’s concierge business.”
 
   “Have you met Taylor?” Ian asked suddenly.
 
   Amelia nodded. “A couple of times. He came in sometimes to help maintain our websites. That’s what he used to do for pocket money when he was a kid. He liked working on his dad’s businesses.”
 
   “It’s no wonder he wants to start a business now,” I mused. “He got it from his dad. What did you think of Taylor?”
 
   Amelia shrugged. “He seemed like a regular kid, really. Just more motivated. Wanted to be a ‘thirty under thirty’ type, you know? Get lots of success as soon as possible. Really enthusiastic. Hard-working. He never complained when David or Josh would ask him to add something to the websites.”
 
   I gulped, thinking back to the boy we’d seen at Mary’s house. Taylor was clearly a shell of his former self—there was absolutely no enthusiasm or spark in the young man we’d seen.
 
   “When was the last time you saw Taylor?” Ian asked.
 
   “At the funeral,” said Amelia. “He was really upset. Poor kid.”
 
   I nodded. “I hate to ask this, but what were you doing when you got the text from Josh?”
 
   Amelia sighed. “I was at home. I was going to cook up some lunch, when I got the text.”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a glance. Amelia had no alibi. But then again, she didn’t seem to have any reason to kill Josh.
 
   If anything, it seemed like we needed to have another chat with David.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   We gave David a buzz to check that he was awake, and then Ian and I drove over to Deadly Disco again. David had said he’d meet us there, and we called him again once we were standing at the side entrance.
 
   David opened the door and ushered us in. Something seemed different when we stepped inside, and I put my finger on it within a few seconds. “It’s so quiet!”
 
   David nodded. “Night and day, you might say. You wanna have a look at the dance floor?”
 
   Ian and I were curious to see what the dance area looked like in the daytime, so we headed over. It was pitch dark. Silent. Creepy.
 
   “I can’t believe you work here,” I said, backing out quickly and getting to the safety of the employees’ office area. “It’s like a graveyard.”
 
   “Josh said the quiet helped him think,” said David sadly. “But I don’t think I’ll come here during the day again.”
 
   “No wonder Amelia quit,” Ian said. “Seeing the dead body and having to deal with this kind of creepy quiet?”
 
   We headed into David’s office, and I looked around. It looked exactly the same as the last night, but there was no softly thumping music streaming through from the dance area.
 
   “It’s nice of you to meet us,” I said. “We just had a few more questions about Josh’s death.”
 
   “Okay, then,” said David, leaning back in his chair. “Did you learn anything new?”
 
   “Not really,” I said. “We just wanted to know a bit more about your relationship. Like, did you fight much?”
 
   “What is this?” said David. “Couples therapy?”
 
   I cracked a smile. “No, I meant businesswise. You two must’ve disagreed on stuff.”
 
   “Once in a while, but not often.”
 
   “What about disagreeing about business direction and wanting to dissolve the partnership?”
 
   “That was almost a year ago,” David said. “And Josh was right. We needed to stick to our core strengths.”
 
   “So you didn’t want to head off and do things separately?”
 
   “No,” said David. “Business together was good.”
 
   “And what about Josh’s son, Taylor?”
 
   David looked at me warily. “What about him?”
 
   “Did Josh say anything about Taylor?”
 
   David looked at me for a beat and said, “This is about Taylor’s concierge business, isn’t it? But I don’t see how it’s relevant to Josh’s death.”
 
   I wasn’t really getting that many leads, and perhaps I was clutching at straws here. But David was going to benefit from Josh’s death financially, and if they’d had a fight about something close to Josh’s heart, it was probably relevant. I didn’t tell David all that. I said, “What was the fight about?”
 
   David rolled his eyes. “Josh’s son wanted to start a business, okay? But he didn’t have that many great ideas. So he came up with this idea for a VIP concierge thing, and asked Josh to invest quite a lot of money in it. I told Josh not to.”
 
   “And that upset him?”
 
   David shrugged. “Look, he asked for my opinion and I gave it to him. Tough that he didn’t like it.”
 
   “Why did you tell Josh not to invest?”
 
   David said, “VIP concierges are a dime a dozen here in Vegas. You need contacts, you need a lot of stuff. Taylor had none of those. What Taylor did have was a lot of enthusiasm and a doting father. I told Josh that he shouldn’t give Taylor handouts. If Taylor wanted to start a business, he should do what most new business owners do. Go to the bank, raise start-up capital from angel investors. Learn to pitch to independent investors. Better yet, go to college and learn some basic accounting and marketing. It’s not like the kid was running out of time.”
 
   I nodded, and Ian said, “So why’d Josh get so upset?”
 
   David shook his head. “He always wanted to help his son. I told him not to spoil Taylor. If he gave Taylor the money, the kid would just blow it and come back to him for more handouts. I guess the truth hurts.”
 
   Ian said, “Did Taylor ever talk to you about this?”
 
   David shook his head. “This was a few days before Josh died. I’m not sure if he talked to Taylor about the concierge idea after all. Anyway, now Taylor doesn’t have to worry about money. It’s his.”
 
   “It’s in a trust till he turns thirty-two,” Ian reminded David.
 
   “What about other businesses?” I asked David. “Did the two of you ever invest independently?”
 
   “Sure.” David nodded. “Every now and then.”
 
   Just then, his phone buzzed, and he excused himself to leave the room. When he came back, Taylor was close on his heels. The boy looked exhausted, with dark circles under his eyes and skin that was pale and splotchy. He nodded at Ian and me and mumbled a greeting.
 
   “Taylor’s here to help me with a computer problem,” David said. “Are we done with the questions?”
 
   Taylor looked at us inquisitively, and I nodded. I turned to Taylor and said, “Ian and I are doing our best to uncover the truth.”
 
   Taylor rolled his eyes. “What good does that do?” he said. “He’s dead now.”
 
   I murmured something about being sorry for his loss, not sure what else to say.
 
   Ian said, “There’s some use to the truth. Mary thinks she’ll get closure.”
 
   Taylor rolled his eyes and looked away, disinterested. Ian and I said goodbye to David and headed out, off to have lunch with my mom.
 
   As we drove, Ian said, “We’ve spoken to his girlfriend, his assistant, and his partner. None of them seem to have much to say. Isn’t that odd?”
 
   I shook my head. “The killer isn’t necessarily one of them. And people do lie. You just have to compare stories, and see between the lies.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   “If I’m ever dead,” declared my mother, “I’d want you to look into it.”
 
   We were sitting around the dining table, digging into our lunches. Chicken-mushroom pies and salads, and there was the promise of chocolate pudding for dessert. The table felt a little empty, and every now and then I glanced at the chair where Nanna used to sit. She’d lived with my parents for the last ten years, but recently she’d up and gotten married, and was now busy honeymooning with her new husband.
 
   “Why’s that?” Ian asked between mouthfuls.
 
   “Well, I’d like you to know if someone killed me,” said Mom. “It might be my friend Muffy. She always was jealous of my pumpkin pie recipe and I never gave it to her.”
 
   “I’m sure no one would kill you over a pie recipe,” I told her.
 
   Ian said, “Most killers are psychopaths. Or it’s the spouse.” He slid his eyes over to my dad and eyed him suspiciously. “You don’t shoot, do you, Mr. Black?”
 
   I said, “Don’t be rude, Ian.”
 
   My dad wasn’t offended. He smiled and said, “I’m flattered you think I’d bother to kill someone. It takes a lot of smarts, you know, getting away with murder.”
 
   Ian nodded. “Yeah, killers are really smart people. And really brave.”
 
   “I’d like to think I’m brave,” my dad said, “but I love my wife too much. I can’t even get angry with her, ever. She’s the light of my life.”
 
   My mom and dad smiled at each other and made goofy, lovey-dovey eyes, and Ian wrinkled his nose. “Nothing worse than old people in love,” he said. “Don’t you guys know how gross that is?”
 
   “It’s certainly uncool,” I agreed, secretly thrilled that my parents were still so in love.
 
   My mother turned to me and said, “I know you young people are only interested in being ‘cool’ these days, but it is important to find love. Look at your Nanna—even she fell in love and got married.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, “but after Grandpa died, Nanna was single for fifteen years. When she lived out here, she was up late every night, hanging out with her Old People’s Gang.” I didn’t mention that Nanna was also staying up late playing poker and winning money off green tourists. “And she dated lots of people. Remember that young guy who was twenty-three?”
 
   My mother made the sign of the cross and said, “Thank God your Nanna’s married now.”
 
   Ian said, “I want to get married. And sometimes I meet girls who say they’ll marry me. But then my lawyer butts in and the girls run away.”
 
   “Those girls are gold diggers,” I reminded Ian. “Vegas attracts lots of pretty young girls who want a quick meal ticket, and sometimes they think it’s you. The girls run off once your lawyer makes it clear that they can’t get to your trust fund.”
 
   My mother patted Ian’s hand gently. “Those girls aren’t right for you. You’ll find someone better.”
 
   “Aha!” I said, seeing my opportunity and pouncing. “So you do admit that it’s important to marry the right person.”
 
   “Of course,” said my mother. “But how will you marry the right person if you never meet them?”
 
   I chewed my mouthful of chicken-mushroom pie thoughtfully. I’d met some people who might be “the right person.” Stone and I had always been good friends, and then one night we’d shared a long, passionate kiss. And then, of course, he’d disappeared. So I couldn’t quite call him the “right person.” But there was Detective Dimitriou—or Ryan, as he told me to call him. He was definitely around, and I should absolutely get to know him better. Those shimmering gray eyes of his always turned my insides to jelly.
 
   “Tiffany?” my mother was saying. “Tiffany?”
 
   “Huh?” I came back to reality with a start and looked at her. “What? What’d I miss?”
 
   “I was just telling you,” my mother said, “that my friend Lorraine’s son is going to be in town next week. Why don’t I ask him to give you a call?”
 
   I made a face. “No, thanks,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me how Nanna’s honeymoon’s going instead? Didn’t she call you last night?”
 
   I managed to distract my mother successfully, and as I listened to her description of Nanna’s visit to Hollywood, I thought distractedly about Josh’s death. Nothing unusual seemed to be turning up, but I had to agree with Mary—something just felt off about the whole thing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   By the time Ian and I got home, it was late afternoon. We decided to take a break from sleuthing and try to see if we could make some more cupcakes. We found the stand mixer that Mary had given us, and then Ian found the old mixer that had belonged to Glenn.
 
   “Let’s try this one more time,” he said. “And then we can give it back to Glenn or ask him what to do with it.”
 
   We plugged it into the socket, Ian pressed a button, and the mixer whirred to life.
 
   “That’s odd,” Ian said. “It didn’t work last time.”
 
   He disconnected the plug, reconnected and tried again. Once again, the old mixer whirred to life.
 
   “Maybe I hadn’t plugged it in correctly the last time,” he said.
 
   “It looks like it’s working perfectly,” I agreed.
 
   “What about this new mixer? Should we just keep it?”
 
   I made a face. I didn’t quite feel right about keeping this new mixer, and maybe Mary would want to use it at some point. So I said, “It’s probably best to give it back to Mary.”
 
   We headed back to the car, and I drove over to Mary’s house. The sun was dipping down low, and pretty soon, the Strip’s neon lights would turn on. Most of the houses on Mary’s street seemed to have some kind of activity now—there were more cars parked in the driveway, and voices floated over from someone’s backyard, where two kids seemed to be playing with a yapping dog.
 
   Ian and I walked down the short driveway to Mary’s house. Just when we were about to knock, we heard voices drift out of the open window of her living room.
 
   “I know you’re upset,” Mary was saying. “But this is what I’ve decided.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re doing this.” It was Taylor’s voice, and he sounded decidedly angry. “Those PIs are going to stir up all kinds of dirt.”
 
   “Sweetheart, it’s for the best.” Mary’s voice was low, and I could tell she was trying to placate her son. “It’s important to know the truth.”
 
   “There is no truth! This is bullshit! What if they find something you don’t want to know?”
 
   “I’d rather know the truth,” said Mary. “And Tiffany’s very good at her job.”
 
   “At her job as what?” sneered Taylor. “A casino dealer?”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a glance, and then we tiptoed back to the car and sat down.
 
   “It didn’t seem right to eavesdrop,” I said. “And I’m not sure how Taylor knows I work in a casino.”
 
   “Maybe you mentioned it?” Ian said.
 
   I shook my head. “It just seems a little suspicious. Maybe David told him, but he wouldn’t do that unless Taylor had specifically asked about me. Why’d he want us not to investigate?”
 
   “He’s just sad,” said Ian. “Do you want to go back to the house now? Maybe they’ve stopped arguing.”
 
   “Perhaps this isn’t the best time to give back the stand mixer,” I said. “I don’t want to get Mary upset with us, and she might think we’re looking a gift horse in the mouth.”
 
   “And maybe Taylor will convince her to fire us,” Ian said morosely. “Maybe—”
 
   He went silent, and we saw Taylor stomping out of the house. Ian and I slid low in our seats, and we watched as Taylor got into a Mini Cooper that’d been parked along the street. When he was a few yards ahead, I started the engine and began to tail him down the Summerlin streets.
 
   Taylor drove up to a bar that was a few blocks east of the Strip, and we parked a few cars away from him and followed him inside. I found a baseball cap in my bag that I crammed onto my head, hoping Taylor wouldn’t recognize me, and gave Ian my girly sunglasses to wear.
 
   “Why can’t I have the cap?” Ian whined.
 
   “Because guys who wear baseball caps inside look like they’re trying to hide their baldness.”
 
   Ian ran a hand through his red curls and said, “Well, at least I’ve got my hair.”
 
   “And your health,” I reminded him. “And now you look like you got a little drunk and wore my sunglasses.”
 
   We stepped into the bar and looked around. It was dark, with a long counter running along one wall, booths at the back, and a few tables scattered around. There were two groups of young women sitting at the tables in the middle of the room, and a couple were sitting at the bar and chatting with each other. A group of three men sat in one of the booths, and two couples occupied another.
 
   Taylor was at the bar, ordering himself a drink. Ian and I saw the barkeep serve him two vodka shots, which he downed one after the other, before throwing back his head and gasping.
 
   “That’s dedication,” said Ian. “That dude wants to get drunk. Real fast.”
 
   We waited till Taylor ordered a beer and walked away from the bar, before Ian and I approached, got ourselves two club sodas, and looked around for a place to sit. We decided on a booth at the back, from where we could watch most of the club patrons. Taylor was chatting with one of the groups of women, but then they laughed, and he stood awkwardly, before approaching the other group. The second group seemed friendlier, and he motioned to the waitress, before pulling up a chair and joining them.
 
   “He’s buying them all a round,” Ian told me, as the two of us settled into our booth. “It’s the easiest way to join a group of women.”
 
   We watched for a while as Taylor chatted with all the women. Introductions were clearly being made, and they chatted with each other. There were five women, all wearing summery dresses and looking to be in their early twenties. Taylor didn’t seem interested in any one particular woman, and the waitress returned soon with a round of cocktails.
 
   “Five cocktails at twenty bucks a pop,” I mused. “That’s an expensive night out.”
 
   “It’s just how it is,” Ian said. “And even then, these women might not be too interested in him.”
 
   We watched as Taylor slowly shifted his focus onto one particular girl. Without meaning to sound unkind, I thought she was the plainest girl in the group—limp blond hair parted down the middle; disinterested, flat blue eyes; and a rather plain blue dress. While her girlfriends looked sophisticated and made up, as though they’d put some effort into how they looked, this girl looked like she’d barely brushed her teeth that morning. In fact, the limpness of her hair made it seem like she hadn’t shampooed in a while, either.
 
   I knew I wasn’t alone in my thoughts, when I glanced at Ian and saw him nodding.
 
   “He’s trying to get her prettier friends jealous,” he said. “Classic playa technique.”
 
   “Maybe he’s really interested in her.”
 
   “Maybe,” agreed Ian. “Maybe he thought she’d be the easiest to seduce. For one of the other girls, he’d need to buy at least another round or two of drinks.”
 
   As though to prove Ian right, Taylor and the blonde stood up, and the girl finger-waved goodbye to her friends, who seemed thrilled to see her leave.
 
   “Have fun,” called a busty brunette after them. “Meg, you really need to get a fresh start.”
 
   Ian and I rushed after the couple, but we needn’t have worried about losing them. They were strolling slowly, arm-in-arm, in the direction of Taylor’s car. Ian and I rushed into my Honda, and I started the engine and waited. We’d been in the bar long enough that the sun had set, but the parking lot was well lit enough for us to be able to watch Taylor and his new female companion.
 
   “She’s getting over a breakup,” said Ian. “That must be what her friend means. She’d be quite pretty if she bothered to wash her hair, or even if she smiled and looked happy.”
 
   I shrugged. “Maybe she’ll have fun.”
 
   We followed Taylor south along Decauter Boulevard, which was just east of the Strip, and then he turned into a side street and parked a few houses down. I drove past him and parked a few cars away, hoping he wouldn’t notice he’d been followed. I didn’t think he had—the girl walked with Taylor over to an ugly, squat apartment complex, and I saw Taylor disappear inside with her.
 
   “She must be a local,” Ian said.
 
   “And she must be single. Why else would she live here?”
 
   Ian and I waited for a few minutes.
 
   I said, “What kind of guy picks up a woman days after his dad dies?”
 
   “Maybe he needs a woman’s touch?” Ian said. “Maybe she’ll cheer him up.”
 
   Ian opened the glove compartment, found my stash of chocolate protein bars, and unwrapped one.
 
   “Why’re you eating that?” I said. “You’re not hungry after that big lunch and chocolate pudding dessert, are you?”
 
   “It’s late,” Ian said, “And waiting for Taylor is making me nervous.”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s not dinnertime yet.”
 
   Ian finished his protein bar and started on another one.
 
   “Don’t do that,” I said. “You’re only supposed to eat one at a time.”
 
   “You’re being mean,” said Ian. “I eat when I’m nervous, okay?”
 
   I watched as he gobbled down the bar, and then another one, and then another.
 
   When he got to his fifth bar, I said, “You’ll get sick.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” he said.
 
   “Well, I don’t have any more. You’ve finished up my whole lot.”
 
   “I’ll replace them,” said Ian. “These are addictive, and I’m nervous. I told you, I eat when I’m nervous.”
 
   Ian munched loudly, and when he finished the last protein bar, silence fell. I didn’t know how much longer Taylor would take, and I finally got restless and called David.
 
   “How was Taylor’s computer-fixing?” I asked.
 
   “Fine,” said David sounding wary. “Why d’you ask?”
 
   “No reason.” Silence throbbed for a few seconds and then I said, “How was Taylor’s relationship with his dad?”
 
   David was silent for a few seconds and then he said, “Not bad, I guess. Taylor wasn’t as bad as his mom thought.”
 
   I frowned. “What do you mean, as bad as his mom thought?”
 
   “I don’t want to get him in trouble,” said David, sounding guilty. “He was a good kid, in the end.”
 
   “He won’t get into trouble,” I assured David. “If it’s something private I won’t go to the cops, and you can tell the kid’s grieving.”
 
   “Well,” said David slowly, “I’m not sure how this is relevant to Josh’s death.”
 
   “It might lead to something,” I said. “Even if you think it’s not important.”
 
   “Well, if you don’t go to the cops,” said David, relenting, “I might as well tell you.”
 
   I waited, and then David finally said, “It’s nothing important. But Taylor went through a phase, just like every other kid. He got caught shoplifting a couple of times. One time, he punched a store assistant in the face.”
 
   “How is this not on his police record?” I said, frowning.
 
   “Every time the kid got into trouble,” David said, “Josh would go down and make it right. He’d apologize, he’d pay people off, he’d pull in favors. Taylor was never found guilty of anything.”
 
   “And Mary let him get away with this?”
 
   “Her patience was wearing thin. But Josh kept convincing her that Taylor was just troubled. He was bored, he had a temper.”
 
   “And you didn’t agree?”
 
   Across the line, David sighed. Finally, he said, “I believed that Taylor was a good kid. But he needed discipline, and he needed to rein in his temper.”
 
   “That’s why you thought he should go off to college,” I said. “So he could spend some time studying.”
 
   “And partying, letting off steam. But, yes. I didn’t think that it would be wise to give Taylor a lot of money to start a business, when he’d never proven himself. The first time he got an annoying client, he’d probably punch them in the face.”
 
   “And what about Josh?” I said. “Did Taylor and Josh ever fight?”
 
   “Every now and then,” said David. “But it was nothing serious. Typical father-son stuff. Recently they’d started arguing about Taylor’s future. But it’s the kind of family stuff you expect, you know.”
 
   I nodded, even though David couldn’t see me across the line. “Thanks for telling me this,” I said slowly. “I’m surprised nobody else did.”
 
   “I guess they didn’t know,” said David. “Other than Mary. And Mary was probably trying to protect her son by not talking about his previous misbehavior.”
 
   “Well, you’ve been very helpful,” I said. “Thank you.”
 
   “This won’t get Taylor in trouble, will it? Because he really is a good kid.”
 
   “He does sound like a good kid,” I said honestly. “I’ll keep you updated on how it goes.”
 
   I hung up and glanced at Ian, who was clutching his stomach and looking a little pale.
 
   I said, “You’re feeling sick, aren’t you?”
 
   Ian shook his head rapidly.
 
   I said, “Do you want some water? I’ve got a bottle of water in there.”
 
   Ian looked like he didn’t want to move, so I reached over, opened the storage compartment, and handed him the water bottle. After Ian finished about half the water in the bottle, I filled him in on what David had told me about Taylor.
 
   “Sounds good,” said Ian when I’d finished talking.
 
   “It’s not good,” I said. “Haven’t you listened to what I told you?”
 
   Just then, Taylor emerged from the apartment complex, walking hurriedly, as though he was fleeing someone. I assumed he’d slipped out while the girl was in the shower, and he got into his car, backed out of his spot, and drove off rapidly. I was quick on his heels and was a little relieved when he parked in front of Mary’s Summerlin house instead of going to yet another bar.
 
   I got out of the car five seconds after Taylor and raced after him along the sidewalk.
 
   He turned around in surprise when he heard footsteps, and almost did a double take when he saw me. “You!” he said. And then he glanced behind me and noticed Ian, who’d followed us at a slower pace. Taylor scowled and said, “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “Stomachache,” Ian gasped. “But I feel much better now.”
 
   I glanced at Ian. He didn’t really look much better. It had gotten dark now, and under the streetlights, it was hard to tell whether Ian had gotten paler or not. In any case, his face looked pinched.
 
   “What’re you doing here?” Taylor said, turning his focus back to me. “Are you here to see my mom?”
 
   “No,” I said. “Actually, we’re here to see you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to talk to you,” said Taylor flatly.
 
   His eyes were bloodshot, and I was standing close enough to be able to smell the alcohol on his breath. I remembered that he’d had at least five or six drinks at the bar, and then maybe a drink or two more at the girl’s house. He swayed slightly, and I knew the alcohol hadn’t completely left his system yet. He wasn’t slurring his words, and he wasn’t flat-out drunk, but I guessed he’d still be at least slightly tipsy.
 
   “That’s fine,” I said. “Then I’ll just tell your mother what I’ve learned.”
 
   That got his attention. “Okay,” he said. “What’ve you learned?”
 
   There was a mocking tone to his voice, as though he doubted that I’d learned anything, and it made me feel slightly insecure. The truth was, I’d learned nothing.
 
   “I’ve learned all about you,” I said finally, deciding to go the route of lies.
 
   Taylor scoffed. “There’s nothing to learn about me.”
 
   “I know you used to shoplift,” I said. That got his attention, and his gaze focused on mine, looking serious. “I know you punched a shop assistant in the face.”
 
   “That’s not on my record,” he said. “How do you know that? I know my mom wouldn’t tell you guys.”
 
   “We have our ways,” Ian said from behind me. His voice sounded strained, and I turned to look at him.
 
   “You gonna be okay?” I asked him. “You can take the car and head home. I’ll join you later.”
 
   “No,” gasped Ian. “I’m fine. We’re partners. We stick together.”
 
   “You don’t look fine,” said Taylor. “Why don’t you two come back another day?”
 
   He began to walk toward the house, and I followed him rapidly. “Not so fast,” I said. “Your petty crimes might not have been on your record, but I know about them. And I’m sure that we could rustle up the shop assistant you punched.”
 
   “So?” said Taylor. “That doesn’t prove anything.”
 
   “It proves you had a bad temper,” I said slowly. “It proves that you can get violent.”
 
   Taylor looked at me. “What’re you trying to say?”
 
   “I’m trying to say this.” I took a deep breath, trying to organize my thoughts before I said them out loud. “You wanted your dad to invest in your business, but he wouldn’t. You got mad at him. You fought. You knew he’d leave you lots of money. You—”
 
   “I had no idea he’d leave me a trust fund,” Taylor protested.
 
   “Well,” I faltered. “Maybe not.” Even Mary had mentioned that the trust fund had been a surprise. “But maybe you did. Either way, you fought, and you killed him.”
 
   I finished the sentence with a flourish, proud of my deduction.
 
   “No,” said Taylor, shaking his head. “That’s not how it happened. That’s not what happened at all.”
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Maybe you shoved him back. And it was an accident. Manslaughter, not murder. Either way, you killed him.”
 
   “No,” said Taylor, leaning forward, his eyes shining intensely. “That’s not what happened at all. Nothing like that.”
 
   My brows creased together for a second. “Okay,” I said, crossing my arms across my chest. “Why don’t you tell me what really happened?”
 
   “I hate the cops,” Taylor said. “I’m never gonna talk to them. They arrested my friend Jared for no reason. If my dad hadn’t been there, they’d have arrested me.”
 
   “We’re not the cops,” I told him gently. “You can see how not like a cop Ian is.” As if on cue, Ian groaned. “And we’d better hurry before the guy throws up on your mom’s sidewalk.”
 
   Taylor glanced at Ian for a second, and then he looked back at me. “Okay,” he said. “But only because I didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   We waited for him to gather his thoughts, and then he said, “I went to see my dad that day, okay? I admit it.”
 
   “What time was this?”
 
   “Just before twelve,” said Taylor. “I met him at the nightclub. We talked about the concierge business. And he said it wasn’t a good idea. We argued for a bit. He showed me a briefcase on his desk, and then he said it was full of cash, and he’d give it to me if I went to college and graduated. Or if I got a regular job here in Vegas and held it down for four years. He said I could get the money and do anything I wanted after that.”
 
   He paused, and seemed to be reluctant to go on. I said, “What happened then? How bad was the fight?”
 
   Taylor took a deep breath. “Really bad. I hate fighting with my dad, because I know he’s just looking out for me. Anyway, I told him I needed to go to the bathroom, and I left to take a breather.”
 
   “Right.” I nodded. “And then you came back…”
 
   “No.” Taylor shook his head. “I didn’t come back. When I came out, I could hear my dad talking to someone in his office.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I didn’t recognize the voice, but it belonged to a woman, and they seemed to be arguing. I didn’t want to bother them, so I went out to the bar and poured myself a drink. I sat there for what, maybe ten minutes? Fifteen? Anyway, I decided not to wait anymore, so I headed back to my dad’s office. When I got to the narrow passage, I saw the door that led outside was being pulled closed from the outside.”
 
   “Could you see who was closing it?”
 
   Taylor shook his head. “But it must’ve been the same person I heard, right? The woman.”
 
   I nodded, feeling slightly light-headed. “Okay, go on.”
 
   “Well, I thought maybe he’d just had a guest who’d left, so I went to his office, and that’s when I found him. Lying on the floor.” Taylor’s eyes misted up, and he sniffed before going on. “There was lots of blood. I checked his pulse, checked for breath… but I knew. I knew right then. I texted his assistant, because he used to say that she always knew what to do. And then I panicked. I knew the cops would think I killed my dad, just like you two do.”
 
   “I don’t think you killed him,” I said, trying to reassure him. I didn’t know if I believed my own words or not, but I knew that I couldn’t let him stop talking. “And then what did you do?”
 
   “Well, I wiped the cell phone clean, like I’d seen on the cop shows on TV,” he said. “And then I ran out the door.”
 
   I frowned. Something was missing from Taylor’s story. And then it clicked. “I never saw a briefcase in any of the crime scene photographs.”
 
   Taylor looked at me, confused. “I was too panicked to really look around the room. But now that I think about it, when I found my dad lying on the floor, there was no briefcase around.”
 
   “Was there anything else wrong about the room?” I asked.
 
   Taylor shook his head. “I didn’t notice anything.”
 
   “You didn’t grab the briefcase, did you?”
 
   Taylor shook his head again. “You’re not going to tell the cops this, are you? You promised me you wouldn’t.”
 
   I looked at him hesitantly. Technically, if I didn’t tell the cops this information, I’d be withholding evidence.
 
   I said, “Let’s go back a bit. When you heard voices, did you hear anything at all about what they were saying? You said it sounded like an argument.”
 
   Taylor nodded. “There was a woman’s voice, and she sounded really angry. I heard her say, ‘You look at everyone else but you never look at me’. And she said, ‘Why not me?’ At least, that’s what I thought she said. I might’ve misheard.”
 
   I nodded, wondering if he was telling the truth. “And what about the briefcase? What’d it look like?”
 
   “It was one of those old-fashioned ones. Hard case. Dark brown leather. Locks on either side.”
 
   “Okay. And what about the cell phone? When you texted Amelia, did you notice anything else about it? Any texts he’d sent, or calls he’d made?”
 
   Taylor shook his head, no. “There was nothing. Maybe someone had wiped it clean before I did.”
 
   Just then, the door opened and Mary stepped out. “I thought I heard voices,” she said. “What’s going on?”
 
   Taylor gave us a panicked look.
 
   I said, “Ian and I just came to give you back your stand mixer. Ours has started working again.”
 
   Taylor headed inside, throwing me a grateful look, and Ian and I went back to the car to retrieve the mixer. Ian slid into the passenger seat and made moaning noises. “I can’t get up,” he said. “You were right. I shouldn’t have had those bars.”
 
   I handed the stand mixer over to Mary, told her that Ian wasn’t feeling too well, and apologized for rushing off. By the time I got back to the car, Ian had finished all the water in the bottle.
 
   “Let’s head home,” I told him. “And then I’ll go to the station.”
 
   Ian groaned. “Elwood won’t be there to take your statement now, and I feel fine.”
 
   “You don’t look fine.”
 
   “I’m fine. Let’s go to Chloe’s house.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “They say it’s always the spouse. And Taylor said he heard a woman’s voice. Chloe’s a woman.”
 
   Ian’s logic was impeccable. Except, I didn’t agree with him. I didn’t think it was Chloe.
 
   “Taylor said the woman was talking about how Josh paid everyone attention but her. That can only mean one person. Amelia. Josh paid everyone attention but her.”
 
   Ian nodded. “So you want to go see Amelia?”
 
   “She didn’t seem all that friendly when we talked to her today,” I said. “She was pretty hostile when we asked if Josh had ever tried to seduce her.”
 
   “Of course it makes sense now.”
 
   “I guess it does,” I admitted.
 
   Ian said, “Maybe Chloe has some more info on Amelia. Something we can look into before we talk to her again.”
 
   “Plus,” I added, half to myself, “Chloe was worried about money. Maybe she knows something about the briefcase.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Beads of sweat were forming on Ian’s brow, and I looked at him, worried, as I knocked and waited for Chloe.
 
   “What’s going on?” Chloe said when she opened the door and saw the two of us.
 
   “I feel really sick,” Ian said, pushing past her. “Where’s your bathroom?”
 
   “You can’t go in there,” Chloe said. “This is private property. You’re trespassing.”
 
   She ran ahead of Ian and stood blocking the doorway to her bedroom.
 
   Chloe was wearing blue printed pajamas, the old shirt-and-pants type, and her hair was a mess. Perhaps we’d woken her up, but that didn’t excuse the rudeness.
 
   “Don’t be silly,” I said to Chloe as I closed the front door. “Look at him. He’s going to barf any moment now.”
 
   “That’s true,” groaned Ian. “Tiffany told me not to eat the bars.”
 
   Chloe looked at me disapprovingly. “What’s he talking about?”
 
   “You don’t want me throwing up on your couch,” Ian said. He pushed Chloe to one side gently and rushed into the bedroom. Chloe walked into the room behind Ian, and I followed Chloe in time to see Ian rushing into the bathroom.
 
   Chloe’s bedroom was a mess, with an unmade bed, used tissues lying all around, and a study table pushed into one corner and covered with books, papers and knickknacks. There was radio silence from the bathroom, and then Ian said, “I’m fine, I’m fine. It’s passed.”
 
   He emerged from the bathroom, looking much better than he was five minutes ago. He wasn’t sweating anymore, and his skin wasn’t as pale.
 
   “I think there was something in the protein bars,” he said. “Maybe I’m allergic to something in them.”
 
   “Maybe you shouldn’t have had five in a row, and should’ve stopped eating when I told you to.”
 
   “Why don’t I get you a can of ginger ale?” Chloe suggested. “You can drink that, and you’ll feel better, and then you can go home.”
 
   She looked as worried as I felt, and I nodded at her. I appreciated her sudden concern for Ian. “Thanks. He should drink something. And then we’ll get out of your hair. Sorry to bother you like this.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said, “Let’s get that drink.”
 
   I was about to head back into the living room, when something on Chloe’s table caught my eye.
 
   It was dark brown and leather. I walked over to the table, pushed some papers aside, and revealed the briefcase. Old-fashioned, hard case. Combination locks on either side.
 
   “What’s this?” I said, turning to Chloe again.
 
   She shrugged. “A friend asked me to keep it for him. Let’s go have that drink.”
 
   “Not so fast,” I said. I turned to the briefcase again and tried the combination locks. They flipped open immediately. I opened the briefcase and stared into it. Bundles of fifty-dollar bills stared back at me. I blinked, shocked. It was more money than I’d ever seen at once.
 
   “This is Josh’s briefcase,” I said, turning back to face Chloe. “You must’ve been counting the money when we showed up. No wonder you didn’t want us coming into your bedroom.”
 
   Chloe rolled her eyes. “So sue me. I like money.”
 
   “So this is Josh’s briefcase. And you killed him.”
 
   “I didn’t kill him,” Chloe said. “He was already dead inside.”
 
   “What d’you mean?” I said.
 
   “He wouldn’t commit. He wasn’t a real man.”
 
   “But you stayed with him.”
 
   “I didn’t think I had a choice. I wasn’t sure I could do better.”
 
   “That’s no reason to kill him.”
 
   “I keep telling you, I didn’t kill him. It was an accident.”
 
   “So you had a fight,” I conjectured. “You kept saying, ‘You look after everyone else. Why not me?’ And then you shoved him and he hit his head.”
 
   Chloe nodded. “I couldn’t tell the cops. I can’t just go to jail.”
 
   Her words sent a chill down my spine. If she couldn’t tell the cops, why had she just admitted this to me? But I pressed on through the fear and said, “Why’d you do it? Why’d you take the cash?”
 
   “Wouldn’t you do something?” said Chloe. “Imagine if you couldn’t get another job as a dealer, or you couldn’t work as a PI anymore. Wouldn’t you do something about it?”
 
   I looked at her incredulously. “You mean, if I couldn’t get another job as a PI, I should just go ahead and kill a man?”
 
   Chloe shook her head. “No, no. About the money. If you found a briefcase full of cash, wouldn’t you keep it?”
 
   “I—I don’t know. Depends on how I found it. If I’d just killed a man, I might not. I might go and turn myself in to the police. But I can’t really see myself killing a man.”
 
   I realized I was babbling, but I couldn’t stop myself. Chloe was looking at me funny, and the knowledge that we were in a murderer’s house late at night was making me a little nervous. Plus, I hadn’t had any dinner. Ian had eaten up all my protein bars, and I could tell that he was about to throw them all up.
 
   “What’re you going on about?” Chloe said.
 
   “I’m kind of weak. I mean, I know Krav Maga, but that might not help me kill a guy. It more helps me get away from a guy.”
 
   Ian’s stomach made a loud, suspicious noise, and I stopped talking and looked at him. Chloe followed my gaze.
 
   “I’m feeling sick again,” Ian admitted, looking sheepish. His skin had started to go all pale again.
 
   “I guess we should get going,” I said, trying to sound more cheerful than I felt. It occurred to me that not only would I probably not be able to kill a person, but I would probably have a hard time escaping from Chloe if she decided to bash my head against some sharp furniture.
 
   Just to be on the safe side, I took a look around the room. The corners of the table were covered with papers, and the bed looked too messy to kill someone with.
 
   As I glanced at the bed, I noticed Chloe doing the same, and then she bent down and retrieved something from under it. When she stood up, she was holding a great big gun, pointing the muzzle right at me.
 
   “Whoa!” I said. “That thing’s huge! Where’d you get it?”
 
   “Got it this morning,” said Chloe slowly. “Figured I should have some way to protect myself in case someone tried to steal the briefcase.”
 
   “I don’t want the briefcase,” I said. “I just wanna go home.”
 
   “Me too,” said Ian weakly. “I need to go home.”
 
   “You’re not going anywhere,” said Chloe sharply. “You’re the only ones who know I killed Josh.”
 
   “It was an accident,” I reminded her, trying to ingratiate myself. “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Chloe, narrowing her eyes. “Exactly.”
 
   “You had an argument,” I said, watching the gun carefully. “Lovers argue all the time.”
 
   “Right.” Chloe nodded. “He was always cheating on me. I needed him to buy me a ring, get me the new housewife gig I keep hearing about. He had money. He was spending it on his ex-wife and his son. Why not me? I could start a business.”
 
   “Exactly,” I said. “And now you can.”
 
   Chloe said, “There’s just over two hundred thousand dollars in cash in that briefcase. I can use that money to start over. I don’t need anyone arresting me.”
 
   “And you don’t want to get in trouble by killing anyone new,” I told her. “So why don’t we call this our secret? Ian and I can go home.”
 
   “You’re not going anywhere,” said Chloe. “I’m going to shoot you. Maybe not here. Maybe we should go somewhere.”
 
   Her hand was shaking, and I said, “Do you know how to shoot a gun? You just got it today. Have you taken lessons?”
 
   “I don’t need lessons,” said Chloe. “How hard is it to shoot someone?”
 
   “It’s really messy,” I said. “Why don’t you just let us go home?”
 
   “You’re not going anywhere.”
 
   Ian’s stomach made a loud, angry noise, and he said, “I’m going to the bathroom.”
 
   “You’re not going anywhere,” Chloe repeated, not taking her eyes off me.
 
   “You don’t get it,” said Ian. “I don’t want to make a mess over your carpet.”
 
   He dashed into the bathroom, and Chloe took a few steps and rushed towards Ian. She had her back to me, and before I knew what I was doing, I flung myself halfway across the room and onto Chloe, pushing her down against the floor. I heard the gun going off as I pressed her down, and I grabbed Chloe’s gun-holding hand with both my hands and pointed the gun away from the bathroom. I heard it go off a few more times, until it was out of bullets.
 
   I could hear Ian retching violently in the bathroom, and he didn’t stop throwing up for what felt like a good fifteen minutes. He didn’t scream either, so I knew that none of the bullets had hit him. But my heart was pounding wildly, and I wished Ian would hurry up and help me deal with Chloe.
 
   Ian stopped throwing up and came out of the bathroom after he was done. He found me sitting on Chloe’s back, pinning her arms under me. She was muttering something about getting even, but I didn’t think she was a threat.
 
   “You look great,” Ian told me. “I’m going to wash up.”
 
   “Call 911,” I said, scowling at him.
 
   I heard Ian going through the bathroom cabinet and he called out, “You’ll be okay. I feel really gross so I’m just going to rinse out—hey, this is Listerine! Great!”
 
   I heard Ian gargling, and then finally, I heard him saying, “Operator? We need someone to come over.”
 
   Under me, Chloe groaned. “I just wanted a new life,” she said. “I didn’t want all this.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   It was early morning by the time Ian and I left the station. We gave statements, waited around, filled out forms, and then finally, we got back home.
 
   “I’m never eating protein bars ever again,” Ian said as he opened the door to his apartment. “Never. Ever. Again.”
 
   “Your getting sick might have saved our lives,” I reminded him. “It was a good way to distract Crazy Chloe.”
 
   “Meh,” said Ian. “We could’ve distracted her some other way. I didn’t want to worry you in the car, but I really felt like I was dying. I had horrible cramps. That’s probably what getting a period feels like.”
 
   I laughed. “Getting a period is worse,” I told him. “So much worse. At least you could throw up and get it over with.”
 
   “I’m not sure,” said Ian. “I felt really bad.”
 
   “Well, get some sleep,” I said, not really in the mood to discuss periods with Ian. We hadn’t slept all night, and I knew we still had some work ahead of us.
 
   When I got back to my apartment, I checked the cell phone Stone had given me. No calls or messages.
 
   Nine hours later, Ian and I had eaten lunch (reheated pizza pockets) and were sitting in Mary’s living room, telling her everything we’d found out. Mary was sitting on one of the leather couches, wearing skinny jeans and a white knit top. Taylor sat in an armchair opposite us, slouched down low and sulking. He wore a gray t-shirt and shorts, and his hair looked as messy as ever.
 
   Mary turned to Taylor once Ian and I were finished talking. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this?” she asked him, sounding more exasperated than relieved. “I needed to know!”
 
   “I didn’t want to get the cops involved,” said Taylor. He shot me a moody glance. “You said you wouldn’t tell!”
 
   “I almost got killed,” I reminded him. “And poor Ian had to throw up in that woman’s bathroom.”
 
   “I saved our lives,” Ian said. “But it wasn’t fun getting sick. Tiffany tells me that’s what getting a— ”
 
   I interrupted Ian quickly, before he could start talking about cramps. “I know I promised you,” I told Taylor. “But my first loyalty is to your mom. And don’t you feel better now, knowing that Mary knows the truth?”
 
   Taylor bit his lips and shrugged. “I guess so,” he mumbled.
 
   Mary said, “Taylor, this is really serious business. I know you don’t like cops, but they have to do their jobs. And don’t you owe it to your dad, to find his killer?”
 
   Taylor nodded, and sniffed. “I felt terrible. I thought I couldn’t do anything right.”
 
   “You just have to be more confident,” Mary told him. “We love you. And we’re all here to protect you.”
 
   Taylor nodded. “I’ve already decided to tell the cops what I saw.”
 
   “That’s my boy!” Mary went over and gave him a hug. “I always knew you’d do the right thing.”
 
   “And I’m sorry about all the—past stuff,” Taylor said, shifting awkwardly. “Dad was right. He told me the day he died that I needed to prove myself first. And I’m going to do that.”
 
   “Do what?” Mary said. She looked at him seriously, her face flooded with concern again.
 
   “I’m going to enroll in college,” Taylor said. “I’m going to study business, and I’ll get a good GPA and make good friends. Dad said he did so well in business because he had a good business partner, and he’d learned stuff at school. If I’m going to be like him, I need to do what he did.”
 
   Mary hugged him again. “I’m so proud of you!” she said. “I’m sure you’ll get into a fabulous school.”
 
   I smiled, happy to see the two work things out. “We should get going,” I told her. “I have a shift in a couple of hours, and Ian wants to write up the report for this case.”
 
   “I’ll give you the rest of the fee I owe you,” Mary said, handing us a check. “I’m glad you could find out what happened.”
 
   “Josh was lucky to have you two as his family,” I said softly. I looked at Taylor and said, “I’m sure you’ll make him proud.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   There were still no messages on my secret cell phone when I got home. I knew Stone would contact me someday, but in the meantime, I needed to stay busy.
 
   So when Ian knocked on the door a few minutes later, asking if I wanted to bake cupcakes, I said, “Sure! I’ll come over.”
 
   We headed to his apartment, where Snowflake was taking a nap. She opened one eye when she saw me, meowed softly, and went back to sleep.
 
   Ian found the eggs and milk, and we found a nice-looking recipe and began mixing the ingredients together.
 
   “It’s good that Taylor decided to ’fess up to what he saw,” Ian said. “It’ll be easier to convict Chloe.”
 
   I nodded. “I guess he was just scared. He’s a young kid, and so far, he hasn’t had good experiences with the law.”
 
   “He’ll grow up,” said Ian. “College will be good for him. I guess he was just scared of the future.”
 
   “Isn’t everyone?” I thought about Detective Elwood, who didn’t want to know whether his wife was having an affair or not. I wasn’t any better: I was starting to dread the future at the Treasury Casino. How would weight restrictions go? Would they introduce new uniforms?
 
   “What’re you thinking about?” Ian said. “Are you thinking that we’ll be partners in the future? I really helped you out on this case.”
 
   I half-snorted, half-smiled. “By getting violently sick.”
 
   “Yeah.” Ian nodded. “Nothing too difficult.”
 
   I shook my head, still smiling. “I was just thinking that if I’m going to meet weight requirements, I’ll need to give up on cupcakes.”
 
   Ian looked at me seriously. “For good?”
 
   “At least for a few weeks. That’s the only way I’ll lose weight.” It was difficult to commit to the idea. Cupcakes were my favorite food group.
 
   “I quit protein bars,” said Ian. “I’m sure you can quit cupcakes.”
 
   I thought back to the cell phone lying hidden in my bathroom cabinet. “I’m not sure,” I said. “My life’s really stressful these days.”
 
   “Then what about a new job?” Ian said. “Would you work at one of the Fremont Street casinos?”
 
   I shook my head no. “I don’t think so. The pay’s worse, and I’m not sure that management’ll be any better. I guess I’ll just have to give up cupcakes for a while.”
 
   Ian and I looked at each other uncertainly.
 
   “Maybe,” I said slowly, “if giving up cupcakes is the hardest thing I’ve got to do in the next few weeks, I’ll be okay.”
 
   “Maybe,” agreed Ian.
 
   But we both knew that even if I quit eating cupcakes, I might not lose enough weight to keep my job at the Treasury.
 
   “Maybe you’ll lose tons of weight,” said Ian, trying to be encouraging. “Or maybe you’ll land a big PI client, and you’ll be able to quit your job. You could solve a murder or two, and give up being a dealer for good.”
 
   I laughed. “I think I’ve had enough of homicide cases for a while. Psychopaths threatening to kill me is getting a little old.”
 
   “Yeah, well,” said Ian. “I suppose we can worry about the future when it gets here.”
 
   I nodded. “And with any luck, we won’t meet any more psychopaths.”
 
   Of course, life never quite worked out that way for me.
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