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    *** 
 
    High Stakes and Hazelnut Cupcakes in Las Vegas: A Tiffany Black Mystery 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A CEO, a nurse and a housekeeper: the one thing they have in common is murder victim, April Wilkins. 
 
    When cupcake-loving croupier Tiffany Black delves into the mysterious circumstances surrounding April’s death, she uncovers a world of deceit and high stakes… stakes high enough that the killer decides to target Tiffany next. 
 
    Meanwhile, Tiffany learns about her friend Stone’s past, Tiffany’s mother insists on introducing yet another persistent, bad date, and Nanna tries to “help” out on the case…
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Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Another loud cheer erupted at the craps table. 
 
    I glanced over for a second: the table was packed four deep. Tourists and locals alike were attracted by the winning streak of the two gamblers who were taking turns rolling the dice. The happy cheers had been going on for the past hour or so, and anyone who was gambling at the table must’ve made a small fortune by now. 
 
    When it heats up, the craps table is one of the most popular tables in any casino. Working as a dealer, I see winning streaks quite often, but a long winning streak like the one at the table tonight isn’t so common. 
 
    I knew that someone from casino management must’ve already comped the gamblers their stay at the Treasury. People who win are almost as important to the casino as those who lose. 
 
    I looked over at my pit boss, who pointed to his watch and nodded. I clapped out my hands at the blackjack table where I was stationed and smiled at the four gamblers sitting in front of me. 
 
    “It’s time for me to head off,” I told them, “but Nancy’ll take good care of you.” 
 
    The gamblers nodded and said their goodbyes in a half-daze. I smiled at Nancy, my replacement dealer, and began to thread my way out of the pit. 
 
    Although it was six o’clock in the morning, the energy of the pit was nowhere near subsiding. 
 
    It had been one exciting thing after the other since my shift had started at midnight—first there was the elderly woman from Tennessee who’d won the million-dollar jackpot at one of the special slot machines. Then there was the massive brawl that had broken out between ten boxing fans: as far as I could tell, the wrong person had won, or perhaps it was the right person, but each of the overweight frat-boy-aged boxing fans wanted to prove their mettle on the casino floor. The fight had gone on for much longer than most casino fights before they were finally removed from the premises, and soon after, one of the gamblers at my blackjack table was asked to leave because of card counting. 
 
    There were no windows in the pit, no way to detect a whiff of the outside world. Management had created the perfect closed environment for gamblers: no clocks, no visible signs of anything outside the casino. The garish carpets, bright lights, and constant flux of activity served to keep the gamblers’ energy levels high, and fresh, mildly-citrus-scented oxygen was constantly piped in through the air vents. 
 
    The continuous jingles of slot machines and whoops of winning gamblers were reminders to everyone in the pit that they too could be a winner, if only they played for a bit longer. And a bit longer. And a bit longer. 
 
    The casino has been my second home for a while now. There was a time when I hated the job, but these days, I appreciate it for what it is—a relatively easy paycheck, and a sharp contrast to my other job, that of being a private investigator. 
 
    A few minutes later, I was stepping out of the climate-controlled casino and into the cool early-morning breeze of Las Vegas. 
 
    I’d made a quick pit stop at one of the employee restrooms and changed out of my bright-red-and-black dealer’s uniform into jeans and a cozy cardigan. My outfit kept me warm despite the unexpectedly cool morning breeze, unlike the group of tourists who were just stepping out of a cab, dressed in shorts and Hawaiian shirts.  
 
    As I walked past them, one of the Treasury doormen held the cab door open, said something funny, and pocketed what must’ve been a generous tip. I heard the door slam shut and then, before I knew it, the doorman had rushed forward till he was standing next to me. 
 
    “Tiffany Black?” he said. 
 
    I looked at him, one of my eyebrows rising up of its own accord. I’d never noticed this doorman before—he seemed about five foot ten, slightly on the skinny side, with dark brown hair that was receding at the temples. His auburn eyes held a mixture of hope and worry, and there was a tautness to his face that made me frown. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, “I don’t remember your name…” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “We’ve never been introduced,” he said, his words coming out in an apologetic rush. “I’ve heard about you. I heard you do some PI work on the side, and that you’re really good at it.” 
 
    I wondered which gossiping coworker had told him all that and noticed that his name tag said Dave. “I guess it’s nice to meet you, Dave.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t mean to keep you or anything,” Dave said, still sounding apologetic. “It’s just that”—he glanced back toward the entrance of the Treasury Casino, where he was supposed to be at work, being charming to visitors and earning hefty tips—“I’m in a bit of a pickle, and I think an investigator could help me out.” 
 
    “I’ve never worked for anyone in the casino before,” I said hesitantly. “I don’t want to get into trouble at work or something.” 
 
    Dave shook his head. “I promise, I’ll make sure nobody else at the Treasury finds out, and you won’t get into trouble. Please. I need to get back to work now, but I really need your help. If you could just…” 
 
    Something about the man made me feel sorry for him. “Why don’t I give you my number,” I said kindly, “and when your shift’s over, you can come by my place to chat with me.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    It was ten o’clock the next morning and my neighbor Ian had come over to my apartment with some hazelnut cupcakes and his kitten, Snowflake. 
 
    Snowflake is a little bundle of white fluff with bright blue eyes. Ian and I rescued her from a horrible woman, and now Ian keeps her safely in his apartment. She has a unique combination of apathy and curiosity and will pretend to be asleep whenever she doesn’t want to interact with the humans. Today, however, she butted her head against my ankles and demanded some snuggles. 
 
    As I petted her, Ian placed a big Tupperware container on my kitchen countertop and filled the kettle with water. 
 
    Ian lives a few doors down the hallway from me, and despite our differences, we’ve managed to become good friends. He’s only a few years younger than me, but while I’m cynical and realistic, Ian is naive and constantly hopeful. He has a shock of curly red hair, optimistic green eyes, and the ability to constantly say the wrong thing. 
 
    When I first met Ian, I found him annoying and overly enthusiastic about everything. But as time went by, I came to appreciate his loyalty and unique perspective on life. In many ways, he’s like the younger brother I never had. 
 
    Ian dropped out of college when a start-up that he and his friends had founded made them all multimillionaires after its IPO; his money is now tied up in a trust fund that his parents and lawyer control. Which means that thankfully he can’t spend everything all at once, or get taken for a ride by the many gold-diggers he meets. 
 
    However, the existence of his trust fund does mean that Ian never has to work, especially since he doesn’t have very many expenses. He still lives like a college student, in his cheap apartment with cheap takeout. But he’s always wanted to do something more “meaningful” with his life, so when he found out that I was a private investigator, he managed to convince me to let him tag along on most of my cases. 
 
    “Glenn brought these over last night while you were still at work,” said Ian, nodding at the container and mentioning another neighbor, a retired baker who lives downstairs. “I wanted to have one right away, but I remembered how you said you wouldn’t let me help out on any of your cases if I ate Glenn’s cupcakes without you.” 
 
    I looked at Ian seriously and nodded. “I’ve missed Glenn’s baking—we haven’t had a chance to see him much, and now his girlfriend wants him to do more healthy baking instead of cupcakes.” 
 
    “Maybe she’ll change her mind,” said Ian hopefully. “And then Glenn can go back to baking cupcakes every day, like he used to.” 
 
    Ian is an eternal optimist, but I wasn’t sure too sure. I shook my head. “I don’t know. We really should get back to practicing baking cupcakes, but I don’t have time these days; I keep getting busy with cases, and there’s my work with the casino, and I’ll need to help Stone out soon…” 
 
    I handed Snowflake over to Ian, made two mugs of steaming-hot instant coffee, and set out cupcakes for the both of us. 
 
    As we settled down on the sofa and dug into the delicious sweet-hazelnut flavors of the cupcakes, I filled Ian in on Dave. “He’s supposed to come over within fifteen minutes,” I said, “and then we’ll find out what’s going on.” 
 
    “But you don’t know anything about what he wants?” 
 
    I shook my head. “He was busy with work, and we couldn’t really talk.” 
 
    Ian and I chewed our cupcakes thoughtfully while Snowflake watched us carefully from her spot on Ian’s lap, probably wondering if she should try to lick some of that icing the humans seemed to enjoy. 
 
    “Have you heard from Stone recently?” Ian asked suddenly. 
 
    I looked at him and nodded. 
 
    Stone is an ex-CIA operative, a friend who’d helped me out on my first cases. At one point, I’d started to wonder if we were going to be more than friends. And then, one night, we shared a kiss that I still can’t forget. 
 
    Unfortunately, the next day, two men in dark suits showed up looking for Stone, claiming he’d been involved in all kinds of crimes. Stone went into hiding after that, and I only managed to track him down through his former CIA mentor, an elderly man who went by the name of Johnson. 
 
    I said, “Someone from Stone’s past—another former CIA guy, Eli Cohen—is supposed to be arriving in Vegas tomorrow. Johnson and I are going to follow him around, see what we can learn about what’s going on.” 
 
    “But you still don’t know what really happened in Stone’s past?” 
 
    “No. I think Johnson’s going to tell me tomorrow morning, while we wait for Eli’s plane to land.” 
 
    “And this Eli guy holds the key to Stone being able to come out of hiding?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m completely in the dark, but apparently it could help. And you know I’d do anything to help Stone out.” 
 
    Ian nodded. “I wish you’d let me help out too.” 
 
    “I know, but this is something I have to do myself. It’s too risky, and I probably shouldn’t even be talking about Stone with you. I don’t know what kind of trouble he’s in, but I’m going to make sure he’ll be okay.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Just as Ian and I finished our cupcakes, there was a knock on the door, and I opened it to invite Dave in. He’d changed out of his doorman’s uniform and into jeans and a button-down shirt, but he still had that haunted look in his eyes. 
 
    He waved away my offer for anything to drink and sat down on a chair opposite the sofa. “Thanks for agreeing to talk to me. I really need your help—I need to know what happened to my sister.” 
 
    “I can’t promise anything,” I said evenly. “I’m not sure what kind of work you’d like me to do, but I’ve already agreed to a job that starts tomorrow morning and might go on for a day or two. Obviously, I won’t be able to work on your case during that time.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” said Dave. “I don’t have anywhere else to turn, and the police are being particularly incompetent.” 
 
    Ian and I exchanged a glance. “There are always other private investigators,” I said lightly. “Just in case I can’t do the work for you…” 
 
    “But of course we’d like to,” said Ian quickly, before Dave could look any more disappointed. “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?” 
 
    Dave nodded and gulped. 
 
    “My sister April died,” he started hesitantly. “It’s been three weeks now. She was killed by someone—and the cops don’t know who did it. I know that in a few days, the case might get closed and marked unsolved, and I can’t let that happen. She’s my only family. I need to know what happened—I can’t just have the person who killed her walking around enjoying their life, while my sister’s not here anymore.” 
 
    So far, no good. 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of things—the cops in Vegas can be overworked, and there are a few who aren’t particularly good at their jobs. But if they couldn’t find out who killed his sister, I wasn’t sure that I would be able to either. I didn’t say all that, and instead watched as Dave ran his hands through his hair. He was obviously making an effort to seem organized and calm about the whole thing, but the despair in his eyes was crystal clear, as was the fear that he would never find out the truth. 
 
    I took a sip of my coffee and said, “How exactly did she die?” 
 
    “Someone stabbed her in the stomach,” said Dave, shuddering and narrowing his eyes. “She was found out in the desert, a couple of miles away. The cops say—and this seems pretty obvious to me—that someone must’ve killed her and then dumped her out there to cover their tracks.” 
 
    “Unless she went out there to meet someone,” said Ian. 
 
    “No, it was too far out, and my sister’s not the kind of person who would go and meet people in the desert.” 
 
    “What kind of person was she?” I said gently. 
 
    “She was young,” said Dave. He pulled out his phone, found some photos, and handed the phone over to me. 
 
    As I scrolled through the photos, looking at the pretty, fresh-skinned brunette with shoulder-length curly hair, Dave went on, “She was smart, and pretty ambitious. She was only twenty, but she wanted to do something with her life—she just didn’t know what. She was going to college in the East, but she dropped out after two years to figure out what she wanted to do. She’d planned to study science, but she said there weren’t enough jobs, and she wanted something that was meaningful, but still provided a good paycheck. That’s why she moved out to Vegas—we were going to spend some time together, and she’d take a break to see what kinds of things she liked.” 
 
    “How long had she been staying here?” 
 
    “About seven months,” said Dave. “She’s been—she was living in an apartment near the hospital and working at a café during the day.” 
 
    “Was she living by herself? Or did she have a boyfriend?” 
 
    “She had a roommate,” said Dave. “Ruby Williams, a nurse at the hospital. They were good friends.” 
 
    “And what about your family?” I said, remembering Dave’s earlier comment that April was his only family. 
 
    Dave shook his head. “Our parents both died a few years back—Dad had cancer, and Mom died from a heart attack. They used to live out in Maryland. We don’t have any other brothers or sisters—it was just me and April.” 
 
    “Any uncles or aunts?” 
 
    “We have an uncle and aunt on my mother’s side, and three cousins; all of them live in Maryland. My dad has a brother, and he’s got two sons, who live in Illinois.” 
 
    I was trying to think of how to phrase the issue of money delicately, but Ian beat me to the punch. “So it’s not like there’s anyone who’s going to inherit a bunch of money from your sister’s death.” 
 
    Dave shook his head. “My parents weren’t well off, and by the time we paid for all the funeral expenses and paid off all their debts, there was very little left over. We don’t have any money issues, which I guess is an advantage of not having very much money to start with.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” said Ian. “Having too much money can lead to all kinds of problems.” 
 
    Before Ian could start talking about his trust fund woes and all the people who’d tried to swindle him, I said, “And what about any boyfriends? Was your sister seeing anyone?” 
 
    Dave nodded. “I love my sister, but she’s young, and she’d never been too mature about her relationships. As far as I knew, she was dating Richard Hennessy.” 
 
    The name meant nothing to me, but Ian’s eyebrows shot up. “The CEO of InvenTech?” 
 
    Dave nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    I bit my lower lip thoughtfully. “How did they meet? I don’t want to seem rude, but a rich CEO probably had lots of women chasing after him. Maybe their involvement had something to do with April’s death.” 
 
    Dave shook his head. “It was a very low-key relationship. April met Richard through her roommate Ruby, and I think Ruby and Richard are old friends. I’m not sure if Richard has lots of women chasing after him or not, but it’s not something April ever complained about. But that’s part of the reason why I’m here—Richard is actually the main suspect, and I think the police aren’t going after him hard enough, because of all his money.” 
 
    I nodded. “The cops always suspect the spouse or partner, but it doesn’t necessarily mean they had anything to do with the death. Do you really think Richard had something to do with April’s death?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’d only met the guy once. April claimed they weren’t that serious yet, and I knew my sister well enough—she doesn’t settle down quickly. But that’s what the cops told me, that Richard was the main suspect, and I didn’t see them doing anything about it.” 
 
    “Sounds like you don’t really suspect Richard,” Ian said. 
 
    Dave shook his head. “I don’t know what to believe. I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “And your sister never complained about Richard? The two of them seemed happy together?” 
 
    Dave shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “April never complained about Richard, but she wasn’t very serious about him. She’s not—I loved my sister, but I knew what she was like. She mentioned that she’d see someone named Adrian once in a while; I don’t know if there was any other man in her life. I’m not sure she was mature enough to believe in monogamy, and if you ever asked her about seeing two guys at the same time, she’d say something about not having the monogamy talk yet.” 
 
    Ian nodded. “I know guys like that. They think it’s okay to date multiple women, until they commit to one.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what April would say,” said Dave. 
 
    “But did Richard know that she was seeing other men?” I said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Dave, “I never asked.” 
 
    “Had you ever met this Adrian?” 
 
    Dave shook his head. “I think he was someone who worked with her at the café.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t be too hard to find,” I said. “What café did she work at?” 
 
    “The Café Allegro.” 
 
    Ian and I shared a glance. The Café Allegro was owned by a man we’d run into on previous investigations, and I knew that he would be happy to help us out. 
 
    “Were there any other men in her life?” I said. 
 
    “I don’t know if she was seeing anyone,” said Dave, “but she’s got an ex-boyfriend, Vince, who I thought was a bit too obsessed with her. A few months after April moved to Vegas, Vince moved down here as well. He’s a bouncer at Deadly Disco, that nightclub just west of the Strip.” 
 
    “An obsessed ex-boyfriend?” said Ian. “That sounds like someone with motive to me.” 
 
    “The cops said he had an airtight alibi,” said Dave. “And I’ve met Vince, I don’t think he’s the kind of person who would want to hurt April.” 
 
    “Do you know anyone who might actually want to hurt her? Did April have any enemies at all?” 
 
    Dave shook his head. “Not that I know of. She was always very friendly and sweet—she might have been a bit immature and flighty, but she was a lovely person. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt her.” 
 
    “And what about her friends here?” 
 
    “I don’t think she had that many,” said Dave. “She’d sometimes hang out with the other staff at the Café Allegro, and she and Ruby were quite close. But I don’t think she’d met anyone else.” 
 
    I nodded. “When was the last time you talked to her? Did you notice anything odd about her behavior before she died?” 
 
    Dave shook his head. “She seemed perfectly normal to me. I talked to her around lunchtime on the day she died. Just for a few minutes—she was on her break at work, and I’d just gotten up. We didn’t discuss anything important—I asked her how things were going, how work was. She seemed happy. Everything seemed normal.” 
 
    I nodded and looked at Snowflake, who blinked at me sleepily. “We might not be able to find anything new,” I warned Dave. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ve heard that you can find out all kinds of things. I don’t know if you’ll be able to find out who killed April, but I’d really like you to look into this.” 
 
    I glanced at Ian, who nodded encouragingly, and then I found my PI contract for Dave to sign. 
 
    “We’ll do our best,” I said to Dave. “And we’ll start right away.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Ian and I headed straight over to the police station, a red brick building that was bland and boring on the outside, and just as bland and boring, with nondescript white walls and gray carpet, on the inside. 
 
    I’d visited the precinct so many times by now that many of the officers knew me, and I made my way through to the bullpen, where most of the detectives’ desks were. 
 
    Ian and I had stepped just a few paces inside when we ran into Detective Elwood, a balding middle-aged man whose diet of sweet pastries and stale coffee is reflected in his stout physique. 
 
    Elwood and I have met each other on quite a few occasions, and though our relationship got off to a rocky start, I’d like to think that he has a begrudging respect for me by now. 
 
    He scowled when he saw me and Ian and said, “You haven’t come to see me, have you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “But it’s still nice to run into you. How’ve you been?” 
 
    “Same old, same old. You’re here to see that boyfriend of yours, Detective Ryan, right?” 
 
    I nodded, not wanting to disclose the fact that Ian and I were going to look into a case that was still technically being investigated by the LVMPD. “A social visit.” 
 
    Elwood raised one skeptical eyebrow. “With your schmucky friend in tow?” 
 
    “I’m not schmucky,” said Ian. “And I like hanging out with Ryan. And he likes hanging out with me too.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Elwood, “you’ve got no life of your own, so you even tag along on their dates.” 
 
    “Not always,” said Ian, “but I went once, and we all had a good time, didn’t we?” 
 
    He looked at me, and I forced myself not to grimace. That one date had been quite memorable and had involved Ian filling Ryan in on his woeful love life and the stalker that he was dealing with at that time. 
 
    But I didn’t need to bother to think up a reply, because Elwood said, “I’m not convinced this is a social visit, and I don’t care. I’ve had enough of you two harassing me for details of cases you want to look into.” 
 
    I smiled wryly. “I’d think you’d miss me, especially since I’ve been bringing you cupcakes the last few times we talked.” 
 
    Elwood’s scowl deepened. “Well, I do miss the cupcakes. Just because you’re dating Detective Ryan, you’re going to deprive your old friend Elwood of cupcakes?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said quickly. I knew I needed to keep Elwood on my good side—he was someone I’d had to turn to frequently for help or information on a case. “Ian was just talking about how much he wanted to start baking again. He’s planning to bake a batch of hazelnut cupcakes, and I’m sure he’d be happy to bring you some.” 
 
    Elwood’s brow cleared, and Ian looked at me in consternation. 
 
    “When did I say I’d bake cupcakes?” said Ian. 
 
    “Just this morning,” I reminded him. “You said we needed to practice our baking. But I don’t have time because of all my work, so you can bake some on your own.” 
 
    Anxiety clouded over Ian’s face. “I do want to bake, and I’d like to make those hazelnut cupcakes. But I’m not sure I can—” 
 
    “You’ll be great at it,” I said enthusiastically. “We’ve made cupcakes together before, and I’m sure Elwood wouldn’t mind if your batch turns out to be too sugary or too hazelnut-ey.” 
 
    Elwood smiled and nodded brightly. “Sure, I’d be happy to try Ian’s cupcakes.” 
 
    As we watched Elwood disappear out the door, Ian muttered something under his breath, and I turned to him inquisitively. “You did say you wanted to bake hazelnut cupcakes.” 
 
    “Why do I have to bake them for Elwood?” 
 
    I smiled. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.” 
 
    *** 
 
    When Detective Ryan saw me, his eyes lit up with a smile, and my heart skipped a beat. 
 
    I resisted the urge to run my hands through his wavy, tousled brown hair, and instead leaned forward to give him a quick kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “Hi, gorgeous,” he said, his gray eyes gazing into mine. “It’s good to see you. And you, too, Ian,” he added quickly, turning to Ian, who murmured a polite response. 
 
    Although Ryan and I haven’t been dating for too long, our relationship has always been quite laid-back and casual. I’ve never asked him for a work-related favor before, but I did help him nab some bank robbers while I was working on my latest case. So I figured that he would be happy to help us out this once. 
 
    Because the case was still open, I wasn’t too surprised when Ryan suggested we head out of the precinct and over to a café a few doors down. 
 
    “I ran into Elwood on the way,” I told him. “How’s he doing these days?” 
 
    “He seems the same to me,” said Ryan. “Always grumpy, always unhappy with life.” 
 
    I nodded. “And how about you?” 
 
    “I’m quite happy,” Ryan said softly. “But then again, I’m seeing the most wonderful woman.” 
 
    His words made me feel all tingly and happy inside, and when we reached the café and grabbed a table near the back, I looked at him and said softly, “I wish we weren’t here on work. I feel like I haven’t seen you in a while.” 
 
    Ryan reached across the table to squeeze my hand. “First you were busy with late shifts, and then I was busy with that double homicide we only just managed to crack.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we order something?” said Ian, interrupting us. 
 
    I nodded and looked around. At this hour, the café was half-empty; it seemed like the kind of place that catered to Vegas locals, mostly those who worked nearby. 
 
    The walls were painted a grayish white, and the floors were industrial white tile. The small tables and chairs were made of some kind of nondescript dark wood, and a few abstract prints hung on the wall. 
 
    I could see the counter with its display of cakes and pastries from where I sat, and I said, “Their cakes look pretty good.” 
 
    “I can get coffees for all of us, and maybe a large slice of cake to share?” 
 
    I looked at Ryan, who said, “I won’t have any cake, but I wouldn’t mind an Americano.” 
 
    “And I’ll have a cappuccino, and we’ll share whatever cake you pick out.” 
 
    Ian headed over to the counter to place our orders, and Ryan said, “Why don’t we make time to meet up for dinner this week? Maybe tomorrow, or the day after?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m afraid I can’t…” 
 
    Ryan smiled wryly. “Working late at the casino again?” 
 
    “Actually, it’s a case.” 
 
    Ryan raised one eyebrow inquisitively. “The case you’re just about to start working on? April Wilkins?” 
 
    I shook my head and looked off into the distance. “This is different. It’s something I committed to a while ago. It shouldn’t be more than a day or two, at most.” 
 
    I felt a tiny bit guilty for hiding the fact that I was working for Stone, even though he and I were no more than good friends. 
 
    Ryan didn’t know that Stone and I had ever had any kind of history, and to be honest, whatever “history” we had didn’t seem very significant at this stage. 
 
    Stone had always told me that he couldn’t have a proper relationship, and when I’d met Stone’s mentor, Johnson, the older man had told me the same thing. I had no reason to think that anything would ever happen between Stone and me, and perhaps telling Ryan that Stone and I might have been anything beyond friends was just putting a good relationship in danger for no reason. 
 
    “And you can’t tell me about this case?” said Ryan gently. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m afraid not. I promised the clients absolute confidentiality.” 
 
    That much was true. It had taken me a huge amount of effort to track Stone down and convince him to let me help him out; I didn’t want to jeopardize the work I’d be doing by letting someone else know about it. 
 
    Ryan nodded and didn’t push the issue, and I smiled at him gratefully. 
 
    When Ian got back to our table, he didn’t pick up on the slight undercurrent of guilt that I was feeling. Instead, he beamed and said, “I’ve ordered us a huge slice of the black forest cake. It looks delicious!” 
 
    “Sounds like you made a good choice.” 
 
    “So, what did you want to know about the April Wilkins case?” said Ryan. 
 
    “Everything,” I said. “Her brother’s hired us to look into the case, but from what he’s told us, the police have already been looking into it and come up with nothing.” 
 
    Ryan nodded. “I looked through the case notes once I got your text saying you’d stop by to ask about it. And I don’t think any corners were cut on the case. April’s body was found out in the desert, where it was dumped after she’d been stabbed to death.” 
 
    “And you’re sure she was just dumped there? Not killed there?” 
 
    “There wasn’t any blood spatter or anything like that, and the lividity indicated that someone moved the body after death.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes in concentration. “Go on.” 
 
    “A passing motorist saw the body early in the morning and called it in; she’d been dead at least five or so hours before we found her. We talked to everyone who knew her—the boyfriend, the brother, the ex-boyfriend, her friends. Nobody had any real motive, and most of them had alibis. It’s one of those cases that’s just not going anywhere.” 
 
    We fell silent as a waitress appeared with our coffees and the slice of black forest cake; after she left, the only sound for a few long seconds was that of Ian and me chomping away at the delicious black forest cake. It was smooth, rich and chocolatey, with the perfect layer of cherries in between the chocolate. 
 
    When we had made some serious headway into the cake, I turned to Ryan again and said, “What about the boyfriend, Richard? April’s brother says he was the main suspect.” 
 
    Ryan nodded. “But probably only because he was the significant other. Richard’s a tech CEO, and he came across in interviews as the kind of guy who was always calm and logical—wouldn’t kill his girlfriend, wouldn’t get into a big fit of anger or anything like that. Besides, he has an airtight alibi. He was home during the time of death. The housekeeper saw him coming, and nobody saw him leave. And there are email records to show that Richard was home the entire time, working on his computer and sending emails.” 
 
    “Technically,” Ian pointed out, “he could have snuck out of the house, without the housekeeper seeing, killed April, and then snuck back in and worked on his emails.” 
 
    Ryan said, “I guess so, but in that case there would’ve been a big gap in the logs, and there isn’t anything like that. Besides, that’s far too complicated. If he had planned to kill April, he would probably dismiss the housekeeper so there would be no one to witness his coming and going, and then just use emails or phone calls, something like that, as an alibi.” 
 
    I frowned quizzically. “And you said he has no motive? Nothing at all, no big fights with April or anything like that?” 
 
    “Well, the roommate, Ruby, said she overheard them having a fight that evening. But Richard said it wasn’t a huge fight, just some minor disagreement. And he says he and April had always been happy together.” 
 
    “It sounds like the roommate and Richard are saying two different things, then—one of them’s lying.” 
 
    Ryan shrugged. “She says it was a fight, he says it was a disagreement. Potato, po-tah-toh.” 
 
    “Dave said April and Ruby were good friends,” Ian pointed out. 
 
    Ryan nodded. “That’s what he told us, too. And Ruby backs up the story. She and April always got along.” 
 
    “And she was the last person to see April alive?” I said. 
 
    Ryan shook his head. “That’s kind of tricky to say. According to the notes, Richard went over to see April. They were talking, having a heated discussion, when Ruby decided to pop out and give them some privacy. She said she walked for half an hour and then stopped at a nearby a café, where she had a coffee, and then walked back home. We asked around at the café, and her story checks out. When she got back home, there was no Richard, and no April.” 
 
    “And what does Richard say?” 
 
    “He says he and April were having their discussion, and Ruby stepped out. A few minutes later, he left—leaving April in the apartment by herself.” 
 
    “So either Ruby’s lying, or Richard’s lying,” I said. 
 
    “Or they’re both telling the truth,” said Ian, “and someone else snuck into the apartment, killed April, and dumped her body in the desert.” 
 
    Ryan nodded. “Exactly. And it’s hard to prove any of those three options.” 
 
    “And what about the other suspects? Her friend Adrian, her ex-boyfriend, Vince? Or even her brother, Dave?” 
 
    “Dave has an alibi,” said Ryan. “He was working the whole night at the Treasury, and Vince was at work too. Adrian doesn’t have an alibi, but he doesn’t have a motive either.” 
 
    “Is there anything else we should know about this case?” I said. “It doesn’t sound too promising.” 
 
    Ryan shook his head. “There’s not much more to it. The LVMPD’s been busy with a spate of robberies, and a couple of homicides in the last month. This case just isn’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s the perfect murder,” quipped Ian. 
 
    As we talked, Ian and I had managed to finish off the cake, and I gulped down the last of my coffee. 
 
    “It really was lovely to get to see you randomly like this,” I said softly to Ryan. 
 
    He smiled gently and nodded. “Let me know when your cases finish, and we can do dinner again.” 
 
    “Like a civilized couple,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Unless one of these maniac killers gets to us first,” Ian added. 
 
    I glared at Ian for destroying the mood. “We’re not dealing with maniac killers,” I said. “I’m sure there’s nothing dangerous about this case.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    My mother had invited Ian and me over for lunch, so once we were done talking with Ryan, I drove my battered old Honda Accord up north, till we were at the new house that my parents had purchased once Nanna and Wes had announced their engagement. 
 
    The place had a private in-law suite at the back, which meant that Nanna and Wes could live in comfort and not even need to talk to my parents when they were in Vegas. Of course, Wes got along well with both my mom and my dad, and Nanna could never stop interfering in other people’s lives, so they didn’t really take advantage of all the privacy offered by their suite. 
 
    After their wedding, Nanna and Wes had decided to split their time between Vegas and Indiana, where Wes’s family was based, and Wes had already flown back there. Nanna was going to stay in Vegas for a few more days and then join him there for a few months. I hated whenever Nanna left Vegas, but I did admire how happy she and Wes seemed to be. 
 
    “You could’ve brought Ryan along to this,” said Ian as we pulled up in front of my parents’ house. “He has to meet the family at some point.” 
 
    “At some point,” I repeated. “But you know how crazy my mother and Nanna will get. I just want to delay that as much as possible.” 
 
    “When was the last time you introduced any of your boyfriends to your parents?” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s been a while. And can you blame me?” 
 
    Ian shrugged. “If you’re serious about someone, you should introduce them. And your parents aren’t that bad. They liked Stone.” 
 
    “That was because Stone and I were just friends. And now that Stone is in trouble with the CIA, my mom doesn’t seem to like him.” 
 
    Ian nodded sagely. “I just think you should introduce your boyfriend to your parents when you get serious.” 
 
    “I don’t know how serious we are.” 
 
    “Really? I thought you two were getting along so well.” 
 
    “We are, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s serious.” 
 
    I valued my relationship with Ryan—he was a really great guy, and like Ian said, we did get along so well. But I couldn’t shake the tiny morsel of doubt that had planted itself in my mind, the feeling that perhaps, someday, Stone and I were meant to be together. 
 
    My mother ushered us all into the dining room when Ian and I arrived, but she refused any offers of help to bring out the meal. 
 
    “The chicken’s still in the oven,” she said vaguely. 
 
    I looked at Nanna, who was sitting opposite me and Ian with a bored expression on her face, her bright white hair perfectly coiffed. Her blue eyes revealed nothing, and she shrugged in response to my questioning glance. 
 
    It wasn’t like my mother not to have the entire meal prepared and perfectly ready by the time we got there, so I looked at my dad quizzically, wondering if something was up. But of course, he had even less of a clue than Nanna, and he seemed to be reading something on his phone. 
 
    “Perhaps we can start bringing in the salad and sides,” I said. “Ian and I can’t stay very long. We’re working on a case.” 
 
    “What case?” said Nanna, who always loved hearing about my work. 
 
    Ian and I filled her in quickly, and Nanna frowned thoughtfully. “I’d bet it was that boyfriend who had something to do with it. He’s a rich, powerful guy, and he’s probably used to always getting what he wants.” 
 
    “He seems to have an alibi,” I reminded her. 
 
    Nanna shrugged and made a dismissive noise. “A rich man like that? He could easily get someone to do his dirty work for him.” 
 
    Ian and I exchanged a glance, and I nodded in silent agreement. “That would complicate things. But it’s certainly possible.” 
 
    “And what about your love life?” said my mother. “You’re always working, always talking about work. When are you going to meet a nice man in the middle of all this? All I want is to see you be happy, and I know that the right person would make you happy.” 
 
    Ian coughed suspiciously, and I glared at him. “I’m working on it,” I told my mother. “I don’t need your help or anything.” 
 
    My mother frowned and made an annoyed clicking noise with her tongue. “I’m your mother, it’s my duty to help you out. Not that that’s gotten me anywhere. Look what you’ve done to that nice young man Pearce. After I went to all the trouble of inviting him over for lunch.” 
 
    “Pearce showed up at my work,” I reminded her. “He could have gotten me fired.” 
 
    “He was probably being enthusiastic,” said my mother. “I don’t know why you two had to make a big deal of it. I tried to invite him over to lunch or dinner again, but he just wouldn’t have it. Which is so unusual for him.” 
 
    I laughed shortly. Pearce was a four-hundred-pound unemployed man who lived in his mother’s basement and made a career out of mooching free food off other people. At our first meeting, he told me that he wanted a girlfriend who could pay his rent and keep a clean house for him. 
 
    “I guess it just wasn’t meant to be between me and Pearce,” I said lightly to my mother. 
 
    But she wasn’t about to give up. “What did you do to the poor man? He claims you introduced him to some kind of scammer who tried to steal his money.” 
 
    “That’s not what happened,” I said. 
 
    “But that’s what he said happened.” 
 
    “Pearce tried to steal my girlfriend,” said Ian, chiming in. “He met her and told her he had a huge trust fund and took her out on a date. She broke up with me, and then when she found out Pearce doesn’t have a trust fund after all, she broke up with him.” 
 
    My mother looked at Ian in surprise. Obviously, this was the first she was hearing about this. 
 
    Before she could say anything, there was a loud knock on the door, and I looked at Nanna and raised my eyebrows. She shrugged, in a “don’t look at me” kind of way, and my mother jumped out of her chair enthusiastically. 
 
    “I’ll go get that,” she said, beaming at me happily. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about this,” said Nanna as soon as my mother was out of earshot. 
 
    I looked at my father, who glanced up from his phone and said, “Your mother thinks you need to meet more new people.” 
 
    “I don’t mind meeting new people,” I said. “But I’m tired of meeting these men she tries to set me up with. They all turn out to be so horrible.” 
 
    “Maybe she would stop trying to set you up,” said Ian, “if you brought a boyfriend along.” 
 
    My dad raised one eyebrow and looked at me inquisitively. “You’ve got a boyfriend?” 
 
    I glared at Ian and shook my head quickly. “Ian’s being hypothetical,” I assured him. 
 
    My mother showed up again, grinning from ear to ear, followed by a slightly built man with brown hair. 
 
    “Everyone,” my mother announced, “this is Carl. Carl, this is everyone—my husband, my mother, Tiffany’s neighbor Ian, and my daughter, Tiffany.” 
 
    Hellos were said all around, and my mother insisted that Ian switch seats so that Carl could sit next to me. I rolled my eyes, and Carl gave me a sympathetic smile, which made me warm towards him. So far, Carl seemed like a normal, reasonably nice young man. 
 
    When my mother disappeared into the kitchen to bring the food out—refusing my offer of help—I turned to Carl and said in a low voice, “So, how did she rope you into this?” 
 
    Carl laughed softly. “I’m here to visit my parents. I guess you mother knows them, and my mother made me promise to come over…” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “And I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” said Carl. “It’s nice to get out of the casinos sometimes.” 
 
    I ignored my mother’s happy smile as she continued to bring the food out, and chatted with Carl about his life in Chicago. 
 
    It turned out that he worked in marketing for a pharmaceuticals company, and he liked hiking on weekends. Overall, he seemed like a regular guy—not one of those crazy freaks that my mother insisted on setting me up with. We chatted throughout the meal, and everyone lingered after dessert, sipping coffees and enjoying the post-meal warmth. 
 
    It was past three by the time we all said our goodbyes, and my mother forced Carl to take some leftovers home. 
 
    I didn’t mind when Carl insisted on walking me out to my car. Ian stepped into the passenger side, but just before I got inside, he said, “So, will I be seeing you again?” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. “No. It was nice to meet you, but I’ve got a boyfriend.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” said Carl, his perfectly polite smile suddenly turning into a leer. “If you had a boyfriend, your mother wouldn’t be trying to set you up.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Not that it’s any of your business. But I’m not interested in seeing you again, anyway.” 
 
    “I don’t think you mean that,” he said. “A girl like you—pretty average-looking, getting kind of old. You must be desperate for some action.” 
 
    He waggled his eyebrows up and down suggestively, and I opened the car door, ready to drive off without answering him. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, “I can see you’re going to be shy about it. Why don’t I pick you up from work one day? We can head back to your place and get right down to it.” 
 
    I glared at him. “Don’t you dare come by my work! You could get me fired.” 
 
    “Fine, then I’ll come straight over to your apartment. Saves time anyway.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and shook my head. “No.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll just have to come by your casino.” 
 
    “If you do that, I’ll make sure you get thrown out.” 
 
    Before he could answer, I slammed the door shut and drove off, wondering why the seemingly nice guys had to turn into jerks at the last moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I want to talk to both Richard and Ruby as soon as possible,” I said to Ian as we drove along. “I figured we might as well start with Ruby. If Richard’s been questioned as the main suspect, he’ll probably be defensive. Whereas Ruby seems… I don’t know, but it sounds like she’ll be easier to talk to.” 
 
    Ian nodded. “I don’t like the sound of this Richard guy. Rich and powerful dudes don’t usually cooperate.” 
 
    I had to agree with him. “I called Ruby when I excused myself from the table at lunch and let her know we’d come along. I called Richard too and left a message with his housekeeper, but I’m not sure that we’ll be able to see him today.” 
 
    We pulled up in front of Ruby’s apartment, and I found an empty spot in the parking lot. The building was an old-style two-story brick thing, boring and unexciting. 
 
    Ruby had told me she lived on the ground floor, and when I knocked on the door, it was opened by a petite, slim woman with a generous dusting of freckles on her nose and orangish-red hair that was cut to just below her shoulders. Her face was bare of makeup, her green eyes stood out against her pale skin, and she wore shorts and a green T-shirt that set off her eyes. 
 
    “You must be Tiffany and Ian,” she said, ushering us inside. “It’s so terrible what happened.” 
 
    Ruby’s apartment was plain and no-frills inside. The floor was covered with an old-looking gray carpet, and the small living room had a kitchenette attached on one side. An open door led to a dark hallway, which I presumed led to two bedrooms and a bathroom. 
 
    The living room was furnished with a sofa set that I guessed Ruby had purchased secondhand; the upholstery was a faded green-and-white checked print, and when Ian and I sat down, we sank into the soft cushions. 
 
    A large print of colorful flowers hung on one wall, and there was a bookshelf in one corner of the room, displaying paperback novels, a framed photo of Ruby with some people I assumed were her family, and a tiny statue of a cat. 
 
    Ruby sat down opposite us. “What did you want to know? I’d love to help out, but the cops didn’t seem to find anything.” 
 
    I nodded and glanced at Ian, who seemed to be on his best behavior. Ruby was quite pretty, and Ian has a habit of instantly falling in love with every girl he sees. But his recent experience with the stalker must’ve taught him a lesson, because he sat quietly instead of trying to flirt with Ruby or impress her. 
 
    “Why don’t we start at the beginning?” I said. “How long have you known April?” 
 
    “I put an ad up looking for a roommate, and she contacted me before she moved to Vegas. My old roommate was moving out two weeks after I put up the ad, and the timing worked out. I met April after she moved to Vegas, and she moved in three days later. That was just to give my old roommate time to move out. But we clicked the very first time we met—she seemed so normal, after all those strange people I’d been interviewing to be my roommate. I know it doesn’t sound like high praise, but sometimes, all you want is someone normal.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking about Carl. “I understand. And she moved in immediately?” 
 
    “Yes. She was the best roommate. She was always clean, kept to herself, didn’t have friends or guys over. Well, later, Richard would come over once in a while, but they weren’t disruptive. She kept the place clean. Whenever she cooked, she’d make me some extra food, and she always cleaned the kitchen afterward.” Ruby’s voice cracked a little. “I miss her.” 
 
    “And you haven’t gotten yourself a new roommate?” 
 
    Ruby shook her head. “I just—I guess at first I didn’t know what to do. I’ve been processing it. And I don’t want to get a roommate now, not after… I’d move out right now, if I could afford to, but I can’t. Luckily, my lease runs out in a few weeks, and I’m going to move out. I hate living in this place.” She looked around and shuddered, as though she could see ghosts haunting her home. 
 
    “Of course,” I said, looking at Ruby sympathetically. “It must be terrible having to live in the same place where April was killed.” 
 
    Ruby blinked rapidly, as though holding back tears. “It’s not just that. Apparently, someone might have broken in when April was all alone and killed her. I hate to think of somebody breaking into my apartment—I made the landlord change the locks as soon as I found out that might have happened, but I still don’t feel safe. Some nights, I can barely sleep.” 
 
    I glanced at Ian, who was watching Ruby intently. For once, his expression was unreadable, and I wondered if he was just confused, or trying to hide his sympathy. 
 
    I felt sorry for Ruby, but I reminded myself that we hadn’t ruled her out as a suspect in April’s death. Perhaps she was just a good actress, and faking all the fear and sorrow that she felt about April’s death. “What makes you say that someone might have broken in when April was all alone?” 
 
    Ruby wiped one eye with the back of her hand and turned around to face me again. She took a deep breath before speaking. “I think one of the detectives might have mentioned it. Or maybe April went out by herself, after Richard left… I want to believe that’s what happened, instead of thinking that poor April was killed here.” 
 
    I frowned for a moment, remembering something that Ryan hadn’t mentioned to me. “The cops never said anything about April being killed in this apartment. I guess the place didn’t—I mean, there wasn’t any blood or anything in here?” 
 
    Ruby shook her head. “No.” 
 
    I looked around the place—the living room was carpeted, and the tiny kitchenette area had a linoleum floor. I assumed that the bedrooms were carpeted, and the bathroom had a tile or linoleum floor. If April had been killed in this apartment, her blood would have soaked into the carpet and been unmissable—unless she had been killed in the kitchen or bathroom, and the floors had then been scrubbed down. 
 
    My frown intensified; even if April had been killed in the kitchen or the bathroom, the killer would have had to scrub down the floors, and transport her body away, before Ruby came back home from her walk—which didn’t seem like too much time. All this meant that April must’ve been taken away somewhere before she was killed. 
 
    “Let’s start from the beginning,” I said. “I know this must be difficult for you, but can you tell me what happened the evening that April died?” 
 
    Ruby nodded. “Sure, I’ve already told this to the cops a couple of times. I didn’t have a shift at the hospital that night, so I was home. I was in my bedroom, reading, when I heard Richard come into the apartment. 
 
    “After a while, I heard raised voices, and I realized he and April were having an argument. I could hear them quite clearly too—Richard was saying he wanted April to move in with him, and April was saying she wasn’t ready, and that she didn’t want to move in with a guy who wasn’t going to marry her. Richard said they hadn’t been together long enough to get married, and that he didn’t see her enough, and if they lived together, things would be easier. 
 
    “It was all pretty intense, and I didn’t like overhearing their private conversation, so I decided to go out for a walk. I said goodbye to them, and when I stepped out, I ran into Mr. Danvers from upstairs. I walked about half an hour over to the Café Allegro, and I had a cup of coffee, and then I walked back home. I must’ve been gone for a bit over an hour, maybe an hour and a half. 
 
    “When I got back, neither Richard nor April were here. I figured they must’ve made up and gone over to Richard’s place, and I didn’t think about it anymore.” 
 
    “What time would this be?” 
 
    “A bit before eight,” said Ruby. “Anyway, I didn’t even think about it; I didn’t even consider that something might be wrong. I just made myself some dinner, then I went into my bedroom, finished reading the book I had started, and went to bed. 
 
    “The next morning, I was at my shift at the hospital when the cops showed up, asking me all these questions about April.” Ruby glanced from me to Ian, and then back at me again. She shrugged. “At first I couldn’t believe them, but it was true.” 
 
    Ian said, “The police report said that you thought Richard had killed April.” 
 
    Ruby looked at Ian, a hint of confusion flooding over her face. “Did I say that? I don’t remember.” 
 
    “So you didn’t think Richard killed April?” 
 
    Ruby shook her head, as if she was trying to shake off the confusion. “I might have thought that at first. I mean, they were having a fight when I left, and when I came back they were both gone. And then I learned that April had been killed—and that was the first place my mind jumped to. I thought maybe the fight had gotten worse and then Richard had killed her.” 
 
    “Did you know Richard very well?” I said. 
 
    Ruby nodded. “Yeah, I’ve known him for longer than April. And it’s silly now, to think that I believed he killed her. I mean, it was all so unexpected and sudden, I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    “How did you know Richard?” 
 
    For the first time during our conversation, Ruby smiled. “About two years ago, I dated his cousin, who was living in Vegas at the time. Jaden. That’s how I met Richard. Of course, three months later, Jaden decided to move to Minnesota, and we broke up, but Richard and I stayed in touch. I guess we shared a sense of humor, and it can be hard to make friends in Vegas.” 
 
    “Did things ever get romantic between the two of you?” 
 
    April laughed. “No, he wasn’t my type. And I probably wasn’t his. We were just friends, and neither of us was interested in taking things any further.” 
 
    “And April met Richard through you?” 
 
    Ruby nodded. “Yes. And at first I thought they made a good couple.” 
 
    “At first?” 
 
    Ruby shrugged. “They’d been dating for a little while, and I guess April’s love life was her own business. But I know that she was also seeing a barista at the café where she worked, and she was in touch with her ex-boyfriend, who’d followed her over to Vegas. She might even have been seeing other men at the same time—I didn’t ask, because I didn’t want to know.” 
 
    “And you didn’t approve?” 
 
    Ruby shook her head slowly. “I tried not to think about it too much. Perhaps they had an open relationship, or perhaps they’d never had the monogamy talk. It was none of my business.” 
 
    “But you didn’t approve.” 
 
    Ruby smiled again. “No, I suppose I’m old-fashioned that way. But it was April’s life, and she could do whatever she wanted.” 
 
    “And did you tell Richard about these other men?” 
 
    Ruby’s eyes widened in horror. “Of course not! Women stick together, men come and go.” 
 
    I smiled, wishing I had a girlfriend who felt that strongly about me and our friendship. “But you’d been friends with Richard for longer.” 
 
    Ruby looked off to one side and tilted her head. “That’s true. And I liked Richard. But I’m not about to get involved in someone else’s love life, you know what I mean? Maybe if Richard had come up to me and said that they’d promised to be monogamous, but he thought April was cheating on her, did I know anything—then I would have told him. That’s the only time I’d do something like that.” 
 
    I glanced at Ian, who was looking at Ruby skeptically. 
 
    “I don’t really believe you,” he said. “If it were me, I would have told my friend that his girlfriend was seeing other men.” 
 
    Ruby refused to be frazzled by Ian’s comment. “That’s because you’re a guy,” she said with a smile. “Men stick together. Women should do the same.” 
 
    Ian made a face and shrugged. “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    Ruby looked at me again. “You know what I mean, right?” 
 
    “I suppose so. But you still believe that Richard killed April?” 
 
    “Only at first—like I said, it was the most obvious thing that jumped to mind. But afterward, I figured that maybe someone had broken in, or maybe April had gone out by herself after Richard left.” 
 
    “Do you think Richard and April were happy together?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Ruby. “In some ways, I wasn’t sure why April would go out with Richard, if she was going to see other men on the side. Richard isn’t too good looking, and maybe April was just with him because she thought she should date a rich guy—and then on the side, she met up with better-looking men. Trophy wives do that all the time. Other than that, I guess they were happy enough. They’d fight once in a while, but every couple does.” 
 
    “And what about that barista, Adrian? And her ex, Vince?” 
 
    Ruby shook her head. “I didn’t want to know about them, and April didn’t talk to me much about them. I just knew that sometimes she’d be on the phone with Vince, and sometimes she’d make plans to meet up with Adrian. I never went out of my way to find out more.” 
 
    “And you don’t know about any other men?” 
 
    “Not for sure.” 
 
    “And what about her friends? Who else did April hang out with in Vegas?” 
 
    “As far as I could tell, she didn’t have too many friends. Sometimes she’d hang out with the other staff from the café, and sometimes she’d go hang around at a casino by herself. I don’t know that she had close friends in Vegas.” 
 
    “And what about any enemies? Did you know of anyone who might have wanted to hurt April?” 
 
    “No,” said Ruby. “Maybe she knew more people than she let on, but I didn’t know about any enemies.” 
 
    “And had she been acting any different in the days before she died?” 
 
    Ruby shook her head. “This whole thing is just so strange and sudden. I had no idea that… when the cops showed up at the hospital, I was so shocked.” 
 
    I nodded sympathetically and asked her a few more questions about her work at the hospital and how she liked living in Vegas. But I didn’t learn anything new about April, so finally, I handed her my business card and told her to call me if she thought of anything else, and then Ian and I said our goodbyes and left. 
 
    I started up the engine and began to head out of the parking lot. “You’ve been awfully quiet,” I said to Ian. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want me saying irreverent things and getting people all worked up.” 
 
    “That’s true. But I feel like you don’t like Ruby very much.” 
 
    Ian shook his head. “I can’t help thinking that if I were her, I would be interested in Richard. The guy’s quite rich—surely they must’ve been more than friends.” 
 
    “Not everything is a love triangle,” I said as I drove over to Richard’s house. “You can be friends with a guy without being romantically interested in him. And some women don’t want to date a guy just because he’s rich.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Ian. “But I get the feeling that Ruby’s hiding something about her relationship with Richard.” 
 
    “Well, Richard texted me to say that he can talk to us today after all, so we can ask Richard himself about his relationship with Ruby. If there was anything going on between the two of them, I’m sure we’ll find out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Richard lived in Henderson, an affluent suburb in Las Vegas. Since I already knew that he was CEO of a tech firm, I wasn’t too surprised when the address we pulled up to turned out to be large and impressive. 
 
    We walked down the small but tidy front yard, up three steps and over to the wide front door. Within seconds of ringing the bell, the door was opened by a no-nonsense type woman in her early forties. 
 
    Her auburn hair was parted in the middle and pulled back, her face had no trace of makeup, and she wore a pale gray suit and low heels. 
 
    “You must be Tiffany and Ian,” she said politely, extending a hand towards me. “I’m Serena Dove, the housekeeper.” 
 
    I tried to hide my surprise. Serena Dove didn’t look like any housekeeper I’d met before, and since most of my clients tend to be on the wealthier side, I’ve met quite a few housekeepers. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I managed to say, masking my surprise. As she shook hands with Ian, I said, “We’re mainly here to talk to Richard, but we’ll have to talk to you as well.” 
 
    “About April’s death? Certainly. The police have already talked to me, and there’s not much else I can say, but I don’t mind having the same conversations over and over again.” 
 
    We followed her into a large lobby and down a wide hallway as she spoke, and I thought I detected a hint of sarcasm in her last sentence. Ian and I exchanged a glance, but I decided not to say anything. 
 
    “Here we are,” said Serena, stopping at a small formal living room. “Richard will be down shortly.” 
 
    The living room was decorated in shades of gray—pale gray walls, dark gray upholstered sofas, a black-and-white abstract-patterned rug on the floor. There was a large abstract painting on one wall, done in shades of red—a jarring contrast to the rest of the room. 
 
    I assumed that an expensive interior designer had put the whole room together, and I had to admire his or her taste. The place smelled faintly of something citrusy and uncommon—probably grapefruit mixed with amber, or some other exotic scent. I couldn’t imagine Serena vacuuming the room and dusting the furniture, but whatever she did, Richard’s place looked amazing. 
 
    Before I meet suspects in a case, I like to look them up online and do a bit of research, but because of our rushed start, I hadn’t gotten a chance to do that with Richard. 
 
    Ian had looked up Richard on his smartphone while I’d driven, and tried to fill me in on the details. 
 
    “He’s a brilliant tech guy,” Ian had said, “and he started his current company a few years ago. Before that, he worked at a couple of start-ups and they all did really well. He must’ve made money off those companies and reinvested it.” 
 
    Richard Baxter turned out to be a heavyset, shortish man with thick, wavy black hair. He wore horn-rimmed glasses, probably in an attempt to look cool and fashionable, but the glasses merely made him look more nerdish. 
 
    His skin was ruddy and uneven, and his dark brown eyes seemed intelligent and appraising. He wore gray slacks and a green-and-white checked shirt that I assumed was from some expensive designer label, and as we introduced ourselves and shook hands all around, I caught a whiff of some expensive cologne. A heavy silver watch glinted on his wrist, and I got the impression that despite his lack of conventional good looks, Richard was trying very hard to convey the impression of a successful CEO. 
 
    “Thank you for meeting us on such short notice,” I said. “I know this must be very difficult for you, to keep talking about April’s death.” 
 
    Richard nodded and sat down opposite us. “The cops acted like I’d killed her, but no one was more heartbroken by her death than me. And I can’t believe they kept going on and on, even though I happen to have an alibi.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” I murmured, “and we really do appreciate you talking to us.” 
 
    Richard nodded curtly. “I’m happy to help out, if it means that we find out who did this to April.” 
 
    There was an air of cockiness to Richard’s manner, but I thought I caught a hint of insecurity as well. Richard seemed to be truly upset by April’s death, and Ian said, “We’re asking everyone to tell us what happened on the day that April died.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Richard. “I can tell you what happened that evening—I went over to see April at her apartment, we chatted for some time, and then I left to come home—alone. 
 
    “The next thing I knew, early the next morning, the cops were over at my place telling me that April’s body had been found, and that they think I killed her.” Richard smiled sardonically and shook his head in disbelief. “I was devastated. I really liked April, and even though she didn’t seem that serious about me, I could see a future for the two of us. And here I was, in mourning, and dealing with the cops, who thought that I killed my girlfriend.” 
 
    “And you didn’t? Kill April, I mean?” said Ian. 
 
    Richards’s thick, dark brows drew together, and he glared at Ian. “Of course not! I’m so sick of hearing people think that! I loved April—and I can’t believe anyone would do this to her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about Ian,” I said apologetically. “He has a tendency to speak first and think second.” 
 
    “It’s true,” said Ian. “I do just blurt things out. But everyone seems to think you killed her—so I thought I might as well ask you upfront.” 
 
    Richard seemed to be somewhat mollified by our joint apology, but there was still a crease between his eyebrows, and his eyes were dark and brooding. “Yes, I know that’s what everyone thinks. Even though I have a perfectly good alibi. I was home the entire time—Serena saw me come in, and she can vouch for my whereabouts. 
 
    “Plus, I was up into the wee hours of the morning sending time-stamped emails from my IP address. That should be enough, but just because they’ve got no other leads, the cops keep insisting on questioning me and trying to make me look guilty.” 
 
    “It’s because you’re so rich,” said Ian sympathetically. “Everyone thinks rich people are evil.” 
 
    Richard laughed bitterly. “I’m not even that rich! Bill Gates has—well, never mind. All I have is a small start-up.” 
 
    “But you’ve got a significant amount of income,” I said gently. “Enough to hire several employees, right?” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “You’ve got to hire employees if you want to run a business.” 
 
    “Did April know any of your employees?” 
 
    Richard narrowed his eyes at me. “Not that I know of. Why do you ask?” 
 
    I was asking because I wondered if one of Richard’s employees might have lured April out of her apartment, taken her somewhere, and killed her at Richard’s command. But of course, I couldn’t say that aloud. Instead, I said, “I was just wondering. I’m sure you’ve got a couple of trusted employees who would do anything for you.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “I do have a couple of very good employees, but can you really trust anyone these days? Everyone’s out for themselves, trying to undercut and do whatever it takes to make an extra buck.” 
 
    I thought back to the people I’d met over the past few months, during the course of my investigations. Many of them had been struggling, uncertain of their jobs, and wondering what it would take to get ahead in the world. 
 
    “It’s a new economy,” I said. “Nobody looks out for anyone other than themselves, so can you blame people for trying to get ahead?” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “I don’t blame them. But I can’t trust them either.” 
 
    “And what about Serena Dove?” said Ian. “She has this totally professional, efficient vibe about her—I’m sure you trust her.” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “Serena used to be an executive assistant for a casino head honcho before this job. She’s expensive, but she runs the household like a business. I never have to worry about hiring gardeners or maids or chefs—she arranges all that.” 
 
    “Does she arrange anything else?” said Ian. 
 
    Richard raised one quizzical eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Ian. “You’re just one man living by himself; you don’t need all this stuff. This huge house, all the staff.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “I get what you mean. But people expect a man like me to project an image—that’s what this big house is all about. I could just live in one of those penthouse suites at a casino, but I don’t like living in a sterile box. At least Serena hired a designer who made this house seem kind of homey.” 
 
    I wondered if Serena would lie for Richard—lie about his whereabouts, or the fact that she hadn’t seen him leave the house. But Richard’s alibi wasn’t just based on Serena’s word; he had those emails to back up his story as well. 
 
    And in some ways, his grief and anger at being accused seemed genuine. 
 
    “What was your relationship with April like?” I said. 
 
    Richard smiled, obviously thinking back to the past. “She was great. We got along really well—except for when we fought, of course. Every couple fights. That’s part of being in a relationship.” 
 
    “Of course,” I murmured. 
 
    “She was young and ambitious, and she was intelligent and beautiful—the whole package, except she didn’t seem too serious about me.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I said, exchanging a glance with Ian, and wondering if Ruby had told Richard about Adrian after all. 
 
    “Well, of course I know now that she wasn’t too into me,” said Richard dryly. “But I always knew; I’ve dated women who really wanted to be with me, and they would always be calling and texting me, trying to make plans and see me more often. April was happy to do her own thing; we’d meet sometimes, and the rest of the time she wasn’t clingy. I appreciated that she wasn’t always trying to be with me, and maybe I was a bit too attracted by the chase. I never even thought that she might be seeing other men.” 
 
    I frowned. “What gave it away?” 
 
    Richard smiled sadly and shook his head. “Nothing, just the cops trying to get me to admit how angry and jealous I was. After April died, they told me that her ex had followed her out to Vegas, and that she was seeing a barista at the café where she worked, and that she might even have been seeing other men.” 
 
    “And you never knew about any of this?” 
 
    Richard shook his head sadly. “I must seem like such an idiot. But I never asked her much about her exes, and I never suspected she was seeing other people. Of course, we never had the monogamy talk, and I could’ve seen other women if I wanted to. It’s just—it was all a big shock to me.” 
 
    “And you never knew about these other men before April died?” I repeated. 
 
    Richard rolled his eyes, looking half-amused. “The cops are convinced I knew, and that I got jealous, which is why killed April. None of that is true—I never knew, I never got to be jealous, and of course I didn’t kill April.” 
 
    I wondered how to broach the topic of Ruby’s knowledge of April’s affairs, but Ian beat me to the punch. “And your friend Ruby never told you about April’s dalliances?” 
 
    Richard looked at Ian and shook his head. “Ruby and I were good friends, and at first I thought that maybe she didn’t know. But the cops told me that she did know, and that she didn’t tell me out of loyalty to April.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t make you angry?” said Ian. 
 
    Richard shrugged. “At first it did. But I really liked April, and I can appreciate someone who was a good, loyal friend to her. April deserved that.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t see it as Ruby betraying you?” Ian asked again. 
 
    Richard shook his head. “No, I didn’t see it as some kind of betrayal.” 
 
    “How long have you known Ruby?” I said. 
 
    “A bit over two years—she dated my cousin Jaden, and we stayed in touch even after Jaden broke up with her.” 
 
    “And you’ve always been close?” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    “We’re good friends—we trust each other.” 
 
    “And… anything more than that?” 
 
    Richard smiled. “If you’re asking me if we ever had anything romantic, the answer is no. I wasn’t interested in Ruby, and she wasn’t interested in me. She was just… I guess, see, you meet a lot of people in Vegas. You meet a lot of people at work. But everyone wants something from you. And it’s hard to choose people to trust. Ruby never wanted anything from me, and she was an open book. I could trust her, and I liked hanging out with her. It’s just one of those things.” 
 
    I looked at Ian, and he shrugged. Richard and Ruby’s friendship really did seem to be platonic, with no hint or possibility of romance. 
 
    “What did you do after you found out that April was seeing other men?” I said. 
 
    Richard grimaced and looked off into the distance. “At first I didn’t believe the cops, and then I did, especially when Ruby told me it was true. I’d like to believe it wasn’t, that maybe April was just friends with these men. I try not to think about it.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s understandable. Had April ever mentioned Vince or Adrian to you at all?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “She never mentioned Adrian. When I’d asked her about her exes, she’d told me Vince was a bit of a nutcase, but she never seemed worried about him or anything.” 
 
    “Was there anyone she did seem worried about? Any enemies, anything in her life that stressed her out?” 
 
    “No,” said Richard. “Not that she mentioned.” 
 
    I asked him a few more questions about how he liked living in Vegas, and whether April had been acting unusually in the days before her death—which she hadn’t. 
 
    When we were about to say our goodbyes, Ian said, “I looked up your company. Seems like you’ve had quite a few ups and downs recently.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “We’re still finding our sea legs.” 
 
    “And your stock price has been all over the place.” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “There’s more to a company than its stock price.” 
 
    “You’re going to announce quarterly earnings in a few weeks. But you’ve had a hard time trying to expand into international markets, right?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “I shouldn’t be talking about business. It’s all confidential until the actual earnings report.” 
 
    Ian nodded. “Well, I hope everything works out. It can’t be fun seeing your stock price go up and down like that.” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “I’m not interested in the stock price; like I said, there’s more to business than numbers and charts.” 
 
    “I’m sure there is,” I said, slightly bored by all this talk of stock prices and earnings. “Here’s my business card—I’d appreciate it if you gave me a call if you thought of anything else.” 
 
    “I don’t think I will,” said Richard. “I’ve gone over all this with the cops many times.” 
 
    “And did they talk with Serena Dove?” 
 
    “Just to verify my alibi. But you’re welcome to talk to her if you’d like to.” 
 
    “I’d like to,” I said, smiling politely. Something about Serena rubbed me the wrong way, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. 
 
    Richard called Serena from his cell phone, and she showed up within a few seconds. 
 
    I was unnerved by how silently she appeared at the doorway, and how uncannily graceful she seemed. 
 
    “We’re finished with our chat,” Richard said to her, “but I think they’ve got a few questions for you.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Serena smoothly. 
 
    “We prefer to chat with you in private,” I said to Serena, who nodded. 
 
    “Follow me.” She walked down the hallway and turned left into a medium-sized functional-looking kitchen. There were appliances all around, a large refrigerator, and a huge, expensive-looking oven. 
 
    “Seems like a lot of work gets done here,” Ian said. 
 
    Serena nodded. “It’s the working kitchen. We don’t have barstools here, so I’m afraid I can’t offer you anywhere to sit.” 
 
    I’d seen this in a few of my wealthy client’s homes—a “working kitchen” that was away from the main living areas, and a fancy open-space kitchen whose sole purpose was to look pretty. The “working kitchen” fridge would be stocked with essentials, while the “show kitchen” fridge wouldn’t be stocked with anything more than beer, Evian, and perhaps an organic fruit juice or two. 
 
    There was silence for a few seconds as Ian and I looked around. A chopping board was laid out on the countertop, with a few carrots, apples, oranges, and a head of broccoli lying near it. I didn’t recognize half the appliances I saw, and as we looked around, Serena found a pristine white apron that she tied over her suit. 
 
    I found her comfort with the silence annoying. Most people get unnerved after a few seconds of silence and will start talking to filling the gaps—clearly, Serena felt no such compulsion. 
 
    Instead, I found myself saying, “How long have you been working for Richard?” 
 
    “Almost six months now,” said Serena. 
 
    She didn’t volunteer any more information, so I said, “And where were you before that?” 
 
    Serena smiled politely. “Here and there.” 
 
    Technically, there was nothing wrong with the way she was answering my questions, but I found her vagueness and confidence jarring. “Such as?” 
 
    Serena shrugged. “I can’t remember my previous employers off the top of my head. But I’m sure Richard will be able to provide you a full list of my references if you ask him for it.” 
 
    “And if I ask you for it instead?” 
 
    Serena tilted her head to one side. “I would have to look through my files, but I’m sure I could find the list.” 
 
    “You don’t even remember the last person you worked for?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” said Serena lightly. “I worked for the McCloughans for a bit over a year, and Mr. Chen and his family for a year or so before that.” 
 
    “And you don’t have their phone numbers handy?” 
 
    “No,” said Serena lightly, “because I’ve never needed to call them recently.” 
 
    The names meant nothing to me, and perhaps I shouldn’t be so concerned about Serena’s past work history. Instead, I needed to focus on the matter at hand. “You said that you saw Richard come in on the evening of April’s death, and that he was home all day?” 
 
    Serena nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    I frowned. “What exactly did you see?” 
 
    “I saw Richard come home a bit before eight. I didn’t see him leave until nine o’clock the next morning. As far as I knew, he spent most of his time in his study, hard at work. I’d prepared a dinner for him, and he might have come down to the kitchen once or twice to help himself to drinks.” 
 
    “Could he have left the house without you knowing?” 
 
    Serena shrugged. “I have two rooms—a bedroom and a living area—near the front of the house. I would have heard anyone coming or going, but of course, Richard might have opened a window in his bedroom and walked out that way.” 
 
    “What about an alarm system? Or a back door?” 
 
    “I keep the back door locked, and the key with me. I prefer that Richard only uses the front door, for security reasons. We do have an alarm, but it’s not video monitoring—it’s just one of those alarms that sounds if someone tries to break in.” 
 
    I nodded. “And you’re absolutely sure that Richard was home all night?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Serena. 
 
    I watched as Serena began to chop up the head of broccoli, followed by the apple. 
 
    “You seem too qualified to be a housekeeper,” said Ian. 
 
    Serena looked at him and smiled. “How do you mean?” 
 
    Ian shrugged. “Most housekeepers don’t wear designer suits.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to look the part.” 
 
    “What exactly is your role here?” I said. “You don’t look like the kind of person who would go around scrubbing toilets.” 
 
    Serena moved on from the apple to the oranges, which she chopped into large pieces and began to peel. “I can do whatever is necessary. Of course, I try to make sure that I hire a reliable cleaner who’s not about to let me down and force me to do their work myself.” 
 
    “What about chefs and gardeners?” 
 
    Serena nodded. “Same deal with chefs, though I’m not too good at gardening.” 
 
    “But how come you’re the one doing the chopping today?” 
 
    Serena looked up from the orange she was cutting and said, “It’s the chef’s day off today. My job is to make sure the household continues to run smoothly, even if someone isn’t here.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Richard—a young, single man—needs such a large staff.” 
 
    Serena tilted her head thoughtfully. “That’s true. Most of my previous employers have had kids, or large families. There’s more to do in those households—I paid all the bills, arranged for kids’ birthdays and play dates, and dealt with the schools. Pretty much everything a stay-at-home mom would do.” 
 
    I nodded, her role making sense to me now. “Everything that a trophy wife with an unlimited budget for staff would do.” 
 
    Serena smiled at my understanding. “You can think of it that way.” 
 
    “But you don’t have that much work to do for Richard.” 
 
    Serena nodded. “Yes, Richard doesn’t need all my services. It would be different if he had kids, or a wife, or even a live-in girlfriend…” 
 
    “So what do you do, if you don’t have enough work here at Richard’s?” said Ian. “You don’t have any play dates to arrange.” 
 
    “I try to make myself useful,” said Serena. “I hired an interior designer to make his house more appealing, and I encouraged him to see a stylist to get better clothes, and to visit a jewelry shop to get some nice watches, so he can look the part. I bought expensive china, and I make sure that his dinner parties go off flawlessly.” 
 
    “He has dinner parties?” I said, hardly believing it. 
 
    “Perhaps dinner parties is the wrong word,” said Serena. “He has to entertain clients sometimes—especially international clients, who expect to be treated to a home-cooked meal and an intimate conversation over post-dinner port and coffee.” 
 
    “And you help Richard look the part.” 
 
    Serena nodded. “Exactly. A good employee understands what her employer needs, and helps him to achieve that.” 
 
    “And what is it in Richard’s case?” 
 
    “Impressing business associates, having a good quality of life, doing well at work.” 
 
    I nodded, impressed despite myself as Serena began to peel the carrots that had been lying on the countertop. 
 
    “You seem very loyal to your employer,” I said. “Would that loyalty include lying for him?” 
 
    Serena shook her head. “I would never work for someone with illegitimate business interests. But I know you mean, would I lie about Richard’s alibi? I don’t need to—I’ve already been told that he’s got time-stamped emails from when he was at home.” 
 
    I nodded, believing her. “And you enjoy working for Richard?” 
 
    “So far,” said Serena. 
 
    “But once you’re done with all this—setting up his house, helping him look better—aren’t you afraid Richard won’t need you anymore?” 
 
    Serena smiled thinly. “If he doesn’t need me, he doesn’t. But in my experience, successful men who don’t want to get married, soon get a live-in girlfriend, and they start being more domestic.” 
 
    I frowned, wondering if she had had any romantic designs on Richard herself. “And what about you? Are you married?” 
 
    Serena shook her head. “I’m afraid not. Romance and I don’t get along.” 
 
    “Have you ever been married?” 
 
    Serena shook her head again. “No.” 
 
    “What about an affair with any of your employers?” 
 
    Serena laughed, a genuine, light-hearted laugh. “That would be highly inappropriate, given that most of my employers have been married, or in relationships. I don’t like getting involved with employers—I like my work, and I don’t want to jeopardize it.” 
 
    “But working for all these rich men,” I said, “you must have been in some interesting situations.” 
 
    Serena looked at me seriously. “I know it might look that way, but the truth is, I’m invisible to the people I work for. Rich people never notice the staff.” 
 
    “And you always dress this way? Neutral colors, no makeup, your hair like this?” It was as though she made an effort to look less pretty than she really was. 
 
    Serena shrugged. “I’m not vain. And I’d rather blend into the background than have some jealous trophy wife accuse me of trying to sleep with her husband.” 
 
    I should have been mollified by her answer, but instead, Serena’s obvious intelligence and well-planned behavior made me feel even more uneasy. This woman seemed capable of anything, and I felt that she must know she was wasting her talents by being a housekeeper to the rich. 
 
    “Did you know April?” said Ian. 
 
    Serena nodded. “She seemed like a lovely young lady. I thought she would be moving in soon.” 
 
    “What made you think that?” 
 
    “Richard told me,” said Serena. “He said that he would like to make some space for his girlfriend to keep her stuff once she moved in, and that she might want to redecorate or bring a few of her belongings.” 
 
    “And what did you say?” 
 
    Serena smiled. “I want the best for my employer. I liked April, and I thought that Richard would be happy if she moved in, and a happy boss is always good.” 
 
    “How well did you know April?” 
 
    “Not that well,” admitted Serena. “I’d see her when she came to visit Richard, but we didn’t talk too much. She seemed like a lovely girl—sweet and uncomplicated.” 
 
    I nodded. “And what about Ruby? Richard’s friend?” 
 
    “I’ve seen her a couple of times, when she came over to talk to Richard.” 
 
    “Did she ever stay the night?” 
 
    Serena shook her head. “No, and she never stayed here for more than a few hours. Mostly, she and Richard would hang out, talking quietly. Once I saw them discussing some printouts.” 
 
    “Like work printouts?” 
 
    “I don’t know what they’d been working on,” said Serena. “Ruby was a nurse, and I never got a good look at the printouts.” 
 
    “And you’re sure that there was nothing romantic between them?” 
 
    “As sure as I can be,” said Serena. “I never noticed any chemistry between them or any sparks. Of course, I’ve only been working here for six months, so I don’t know everything.” 
 
    “Did you ever hear Ruby talking about April?” I said. 
 
    Serena shook her head. “It’s not my business to eavesdrop on my employers’ conversations. And if I ever was within earshot, I never heard them talking about anything worth remembering.” 
 
    I thanked Serena for her time and said, “What’re you going to do with these chopped-up fruits and veggies?” 
 
    “I’m making Richard freshly squeezed green juice. And after that, I’m going to get to work on dinner.” 
 
    Ian and I said our goodbyes, and Serena led us to the front door and watched as we got into the car. 
 
    As I drove away, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to Serena Dove than she let on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although it was getting late, Café Allegro was busy. April’s former workplace was near the hospital and seemed to cater to hospital staff, visitors, and the occasional tourist. It was industrial-chic inside: a polished gray cement floor, black tables and chairs, and exposed lightbulbs hanging overhead. The place smelled of coffee and sandwiches, and the hum of conversation drowned out whatever soft music was piping in the background. 
 
    The staff scurried around, taking orders, cleaning tables, and serving food. I noticed a man behind the large coffee machine, pulling shots and making drinks. He was tall and lanky, with long brownish-blond hair and green eyes. 
 
    He looked like the kind of man who played the guitar and went to environment-protection rallies on weekends—not at all the kind of hunk a girl with a rich boyfriend would be unable to resist. But perhaps he had a sort of artistic attractiveness to him that April appreciated, and that I was unaware of. 
 
    Apart from Adrian, there were four waitstaff in the café—one of them manning the register, and the other three hurrying around. 
 
    Ian and I introduced ourselves, and they all managed to find time in between their work to chat with us about April—but unfortunately, they didn’t have anything new to tell us. 
 
    Ryan had already told us that all the waitstaff except for Adrian had alibis for the night April was killed, and that turned out to be true; they had all been out that night with friends who could vouch for their whereabouts. 
 
    I was sure the cops had already gone through all the alibis, and I didn’t want to waste my time on that, so I focused on asking everyone what they knew about April. 
 
    Unfortunately for us, it turned out that April had been friendly and sweet, but she had mostly kept to herself. None of the staff knew that she’d been dating the CEO of a tech firm, and they’d only learned of her affair with Adrian after the cops had asked them about it. 
 
    Amy, a petite brunette, assured us that they knew nothing more about April. “The whole thing was a shock to us,” she said, echoing the sentiments of all the staff. “None of us knew what had happened until we heard about it from the cops.” 
 
    After a while, Ian and I gave up on learning anything new from the staff and headed over to talk to Adrian. 
 
    In between frothing milk and filling drink orders, Adrian managed to tell us about his relationship with April. 
 
    “We got together every now and then,” he said, not bothering to hide the facts. “I’ve already gone over this with the police. It was nothing serious—I knew she was dating Richard, and she found him boring and wanted a bit more fun. Nothing wrong with that. I wasn’t looking for anything serious either.” 
 
    “The cops told us you were home the night April was killed.” 
 
    Adrian nodded. “That’s true. I was by myself, in my apartment, and unfortunately, I can’t prove I was there. But really, I was. I liked April—I had no reason to want to hurt her.” 
 
    “And did you know who might’ve wanted to hurt her? Did she have any enemies?” 
 
    Adrian shook his head. “No. She was a nice person.” 
 
    “And there’s absolutely nobody who saw you that night? Maybe you made a phone call, or ran into a neighbor?” 
 
    Adrian shook his head again. “The police already asked me, but I was basically home alone all night, not calling anyone or running into anyone. Anyway, I thought they suspected Richard of killing her?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s hard to know what really happened. Did you ever meet Richard?” 
 
    Adrian shook his head. “No, I just know what I heard about him from April.” 
 
    “And what did you hear?” 
 
    Adrian shrugged and turned his attention for a moment to the chocolate milkshake that he was making. When he’d finished blending together the ice cream, milk and chocolate syrup, he turned to us again. “Not much. April said he was okay, but not the love of her life.” 
 
    “Did she say anything else? Did they fight, have any disagreements?” 
 
    Adrian shook his head. “No, not that she mentioned.” 
 
    “And what about other men?” 
 
    Adrian shook his head again. “The police told me she must’ve been seeing other men, but she never mentioned anything to me.” 
 
    “Did you know she had an ex-boyfriend, Vince, who followed her to Las Vegas?” 
 
    Adrian nodded. “Yeah, she mentioned she talked to him once in a while. I suspected she’d see him every now and then; it can be hard to get over some exes.” 
 
    “Did she ever talk about Vince?” 
 
    Adrian shook his head. “Just that he’d call her sometimes. I’m not the jealous type, so I didn’t ask if they had anything going on.” 
 
    “Did she seem worried about him?” 
 
    “No, they seemed to be on reasonably good terms.” 
 
    I nodded. “Did you know Ruby? Her roommate?” 
 
    “Never met her, but April mentioned her once in a while. They were the best of friends, and April’d say how lucky she was to have such a wonderful roommate.” 
 
    On a whim, I said, “Did April ever mention Serena Dove? Richard’s housekeeper?” 
 
    Adrian looked at me in confusion. “No, I’ve never heard that name before. Should I have?” 
 
    “I guess not,” I said, slightly disappointed. “Of course, it seems like April didn’t talk to you about too many things.” 
 
    Adrian shrugged. “I never thought she had much to talk about. She seemed to have such a normal life—other than the fact that she was dating Richard, of course. She was a regular girl, who’d just moved here.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together and nodded. “Maybe you’re right. But maybe we’re missing something else.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “A nice, juicy steak,” said Ian. “Or maybe even some lasagna. Perfect pasta—or how about a cheesy sandwich?” 
 
    I groaned. We’d been talking to the staff for what felt like forever, and my stomach was definitely rumbling. Hearing Ian list all the delicious dinners we could take a break to eat wasn’t helping. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I don’t think we’ll learn anything new from the staff, and we can’t work on empty stomachs. We might as well eat, and then go over to the nightclub to talk to Vince.” 
 
    Ian beamed, and we settled down to a delicious dinner of steak and fries (for Ian) and pasta marinara (for me), followed by two slices of dark, chewy chocolate cake. 
 
    A while later, at eight thirty, we pulled up in front of the Deadly Disco, and as I’d expected, the place looked deserted. 
 
    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. Ian and I had been here before, investigating the death of one of its former owners, and the place brought back memories of my previous case. 
 
    There was a velvet rope barring the main entrance, and a bored-looking bouncer—obviously Vince—was guarding it. 
 
    Another rope ran 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 later in the night, when the party was just getting started. 
 
    Ian had looked Vince up on his smartphone as we’d driven over, but hadn’t found anything of interest; his social media profiles had all been set to private. I wished I could’ve done a proper background check using my PI database before I talked to him, but that would have to wait. 
 
    Vince eyed us warily as we approached the door. Ian and I were both dressed rather dowdily, and I could see that Vince wouldn’t want us to enter Deadly Disco, even though the dance floor was most likely empty at this hour. 
 
    “Vincent Arcuri?” I said as we walked up to him. 
 
    Vince looked at us in surprise, raising one eyebrow. He was a muscular young man with a shaved head, thick eyebrows, and dark eyes. He was dressed in his bouncer’s uniform of a black shirt and black pants, and he crossed his arms defensively at the question. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “I’m Tiffany Black, this is my partner, Ian. We’re investigators looking into April Wilkins’s death.” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “I’m not supposed to be talking now, on the job.” 
 
    “And it’s clearly super busy,” said Ian sarcastically. 
 
    Vince shot him an annoyed glance and stood rooted to the spot like an angry tree. “I’m not supposed to be fraternizing on the job. My boss won’t like it.” 
 
    “I’ve worked for your boss before,” I said. “We’re good friends. Why don’t you call him and tell them that Tiffany Black’s here to talk to you, and ask if you can spare a few minutes?” 
 
    Vince looked at me hesitantly. On the one hand, he didn’t want to get into trouble at work, but on the other hand, he didn’t want to bother his boss with inane questions. 
 
    “Ah—okay,” he said finally, rolling his eyes. “Let’s talk for a few minutes. But if anyone shows up, I need to be all business.” 
 
    “What’s ‘all business’?” said Ian. 
 
    Vince shrugged. “You know, being a tough bouncer. I can’t let everyone in. The place’s got a reputation.” 
 
    “Even when the place is empty?” 
 
    “If I let everyone in, word would get around. We can’t have badly dressed people, or too many single guys, going in.” 
 
    “How long have you been a bouncer?” I said. 
 
    “Since I moved to Vegas,” said Vince. “I was in college before that, the same as April. But you probably already know that.” 
 
    The information was something I had missed earlier, but I decided not to admit that. “You and April knew each other well.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “We had almost all the same classes, and we were together for two years. I was in love with her, and I’d have done anything to keep her.” 
 
    “Including killing her?” said Ian. 
 
    Vince scowled at him. “Of course not! I loved April, and I’d never hurt her. Besides, I was here all night, the day April died. I’m on the video cameras and everything.” 
 
    I looked at Ian and nodded. That’s what Ryan had told me, that Vince had an infallible alibi. 
 
    We’d have to check the alibi and watch the videos, but I sensed that Vince was telling the truth, especially since the cops had already verified and watched the videos. 
 
    “Tell me about April,” I said. “You seem to have known her the longest out of everyone here in Vegas.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Yeah, I did. She was nuts, and I was nuts about her.” 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean, she was nuts?” 
 
    Vince shrugged. “She was perfectly normal in most ways. But every now and then, she’d do something completely impulsive. Like when she dropped out of college and moved to Vegas—she decided she needed to have a break, figure things out. I mean, any normal person would try to stay in college, and even if they dropped out, they wouldn’t move all the way to Vegas.” 
 
    “But her brother lives here,” I reminded Vince. 
 
    Vince made a facial shrug. “That’s one way of looking at it, but April was always doing impulsive things. Nice things, but once in a while she would decide to do something silly. Like the time she dropped out of a class because she thought it wasn’t useful, when she could’ve just stuck it out and gotten the credits.” 
 
    “No one else mentioned April’s impulsiveness to us,” I said. 
 
    “That’s because they didn’t know her well enough. A few small impulsive things, like buying shoes on a whim, is fine. But April made big life decisions all of a sudden. Like when she broke up with me and wanted to explore her options.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t let her do that.” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “No. I followed her here, of course, but I wasn’t as quick as April. I made sure I had a place lined up to stay, and I waited to give two weeks’ notice at the place I worked back East. By the time I came out here, April had already met Moneybags. I guess she thought maybe he was her way of growing up, and look where that got her.” 
 
    “Had you ever met Richard?” 
 
    “No, but I heard April talk about him. She thought he wasn’t all that good looking and he was kind of boring, but she kept saying theirs was a grown-up relationship. I thought what we had was grown-up enough.” 
 
    Ian said, “I don’t think it’s particularly grown-up to follow her here and keep chasing her while she’d moved on with her life.” 
 
    “She didn’t mind,” said Vince. “We’d get together once in a while. And I always knew she’d end up running back to me. I just wanted her to know I wasn’t angry with her, and I’d always be here for her.” 
 
    “I guess you really were in love with her,” said Ian. 
 
    Vince nodded. “She was the nicest, sweetest person. I can’t believe someone did this to her.” 
 
    “You moved to Vegas for her,” I said. “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    Vince spread his hands out wide. “I don’t know. I suppose I should go back and re-enroll in college, finish my degree. But I don’t want to leave. I can’t leave, not knowing what happened to April.” 
 
    I nodded. Vince was clearly quite crazy about April, and under normal circumstances he would’ve been our top suspect. But the video of him working at the club all night ruled out his guilt. And unlike Richard, Vince didn’t have the money or the ability to pay someone to kill April. 
 
    “Did you know her roommate, Ruby?” I said. 
 
    Vince shook his head. “Never met her, but April spoke about her all the time. They were like best friends already—they clicked as soon as they met. I was happy April found someone so nice to share an apartment with.” 
 
    “And what about Adrian? The barista at the café where she worked?” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “April never told me about him, but the cops said that they’d been together.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too surprised,” I said. 
 
    Vince shrugged. “April was here to sow her wild oats, and she did what she needed to do. I didn’t like it, but I’d wait for her to come back.” 
 
    “What about any other men?” 
 
    “April didn’t talk to me about anyone else,” said Vince. “The only people she talked about were Richard and Ruby; she didn’t have other friends here.” 
 
    “Any enemies?” 
 
    “She was too sweet to have enemies,” said Vince. 
 
    Ian and I exchanged a glance. We seemed to have hit a dead end when it came to information about April. 
 
    We asked him a few more questions: had April behaved strangely in any way before her death, could Vince remember anything that might’ve worried her? But the answers to both the questions were negative, and after a brief chat about how he liked working at Deadly Disco, Ian and I headed inside to check out the surveillance footage. 
 
    We stepped in through the wide nightclub doors, past an empty-looking coat check, and onto the dance floor. A 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 through the air, and I could make out a DJ sitting in one corner, mixing the tunes. There were a handful of singles on the dance floor—eager tourists or hired models, I guessed. A long, low bench ran along one wall, and there were two empty VIP booths off to one side. 
 
    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 middle-aged man stood chatting with the bartender. 
 
    A passageway on the right 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, nor hear the loud music. 
 
    Ian and I were familiar with this area, and we strode past the employees’ restroom and break areas and knocked on an unmarked door. 
 
    “Come in,” called out a familiar voice, and when we entered, David Wesloff blinked at us in surprise. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you guys here again,” he said, running a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. 
 
    “We’re here to look at some security tapes,” I said, quickly explaining Vince’s relationship with April. 
 
    David nodded. “The cops’ve been through here, and they watched the tapes, too. I can pull them up for you—but I know what they found. Vince was standing in front of that door all night long.” 
 
    I made a face and looked off to one side. “I know, I’ve heard that. But we still need to look, just to be safe.” 
 
    “Of course,” said David. “I’ll get the tapes for you guys.” 
 
    “We don’t both need to stay,” Ian said to me. “Why don’t you head home and get some sleep before your big job tomorrow, and I can stay back and watch the tapes.” 
 
    I beamed at Ian. “Really? I’d appreciate that—I don’t want to be running around tomorrow on just a few hours’ sleep.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re partners—we can split up if we need to. I’ll text you if anything jumps out at me.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ian,” I said again before saying goodbye to David and heading back home. 
 
    Tomorrow was a day I’d been looking forward to for a while—I’d finally learn about Stone’s past and get a chance to follow the man who’d had something to do with Stone’s disappearance. 
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    The next morning, I woke up before dawn. 
 
    Ian had texted in the wee hours of the morning, letting me know that Vince had stayed at the nightclub all through the night of April’s murder; I mentally checked him off my list of suspects and focused my mind on the job ahead. 
 
    I should have felt refreshed, but all I could feel was the jitters in my stomach, reminding me how big a deal this surveillance job was. 
 
    I took a quick shower and dressed for the day ahead. I still didn’t know what exactly the job would entail, but I assumed it wouldn’t be anything too difficult. 
 
    Stone’s mentor, Johnson, had told me that Eli Cohen was somehow responsible for Stone’s disappearance, but I didn’t know exactly how. 
 
    I didn’t even know what had happened to Stone in Afghanistan—the CIA men I had spoken with told me that Stone had been responsible for the kidnapping of two Afghan women and that he’d betrayed his team and disappeared. 
 
    That didn’t sound at all like the Stone I knew, and I refused to believe the story. However, when I asked Johnson and Stone for the truth, they refused to let me know, saying that I’d find out when the time was right. Hardly reassuring—but I chose to trust Stone nonetheless. 
 
    When Stone had told me about the need to tail Eli Cohen, he’d promised me that Johnson would tell me what had happened in Afghanistan as I waited at the airport for Eli’s flight to arrive. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to finally find out the truth. 
 
    I dressed hurriedly, slipping into jeans and a green tank top, and dashed into my living room, ready to make myself a quick breakfast of Nutella on toast, when I noticed a piece of paper that had been shoved under my door. 
 
    I froze for a second. 
 
    Every now and then, whenever I investigated a particularly dangerous case, a suspect or killer would leave me threatening messages under my door. So far, I didn’t think I’d turned up anything sinister in April’s case—so why was there a piece of paper waiting for me on my living room floor? I walked over, glancing around the room in case someone had managed to break in and was hiding in wait for me. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” I told myself. If someone had broken in, they’d already have attacked me by now. 
 
    I bent down, picked up the paper, and unfolded it. It took me a split second to read the contents of the message, and immediately, I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    It was from Ian. 
 
    “I made a massive batch of hazelnut cupcakes,” the note said. “I know you’re busy with this Stone thing, but I’ll try to come around sometime during the day to give you some cupcakes. Good luck with everything!” 
 
    I smiled to myself, crumpled up the paper, and tossed it into the trash. I hadn’t actually expected Ian to go ahead and bake hazelnut cupcakes after all, but if he really had baked them, I was certainly going to look forward to eating them. 
 
    I devoured my hasty breakfast, wondering if I’d have time to stop by Ian’s place anytime today to grab a cupcake or two, and then I dashed out the door and sped over to McCarran airport. 
 
    *** 
 
    I called Johnson as soon as I parked, letting him know that I was there. 
 
    “There’s still a half hour till Eli’s plane lands,” Johnson said. “I’m going to wait for him here. If he takes a cab, I’ll just jump into one behind him and tell you which way he’s heading. But most likely, he’s going to pick up a rental car, and I’ll need you to follow him out. I’ll get on the shuttle to the Rent-A-Car Center with him, and I’ll give you the details of whatever car he gets into. I guess you’re better off parking in the Rent-A-Car Center.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “I’ll go do that. But in the meantime, why don’t you tell me what happened to Stone in Afghanistan?” 
 
    There were a few long seconds of silence, and my heart rate slowed down in anticipation. What had happened in the past, and why had Stone really gotten into trouble? 
 
    And then Johnson replied slowly, his voice floating down the other end of the line. “All I can tell you at this stage is that Eli Cohen used to work for the CIA and was on the same team as Stone. He retired a few years after Stone had to disappear. He’s not with the Agency anymore, and he has some kind of business down in Florida. However, he’s still got very good contacts in all the agencies, and we’re not sure what he’s up to and why he’s here.” 
 
    “And what happened in Afghanistan?” 
 
    “I know Stone promised you I’d tell you today, but I can’t. I don’t want to get distracted on the job.” 
 
    My heart fell, and anger bubbled up deep inside me. I felt like I’d been played, as though I’d had a carrot dangled in front of my nose, and now the carrot had been taken away. 
 
    “This isn’t what I agreed to,” I said sharply. 
 
    “I know,” said Johnson. His voice sounded somber and unhappy. “I don’t want you to think I intended to trick you. As soon as this job’s over, and I don’t need to stress about it, I’ll tell you. I promise. It’s just that this Eli person—I don’t trust him, and I don’t want to get distracted.” 
 
    I wondered if I should trust Johnson. But what choice did I have? I was determined to help Stone, and even if I never found out the truth about what had happened in Afghanistan, I’d still help him. Perhaps that made me seem like a bit of a fool, but I didn’t think I was being stupid in placing my trust in Stone. 
 
    “I promised to help Stone,” I said slowly. “I hope you keep your end of the bargain.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Johnson. “Now, we’d better concentrate on finding out why Eli is in Vegas. Of course, it might not be anything—maybe he’s just here for some gambling.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I drove over to the Rent-A-Car Center on Gilespie and parked on the ground floor, near the exit. 
 
    The spot I chose gave me a good view of all the existing cars, and I knew that nobody would bother me—all the car rental company employees would be busy parking cars and heading across the street to collect cars that had just been returned. Even if somebody did notice me sitting by myself, they’d just assume I was an employee on a break. 
 
    I texted Johnson to tell him I was in position, and he sent me a reply, saying we’d communicate by text for a bit. 
 
    I spent the next hour alternating between trying to calm my jittery nerves and zoning out. 
 
    Johnson would definitely text me once he’d spotted Eli heading out—but what if he forgot? What if Eli somehow managed to get into a taxi or grab a rental car and head off on his own? 
 
    Finally, a few minutes past seven thirty, I got the text saying Eli had been spotted. A few seconds later, there was another text letting me know that Eli had picked up keys from the Hertz counter and was heading toward the shuttle bus that would bring him to the Rent-A-Car Center. 
 
    The Rent-A-Car Center was five miles from the airport, so I knew I had just a few minutes before it was time to start tailing Eli. I watched as the latest shuttle arrived with its crew of Vegas visitors, but I couldn’t spot Eli among the passengers. 
 
    A few minutes later, however, I got another text from Johnson—this time informing me that Eli was getting into a black Toyota Camry, the last two digits of whose license plate were 36. 
 
    I started my engine and backed out of my parking spot slowly. A few seconds later, I saw the black Camry leaving the Rent-A-Car Center, and I followed it out onto East Tropicana. 
 
    After letting a car get between us to make myself seem less noticeable, I followed the Camry over to the Watermark Resort, a family-friendly resort that was just off-Strip.  
 
    Eli pulled up to the valet, tossed over his keys, and headed inside. I took a split second to make my decision and continued to drive slowly past the resort. 
 
    I managed to find a spot to park for a few minutes while I called Johnson and gave him the latest update. 
 
    “Stone worked with the head of Watermark Security, Mark Caldwell,” said Johnson. “We lucked out.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why Eli’s staying here? To try to talk to Mark?” 
 
    “Maybe—but he won’t get very far. Of course, even if Eli’d gone somewhere else, we would have managed to find someone who was a friend of a friend of Stone’s.” 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “Stay where you are—I’m on my way over, and I’m going to give Mark a call, just to give him a heads up of what we’re dealing with. Eli won’t be able to leave without us knowing.” 
 
    I hung up and waited uneasily. Even if the security guy told us when Eli left, it might be too late for me to follow him out. 
 
    A few minutes later, I got a call from Johnson again. 
 
    “I’m at the Watermark, in the security room,” he said. “Mark’s going to help us set things up here. I’ll let you know as soon as Eli leaves his room so that you can start your car.” 
 
    I wished him luck and hung up—and a few minutes later, my phone buzzed again. This time, it was Johnson saying that Eli had gotten into the elevator and was most likely going to be leaving the hotel. 
 
    I started my engine and waited till I saw the black Camry pull up ahead of me, and then slowly, carefully, I started to follow Eli down the streets of Vegas. 
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    I watched uncomprehendingly as Eli pulled into a parking spot near the Las Vegas Police Department. A sudden rush of panic flooded through my veins—had something gone wrong? Was Eli here to report something? 
 
    I wondered if someone in the Vegas Police Department was feeding Eli information about Stone, and then I gave myself a quick shake. There was no point sitting here and panicking—I needed to find out what was going on, without revealing myself to Eli. 
 
    Quickly, I gave Ryan a call. 
 
    He answered on the second ring, sounding surprised to hear from me. 
 
    “You never call me on weekdays,” he said half-teasingly. “You’re usually asleep or working on some case.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said, feeling quite sheepish, “I am working on a case.” 
 
    “Oh? And let me guess, you’re going to ask me for a favor.” 
 
    I nodded, even though Ryan couldn’t see me. 
 
    “It’s just a tiny thing,” I said and described Eli Cohen to him. “Have you seen this man? I saw him walking into the precinct a minute or so ago.” 
 
    “I’ll go have a look around,” said Ryan, sounding surprised. “You saw him walk in a minute ago? So you’re just sitting outside…” 
 
    “I am,” I said quickly. “It’s a surveillance job—and it’s not just a regular case. I need you to keep this a secret. This man, Eli, he used to be with the CIA. I think he might be dangerous; I don’t know what he wants in Vegas.” 
 
    “I’ll have a look,” said Ryan softly. 
 
    There was silence for a few long minutes, and then I heard Ryan’s voice drift across the line again. “Tiff? You still there?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, my heart pounding loudly inside my body. “What did you find out?” 
 
    “He’s here, talking to Detective Elwood.” 
 
    “Elwood?” I leaned back, unable to keep the surprise and disappointment out of my voice. “What would he be talking to Elwood about?” 
 
    “I thought you’d know that.” 
 
    “I’m completely in the dark. You didn’t hear any of their conversation, did you?” 
 
    “I couldn’t make out most of it,” said Ryan softly. “But I heard Elwood saying, “No, I never liked him, but I don’t know where he is.” What’s this all about?” 
 
    I knit my brows together and took a few seconds to process it all. 
 
    “I’m really not sure,” I said finally. “Do you think you’d be able to overhear any more of the conversation?” 
 
    “That would look incredibly suspicious,” said Ryan. “I don’t think I should do that.” 
 
    “I understand.” I didn’t want to force Ryan into doing something that could jeopardize his job, or get him into trouble with this Eli Cohen. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said slowly. “And it seems like they’re done anyway. Eli’s standing up to say goodbye… I guess I’ll talk to you later, then?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, starting up my engine again. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    A few long seconds later, Eli re-emerged, and I watched as he got back into his car and drove off. Once again, I tailed him slowly, careful to keep a car between us at all times as he meandered down familiar streets. 
 
    When he finally pulled up on a quiet side street, I parked two cars behind him and watched as he crossed the street to an apartment building on the other side. 
 
    It was only as I watched him enter the gate that my eyes widened, my heart leaped into my throat, and I realized where I was. 
 
    Eli Cohen had come over to my apartment. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    My first instinct was to race into the building and somehow stop Eli from getting to my apartment. My second instinct was to call Ian and have him escort Eli out of the building like a security guard. 
 
    But neither of those two things would be possible—at least, not without making Eli suspicious about what was going on. 
 
    I sat in panicked silence for a few more seconds. 
 
    It was too late to race inside and try to beat Eli to my apartment. If I walked in now and appeared behind him a minute or two later, Eli might wonder how I’d gotten there so soon after him. 
 
    Finally, I decided that the best course of action was to wait in my car for another fifteen minutes and to give Johnson a call to update him on the latest. 
 
    Johnson didn’t seem all that surprised when I told him that Eli had come over to my apartment, and he agreed that my plan to walk in a while later was probably the best course of action. 
 
    “I’ll head over to your place now,” he said. “That way, I can be the one to follow Eli after he drives off. It’ll look less suspicious than you running down behind him when he leaves, and jumping into your car.” 
 
    “That makes sense. How’s the hotel surveillance going?” 
 
    “Good,” said Johnson. “Eli must’ve done a sweep for bugs when he checked in. But I’ve managed to get access to his room, and I disabled his sweeper and installed a couple of discreet bugs. We’ll find out more about what he’s up to when he gets back to the hotel.” 
 
    After I hung up, I wondered if Eli would recognize me when we met—after all, I’d just spent the last couple of hours following him around. 
 
    And then I remembered the “zombie apocalypse survival bag” that Ian made me keep in my car at all times—in addition to “zombie repellant powder,” blankets and dried food, the bag also contained wigs, disguises and some extra clothes. 
 
    I wasn’t too confident about wearing a wig when I went in to meet Eli, but I found a pair of large glasses that made me look hipsterish, and a black T-shirt that I pulled on over my tank top. I tied my hair back, smeared on some dark maroon lipstick, and checked out my reflection. 
 
    “You look like a completely different person now,” I told myself. 
 
    I took a deep breath and headed upstairs to face Eli. 
 
    *** 
 
    The voices hit me as soon as I stepped out of the elevator. 
 
    “I don’t know her name,” my octogenarian next-door neighbor Mrs. Weebly was saying. “Why do you have to go around knocking on people’s doors, asking about their neighbors?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to talk to her,” Eli was saying. “If you don’t know her, maybe I can ask someone else.” 
 
    “I’m not going to have you create a ruckus by knocking on everyone’s door,” Mrs. Weebly said. “Harassing poor old women like me! I have a good mind to call the cops on you.” 
 
    “I’m not doing anything illegal,” Eli said. “I just need to talk to Tiffany Black. I’m a friend of hers.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” said Mrs. Weebly. “I know all her friends.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t know anyone by that name,” said Eli. 
 
    Mrs. Weebly looked taken aback, and then she spotted me out of the corner of her eye. Eli turned around to follow her gaze, and I forced myself to smile brightly. 
 
    “It’s okay, Mrs. Weebly,” I said, appreciating the effort she’d made to try to protect me. “I’m sure this man has some good reason for wanting to talk to me.” 
 
    Eli walked forward and extended his hand to shake mine. “I’m Eli,” he said politely. “I guess I should’ve called before trying to meet you, but I didn’t have your phone number.” 
 
    I didn’t believe that Eli couldn’t get hold of my phone number; for some reason, he must’ve thought it better to spring a surprise visit on me. But I kept my thoughts to myself and said, “Why don’t we head into my apartment, and then you can tell me what this is all about?” 
 
    A few minutes later, Eli and I were sitting opposite each other. I had my handbag right next to me; for once, I’d remembered to pack my gun, and I wanted to make sure I could access it easily if I needed to. Although, Eli didn’t seem to have arrived with any violent intentions. 
 
    “I worked closely with your friend Jonathan Stone in Afghanistan,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “We were very good friends.” 
 
    Up close, his salt-and-pepper hair and gray eyes made him look more like a college professor than a former CIA operative. 
 
    I nodded politely. Eli seemed to be relaxed and cheerful, but I was sure he was busy observing me carefully. “What’s this all about?” 
 
    “I’m trying to get in touch with Stone. There’s something important I need to discuss with him, but nobody seems to know where he is.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I can’t help you there. I haven’t seen Stone in ages myself, and I haven’t got a clue where he is.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s true. Stone can be very secretive at times.” 
 
    I smiled politely. “Yes, he could be. Did you know him very well?” 
 
    “We worked together in Afghanistan,” repeated Eli with a sigh. “He was a great guy—until he went rogue.” 
 
    “What do you mean, went rogue?” 
 
    Eli shook his head. “He was young, a good kid. But he kept getting these ideas in his head—that he needed to do something, something revolutionary. And then I’m not sure what happened—he ended up kidnapping two women, and then he exposed our unit to the authorities.” 
 
    I frowned, unable to help myself. This was the story I kept hearing from everyone—first the two CIA men who’d come to talk to me about Stone, and now Eli Cohen. I couldn’t believe it, of course, but I wondered what the alternative was. Perhaps Stone had done something that made people think he’d betrayed them, something that made them wrongly think that he’d kidnapped two women. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like the Stone I know,” I said, unable to help myself. “When I knew him, he was always very nice and helpful.” 
 
    Eli nodded. “I’m sure he gave off that vibe. I know he worked here, providing security services to casinos and businessmen. But none of them seem to want to talk to me. I’ve tried making appointments with many of them, but they just won’t meet me. It’s almost as though someone warned them off.” 
 
    Eli fixed his eyes on me, and I stared back, unflinchingly. Sure, I’d called up everyone I knew Stone had worked for and warned them about Eli, telling them not to talk to him. But that’s what friends were for. 
 
    “Are you sure there’s absolutely nothing you can tell me about Stone?” said Eli. “When did you last see him?” 
 
    “At least a few months ago,” I said. “I wasn’t really close with him—I’ve got no idea where he is.” 
 
    “What about where he used to live? Or where his office used to be?” 
 
    I shook my head, despite the fact that I knew the answers to those questions. “I’ve got no idea. Like I said, Stone is a secretive person.” 
 
    “I was given the impression that you and Stone were very… close.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Who told you that?” 
 
    Eli shrugged. “I did some research.” 
 
    “Clearly, your research is way off. Stone and I were never that close.” 
 
    “So you never dated him?” 
 
    I felt the anger rising up in my chest. “No, not that it’s any of your business. I’ve got a boyfriend. Like I said, I didn’t know Stone very well, and we weren’t close.” 
 
    Eli was watching me carefully, and I wondered if my anger was a giveaway for my emotions. I didn’t know what to do—part of me wanted to keep protesting that Stone and I barely knew each other, that there was nothing between us, that I didn’t even like the guy. I felt like I was in middle school, being teased about a guy I liked—but of course, the stakes were so much higher now. 
 
    Just then, there was a knock on the door, and I opened it gratefully, expecting to see Mrs. Weebly. 
 
    Instead, it turned out to be Ian. 
 
    “Ian!” I said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Ian beamed at me and held out a plateful of cupcakes. They looked delicious and moist, the icing just begging to be licked off. 
 
    “I baked hazelnut cupcakes last night,” said Ian, “didn’t you get my note?” 
 
    I looked at him, panic rising up through my body. What if Ian suddenly said something about Stone? Or asked me how my job trying to help Stone was going? I began to kick myself mentally for not telling Ian about Eli Cohen—but it was too late now. 
 
    Ian seemed to notice Eli for the first time, and after handing the plate of delicious-looking cupcakes to me, he turned to shake hands with Eli. 
 
    “I’m Ian,” he said. “Tiffany’s friend.” 
 
    “Eli Cohen. I was just asking Tiffany some questions about her friend Stone.” 
 
    Ian turned to look at me, his eyes full of confusion. “And what about Stone?” he said. 
 
    I shook my head quickly. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    Eli said, “So, Ian, you know Stone?” 
 
    I held Ian’s glance, praying silently that he wouldn’t start blabbering on about what good friends we all were. 
 
    For once, Ian seemed to understand my glance and said, “Um, I’ve met him once or twice. But, Tiff, I thought you were working on a special project today.” 
 
    “It didn’t work out the way I’d planned,” I told Ian. “And as you can see, now Eli’s here. He wants to know if I know where Stone is.” 
 
    Ian creased his brows. “Do you and Eli know each other?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I just met Eli today.” 
 
    “Are you sure you two don’t know Stone that well?” said Eli. “I’d heard he made some new friends here in Vegas.” 
 
    I needed to stop Ian from saying anything incriminating by accident, and my heart beat wildly in panic. I glanced at the cupcakes Ian had baked and said the first thing that came to mind. “Would you like to try one of Ian’s hazelnut cupcakes? They really do look delicious. I think I might have one myself.” 
 
    Eli waved away my offer for a cupcake, and I sunk my teeth into one and moaned out loud. “Mmm, yum! These are delicious! I think these are the best hazelnut cupcakes have ever had!” 
 
    Ian smiled, pleased with himself, and I wondered how I could get rid of Eli, when there was another knock on the door. 
 
    “Who’s that?” said Ian. 
 
    A flash of panic made my chest constrict. 
 
    What if Stone had chosen today, of all days, to turn up at my apartment and ask me what was going on? But that couldn’t be possible—he’d check with Johnson first. 
 
    Seeing me frozen to the spot, my mouth half-full of hazelnut cupcake, Ian went and opened the door for me. 
 
    “Carl!” he said. “Fancy seeing you again.” 
 
    I swallowed my mouthful of cupcake and glared at Carl. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Carl smiled at me lecherously. “Remember how I said I’d be happy to stop by your apartment anytime?” 
 
    “I told you not to,” I reminded him. “I told you I’ve got a boyfriend, and I don’t want to see you again.” 
 
    Cal looked around at Ian and Eli and nodded. “I didn’t expect you to have company at this hour. I figured you’d have just come home from the casino and would be waking up about now. Is this your boyfriend?” He looked at Eli, taking in his salt-and-pepper hair and gray eyes. 
 
    To Eli’s credit, he didn’t say anything, and only smiled politely. 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said. “And I don’t want you coming around again.” 
 
    “I have something that might make you change your mind,” said Carl, producing a gift bag from behind his back. “I brought you something.” 
 
    I looked at the bag as though it might contain live scorpions, but finally, my curiosity made me take it and I peered inside. 
 
    “A teddy bear?” I said, pulling out a small plush toy with funny-looking eyes. 
 
    “I thought you might like to keep it in your bedroom,” said Carl. “If you don’t want me to keep you company in there, that is.” 
 
    I glared at Carl and contemplated throwing the teddy bear at him. But that seemed like too much effort, and at least Carl’s presence meant that none of us could talk about Stone. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, forcing myself to be polite. “Ian, can you show Carl out?” 
 
    “I thought we would hang out for a bit,” protested Carl. 
 
    “I’m a bit busy. Ian,” I repeated, “why don’t you show Carl out? Thanks again for the cupcakes.” 
 
    Ian looked hesitantly at Carl, who glared first at me, and then at him. 
 
    “I can show myself out,” said Carl. “This is the thanks I get for giving you such a nice gift.” 
 
    “I thought it would be nice for Ian to walk you out. I’m sorry I can’t be any more attentive right now.” 
 
    Carl shrugged, and Ian gave me a questioning look as he followed Carl out the door. 
 
    “Thanks, Ian,” I said as I closed the door behind the two of them. 
 
    Once they were gone, I breathed a sigh of relief—as much as I hated Carl, he had shown up just in time to prevent Ian from saying anything incriminating about Stone. 
 
    I looked again at the small teddy bear that was in my hand. 
 
    Even if I hadn’t noticed the funny eyes, there was no way I would have overlooked the fact that the teddy bear’s tummy seemed to be made of a solid, square box; plus, there was a zip on its rear. I rolled my eyes and shook my head, wondering why Carl thought I’d be stupid enough to fall for this. 
 
    I put the teddy bear facedown on the sofa; I would decide what to do with it later. 
 
    “You’ve got some interesting friends,” said Eli. 
 
    “Tell me about it!” 
 
    “You do realize that’s a nannycam?” 
 
    I nodded. “I wonder why men think I’m so stupid.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re stupid.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you about Stone. I hope things between you two get sorted out.” 
 
    Eli nodded and stood up. “Thanks anyway.” 
 
    We shook hands politely, and I watched as Eli headed down the hallway and pressed the button for the elevator. I waved goodbye to him once again, closed the door, and rang Ian on his cell phone. 
 
    He answered after half a ring. “I just saw Carl get into his car,” said Ian. “What was all that about?” 
 
    “Never mind about Carl—just make sure you don’t say anything to Eli. He’s looking for Stone, and I don’t want you talking to him.” 
 
    “When will you tell me what’s really going on?” 
 
    “As soon as I find out for myself,” I said. “You can count on it—I should’ve told you everything earlier; I guess I need to trust people a bit more.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I assumed that by now, Eli was on his way to his next meeting, being followed by Johnson. 
 
    I sent Johnson a text, asking him to let me know where he was, and we’d meet up. I changed into a “new” disguise—taking off my glasses, switching to a pink dress and blond wig. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I got a text from Johnson—Eli was meeting a businessman who lived in Summerlin, and I drove straight over to the address. 
 
    I managed to arrive at the place just in time to see Eli pulling away, and Johnson and I followed him over to his next appointment in North Las Vegas. 
 
    Stone had once explained to me that professionals use at least two cars when surveilling someone. Now that Johnson and I were working together, I could see why: working in a team made things much simpler. We spent the rest of the day following Eli around, but I wasn’t sure that we’d learned anything new. 
 
    Eli went back to his hotel at around five in the afternoon, and Johnson and I rushed into a nearby room that Johnson had booked for surveillance purposes. 
 
    We sat in silence as Johnson turned on the listening device, and various noises from Eli’s room floated over to us. 
 
    Eli seemed to spend his time taking a shower, flipping through a couple of TV channels, and finally making a phone call to his girlfriend back in Florida. The call was uninteresting, and full of sweet nothings, which made Johnson and me both roll our eyes. 
 
    Finally, he made a call to someone named Steve. 
 
    Much of the call didn’t make sense to me; Eli talked vaguely about some project and mumbled a lot. But I did understand when Eli said, “None of the people here will talk to me. Stone somehow managed to warn them all off.” 
 
    Those words made me beam, and Johnson nodded at me in gruff acknowledgment while we listened to a few more seconds of Eli grousing about how nobody would give him any information. 
 
    “And that girlfriend of his,” said Eli, “Tiffany Black. She claims they were never together, and I’m kind of tempted to believe her. Stone would be too careful to get involved with some floozy casino dealer—even if she does work as a PI on the side… 
 
    “No, nothing… Absolutely nothing… Well, on the plus side, nobody seems to know that Tariq is back. If we can just get to Tariq before Stone does, we’re safe. Yeah. That’s right. 
 
    “Could blow us all apart if he talks to Stone, and then everyone would know the truth… I agree… I’m just going to focus on Tariq… I might as well leave Vegas on the seven o’clock flight tonight—no point sticking around here…” 
 
    The call went on for a few more minutes, but Eli’s side of the conversation seemed to consist mostly of grunts and meaningless platitudes, until he hung up. 
 
    Johnson and I exchanged a glance, and muffled noises floated up to us from Eli’s room. 
 
    “I’ll go wait in my car,” I told Johnson. “If he wants to catch a seven o’clock flight, he’ll be leaving soon. Is there any way you can join me?” 
 
    Johnson nodded. “I’ll bring this surveillance stuff with me to the car, but I doubt we’ll learn anything else.” 
 
    I’d been waiting in my car for fifteen minutes when I saw Eli drive off. I texted Johnson that the man was on the move, and then I tailed him over to the McCarran Rent-A-Car Center, where he took his time parking the Toyota in the drop-off area. 
 
    I knew a shuttle would be by shortly to take Eli over to the airport, and I texted Johnson to give him an update. 
 
    Johnson replied within seconds. “I’ll wait inside the airport. All you have to do is follow the shuttle to the terminal.” 
 
    The shuttle came by a minute later, and I watched as Eli got on with the rest of the passengers. It was an easy job to tail the shuttle back to the airport, and I drove past, expecting that Johnson would be able to follow Eli once he entered the airport. 
 
    I waited in my car for a few long minutes, until I got a text from Johnson. “He’s headed in through the gates. We’re done for today.” 
 
    “You still need to tell me what’s going on,” I replied. “I want to know the whole story—including who Tariq is.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you tomorrow,” Johnson texted back. “Or I’ll ask Stone to tell you himself.” 
 
    I forced myself to ignore the harsh sting of anger that made me narrow my eyes and glare into the distance. Johnson had to keep his word—one way or another, I was determined to find out the truth about Stone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I woke up the next morning, feeling refreshed after a proper night’s sleep. When I checked my phone, there were no messages or texts, and I had a brief flicker of doubt that perhaps Johnson wouldn’t tell me the truth about Stone after all. 
 
    But I pushed that thought from my mind, got dressed, and called the Treasury Casino to let them know that my “cold” had gotten much better and I could come into work today if needed. It turned out there was a shift available starting at four in the afternoon, and I promised I’d be in. 
 
    I headed over to the living room, not quite sure what I’d be doing for the next couple of hours till the start of my shift—perhaps I should compile notes on what I’d learned about April’s death up until now, or perhaps I should start running background checks on everyone I’d met so far. 
 
    I was about to grab myself one of Ian’s hazelnut cupcakes for breakfast when I noticed the piece of paper lying in the middle of my living room floor. Someone had shoved a small white envelope under my door, and I assumed that it had been Ian again—perhaps he’d decided that instead of texting me, he’d go all old-fashioned and send me notes to ask about our plans for the day. 
 
    I picked up the envelope, only slightly surprised when it felt heavier than I’d expected. I opened it and pulled out a piece of paper with a short message written on it: “I think you should stop now.” 
 
    Puzzled, I put the note on the coffee table and peered inside the envelope to see a photograph. 
 
    My stomach sank like a rock. This couldn’t be good. 
 
    Bracing myself, I pulled out the photograph and peered at it closely. 
 
    It was a photo of April’s body lying in the desert; clearly, she was very dead. 
 
    The photo had been taken at night, the scene illuminated by the camera’s flash. The blood on her clothes and unnatural angles of her arms and legs made my stomach recoil, and I forced myself not to gag. 
 
    I pushed the photo back into the envelope quickly, dropped it onto the coffee table, and sunk down onto my sofa. 
 
    This wasn’t good. 
 
    I sat in shock for what felt like a couple of hours, but was probably only a few minutes. 
 
    My mind raced along, thinking of all kinds of crazy things, and then going blank for a few seconds at a time. My hands were clammy, and there was a prickly sensation on the back of my neck. 
 
    Finally, I forced myself to take a few deep breaths and called Ian, almost on autopilot. 
 
    “You’re up!” he said cheerfully, answering after four rings. “What’re the plans for today?” 
 
    My voice seemed to float down from far away. “Can you come over to my place now? There’s something we need to discuss.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Ian. “This sounds serious—I’ll be there right away.” 
 
    A few seconds later, there was a knock on the door. 
 
    I checked carefully through the peephole, and when I was sure that it was Ian, I ushered him inside. 
 
    It took me an additional second to register that he’d brought Snowflake along, and I shook my head. 
 
    “Put her on the kitchen countertop. I don’t want her touching the coffee table.” 
 
    Ian did just that, and Snowflake looked at me curiously. 
 
    “What’s on the coffee table?” said Ian. 
 
    I killed time by scratching Snowflake between her ears and stroking her gently until she purred. “She seems to be in a good mood.” 
 
    “She’s always happy to see you. But what’s this about?” 
 
    I rummaged through my kitchen cabinets and found a pair of latex gloves that I tossed over to Ian. “Put these on, and then have a look at the note.” 
 
    I’d already gotten my fingerprints on it, but I didn’t want Ian’s prints messing things up even further. 
 
    Although, if my experience with anonymous note-senders has taught me anything, it’s that they tend to be quite careful about not getting their prints anywhere. 
 
    “And there’s a small white envelope there, too,” I added. “You can open it and look at the photo.” 
 
    To stop my brain from thinking scary thoughts, I checked behind my stash of cereal boxes and found a few cans of wet cat food, one of which I opened and dumped out for Snowflake. 
 
    After she started eating it hungrily, I finally admitted that I needed to face the music and went over to join Ian and peer at the photo again. 
 
    “They discovered April’s body in the morning,” said Ian, not taking his eyes off the photo. “Do you think the cops would’ve left it lying around till night, taking photos the entire time?” 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s what makes the whole thing even worse.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just a prank,” suggested Ian, clearly trying to cheer me up. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I’m thinking of taking the photo to the precinct and having Detective Ryan check whether it’s one of the crime scene photos or not. Of course, even if it is one of the official photos, that doesn’t make it much better—it means that someone dangerous has access to those.” 
 
    Ian shook his head sadly. “Whoever sent this photo is obviously a step ahead of everyone else.” 
 
    “Exactly. And not only are we dealing with a crazy killer, we’re dealing with someone who likes to take photos of their victims.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “Maybe as proof? Maybe some kind of trophy?” 
 
    “Do you think it’s Richard?” 
 
    I thought back to our conversation with Richard and frowned. “It could be, or maybe if Richard hired someone to do it, they took a photo to prove that they’d done the job.” 
 
    Ian nodded. “That kind of makes sense. But how would they even know where you lived, to send you this envelope?” 
 
    “Quite a few people know where I live, but I don’t think this person asked around to find my address. Perhaps they followed me on the day I talked to them.” 
 
    “In that case, we need to find out if someone could’ve followed you after talking to you. We know it can’t be Vince, because he was at the nightclub all night long.” 
 
    “It could’ve been Richard or his housekeeper; it could’ve been Ruby, if she decided not to go to work. It could even be Adrian or anyone from the café, if they decided to finish their shift a bit early.” 
 
    Ian nodded. “Well, I guess we know what we need to do today.” 
 
    My heart sank. I’d never expected this investigation to be easy, but now it had taken a turn for the decidedly unpleasant. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    To take my mind off things, I said, “Have you had breakfast?” 
 
    Ian shook his head. “I was planning to have a hazelnut cupcake or two.” 
 
    “That was my plan, too.” 
 
    While Snowflake finished up her cat food, Ian and I busied ourselves with making mugs of instant coffee and placing cupcakes onto plates for ourselves. 
 
    I packed four of the cupcakes into a small box for Detective Elwood, and then Ian and I headed over to the sofa to enjoy our breakfast before we needed to tackle the day’s work. 
 
    As I was about to sit down, I noticed the nannycam teddy bear that Carl had given me, lying facedown on the sofa. Snowflake was looking rather bored, so I decided to give her the teddy bear—which she promptly flung into the kitchen sink. 
 
    “Even Snowflake doesn’t like Carl’s gift,” I muttered. “I wonder where my mother finds these crazy guys.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s not going to bother you again.” 
 
    “He’ll come by to get the teddy bear back,” I said. “But hopefully that’ll be the last time I see him.” 
 
    *** 
 
    When Ian and I headed over to the precinct, we found Detective Elwood sitting at his desk, scowling away at some paperwork. 
 
    He didn’t look all that pleased to see us, and he eyed the box that Ian was holding in his hands warily. 
 
    “You’ve come to see Detective Ryan?” he said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He’s in a meeting—he should be out in five minutes.” 
 
    I pulled out a chair opposite Elwood’s desk and sat down, smiling brightly. “That’s okay, we can wait. And we can chat with you while we wait.” 
 
    Elwood didn’t seem too thrilled by the prospect of talking to us for five entire minutes, and once again, his eyes slid over to the box that Ian was holding. “I’m kind of busy.” 
 
    “Ian has something for you—he baked a big batch of hazelnut cupcakes, and they’re delicious!” 
 
    Elwood looked at us in surprise and reached forward for the box. 
 
    He glanced around furtively, made sure no one was watching him, and opened the box to extract a single cupcake. Quickly, he closed the box again and hid it in one of his desk drawers. 
 
    “I’m not keen on sharing cupcakes,” he said before he bit into the cupcake and made a face that conveyed his pure joy at discovering its delicious, sweet, chocolatey-nutty flavors. 
 
    “I can sympathize with you there,” I said. “I don’t like sharing cupcakes either.” 
 
    But Elwood was clearly not listening to a word I was saying, and I gave him a few minutes to finish gobbling up the yummy cupcake. 
 
    Finally, after he’d finished eating and had brushed the crumbs off his face, Elwood looked at me again. “I guess I am glad you stopped by today, after all.” 
 
    I nodded seriously. “I know how much a good cupcake can improve your day.” 
 
    Elwood narrowed his eyes and looked at me thoughtfully for a few seconds. “I met an interesting man yesterday. Eli Cohen.” 
 
    “Oh?” I feigned surprise, even though I knew all about Eli’s visit. “What happened?” 
 
    “It turns out,” said Elwood slowly, “this Eli person used to work for the CIA. He says he used to work with your friend Stone, and now he’s trying to track him down.” 
 
    I made sure to put on my best poker face. “That’s interesting.” 
 
    “Of course, I haven’t got a clue as to where Stone is these days. I haven’t seen him for a while—have you?” 
 
    “I’m in the dark,” I said. “What else did this Eli person say?” 
 
    “Not much. Just asked if I might know any of Stone’s associates or friends. I mentioned you, of course.” 
 
    I nodded. “Eli came by to my apartment, asking about Stone. I told him the same thing you did—that I didn’t know where Stone is.” 
 
    Elwood looked at me seriously. “You know, I’ve never liked Stone. Something about that man seems off. I’ve told you this before.” 
 
    “Yes. But I don’t believe that. I think Stone’s a good person.” 
 
    Elwood shook his head. “I’m not so sure. I think the man’s trouble.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess we’ll have to agree to disagree.” 
 
    Eli shook his head again. “That’s not what I meant. I’m worried about you—I don’t want you to get into some kind of trouble.” 
 
    I looked at Elwood and smiled, feeling an unexpected rush of goodwill towards him. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about me,” I said gently. “You know I can take care of myself.” 
 
    Elwood nodded. “Of course, I’m just telling you what I think. If the CIA is after Stone, that’s not a good sign.” 
 
    “Eli isn’t with the CIA anymore. He just used to be.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    I spotted Ryan out of the corner of my eye and waved to him before turning to Elwood again. “I appreciate your concern, and I’m glad you told me that Eli came to visit you. But you don’t need to worry about me, really.” 
 
    Elwood nodded and went back to his paperwork, and Ian and I headed over to Ryan’s desk. 
 
    Ryan said hello to Ian and then turned to me with a smile. “I sense this isn’t a romantic meeting.” 
 
    I shook my head sadly. “We were hoping…” 
 
    For a moment, words failed me. I pulled the envelope out of my bag and placed it on Ryan’s desk. “You need to wear gloves to touch this.” 
 
    Ryan stared at me somberly. “What’s going on?” 
 
    I didn’t quite know where to start. 
 
    “Someone sent Tiffany a threatening message,” said Ian, sensing my hesitation. “We were hoping you could run fingerprint analysis on it.” 
 
    Ryan fished in his drawer, found a pair of gloves that he pulled on, and picked up the envelope. He took a few long seconds to read through the note and stare at the photograph, and then he turned to look at me. “This is serious.” 
 
    I smiled wryly. “Ian said it might be some kind of prank.” 
 
    Ryan shook his head. “This person means business. Perhaps you could do as they suggest and stop investigating?” 
 
    I looked at him, aghast. “I could never do that. Then I’d get a reputation as a PI who backs down on threats, and I’d never get anywhere with any investigation again.” 
 
    Ryan shook his head again, clearly unhappy with my answer. “Maybe you could make an exception for this case. I really don’t like this photograph.” 
 
    “So it’s not one of the crime scene photos?” 
 
    “No, the body was discovered in the morning, and all the crime scene photos were taken then. We brought the body straight over to the morgue, so we never had a chance to take a photo at night.” 
 
    “It was definitely the killer who took this photo,” said Ian. 
 
    Ryan looked at us seriously and nodded. “Yes. Killers tend to be terrible people, and I especially don’t like the idea of a killer who takes a photo of his victim. Let alone a killer who sends the photo to my girlfriend.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s no big deal,” I said, trying to sound light-hearted. 
 
    But deep inside, I knew that Ryan was right. 
 
    What kind of person kept proof of their killing? 
 
    *** 
 
    After Ryan promised us he would try to expedite the fingerprinting of the envelope and its contents—it would still take three or four days, he said—Ian and I headed straight over to Richard’s house. 
 
    A few seconds after we rang the doorbell, it was opened by Serena Dove. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at us and said, “Richard’s not home, he’s at work.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said, deciding that we could stop by Richard’s office later if needed. “I just wanted to ask you if Richard went out the day before yesterday, right after we talked to him.” 
 
    Serena shook her head. “I wouldn’t know. As soon as you stepped out, I got a call from my sister saying she wasn’t feeling well. I had to leave right away, so I wouldn’t know if Richard was home or not.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes involuntarily. By her own admission, Serena had dashed out right after we left, so perhaps she was the one who’d followed me until she discovered my address. “Didn’t you come back to work afterward?” 
 
    “No, it turned out to be a false alarm, but Richard said he’d reheat a casserole for dinner, and I could take as long as I needed. So I stayed over for a few hours, and we watched a couple of old movies together.” 
 
    Ian and I exchanged a glance. 
 
    “Would you mind if I paid your sister a visit?” I said. 
 
    Serena rolled her eyes. “What for?” 
 
    “To see if you were really with her that night.” 
 
    Serena smiled and shook her head. “I can give you her phone number, but she’s not home today. She’s gone to San Diego for the week.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “I’ll just give her a call.” 
 
    Serena reeled off a phone number and said, “Was there anything else you want to talk about?” 
 
    I looked at her carefully—today, she was dressed in a boring beige pantsuit, her hair pulled back tightly again, her face devoid of any makeup. 
 
    “No, that’s all,” I said. “But we’ll come back if we think of anything else.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Serena, smiling politely. “I would expect that to be the case.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Ian and I headed over to Ruby’s apartment next, but although we knocked and knocked, there was no response. 
 
    “She must be at work,” said Ian, stating the obvious. 
 
    I gave her a call as we headed back to my car, but there was no answer. 
 
    I left a voicemail, asking her to give me a call back and let me know when she’d be back from her shift—I needed to talk to her. 
 
    It was almost lunchtime, and Ian and I headed back to the Café Allegro, where we asked Adrian how long he’d worked on the night we came over to talk to him. 
 
    “It was really packed,” he said. “We couldn’t close down till ten. Everyone you talked to had to work until then.” 
 
    “And you were here the entire time?” 
 
    Adrian nodded. “Sure, and so was everyone else.” 
 
    Two of the waitstaff from that night were here today, and they corroborated Adrian’s story—the place had been packed till ten, and nobody had left before then. 
 
    “It couldn’t have been Adrian or anyone who works here,” I said softly to Ian as we headed over to the counter to order sandwiches for lunch. “And I’ve got a feeling that Serena Dove is more than who she says she is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Ian and I headed back home; we’d barely stepped out of the elevator when we noticed Carl standing outside my front door. 
 
    “I told you he’d be back for the nannycam,” I muttered to Ian. 
 
    “Do you want me to do anything?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You should go get some rest, I’ll deal with Carl.” 
 
    Carl was looking particularly smug and happy when I approached him. 
 
    I assumed it was because he was looking forward to seeing the contents of the nannycam, and I smiled brightly in response, imagining how disappointed he’d be to see footage of Snowflake attacking the bear. 
 
    “I thought I’d come by and surprise you,” said Carl. “I guess my timing was pretty good.” 
 
    “I guess it was.” 
 
    “Can I come inside?” 
 
    I looked at Carl hesitantly. 
 
    Under ordinary circumstances, there was no way I would allow this man to enter my apartment and be inside when I was all alone. 
 
    But these weren’t ordinary circumstances—I’d received a threat from what appeared to be a deranged killer, and for all I knew, they might have broken into my apartment. Perhaps they were lying in wait for me, especially since, instead of giving up on the investigation, I’d continued asking questions and trying to figure things out. 
 
    On my first case, Stone had taught me how to do a thorough walk-through of the apartment if I ever suspected that someone might be lying in wait for me. I knew that I needed to have my gun drawn, and I needed to check all the nooks and crannies of my tiny one-bedroom place. 
 
    I looked at Carl and shrugged. “You’re welcome to come with me if you’d like, but I should warn you that I’m being stalked by a psychopath. I think someone might be lying in wait for me in my apartment.” 
 
    Carl’s smug smile faltered a little. “You’re joking, right? I know girls don’t have a good sense of humor.” 
 
    “I have an excellent sense of humor,” I said brightly. “I don’t know what kind of girls you’ve been hanging out with.” 
 
    “So… you’re serious about this psychopath maybe having broken in?” 
 
    “Of course. How long have you been standing outside?” 
 
    “I just got here.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. “So someone might have gotten in before you arrived.” 
 
    I reached into my handbag and pulled out my gun. 
 
    Carl’s eyes dropped to the gun, his face went pale, and his mouth made a little round O. He took a large step backward and shook his head. “Omigod, you’re serious!” 
 
    “Of course. So, did you want to come inside with me?” 
 
    Carl stared at me, clearly trying to put on a brave face. “Ah, actually, ah, I’d love to. But, umm, I… I actually have to be somewhere else soon.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Your loss.” 
 
    I pulled out my keys and was about to unlock my door, when Carl suddenly remembered why he’d come over. 
 
    “I’d like to have that teddy bear back,” he said. “You know, the one I gave you yesterday? I got a call from the store, and apparently I purchased the wrong one. I need to go back and return it for a different bear.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, nodding. “I’ll check through my apartment, and then I’ll get you the bear.” 
 
    Cal smiled again, hope returning to his eyes. 
 
    “But if you hear any loud screams,” I added, “I need you to call 911. Or maybe even rush inside and try to save me?” 
 
    Carl looked at me warily. “Of course. I’m not scared of any psychopaths. Of course I’d run inside and try to save you.” 
 
    I smiled brightly, pretending to believe him, and then I unlocked my apartment door and flung it open. 
 
    There were no new messages on the floor of my living room, and none of my furniture appeared to have been rearranged. 
 
    From where I stood, there was absolutely no sign of anyone having broken in, let alone anyone lying in wait for me. 
 
    There were no sounds of heavy breathing, no suspicious rustling noises. 
 
    Nonetheless, my past experiences had taught me not to take a risk. I held the gun steady in my hands and checked through my apartment just as Stone had shown me—I walked through the living room, checked the kitchenette, and entered the bedroom. 
 
    I hadn’t opened the curtains when I’d left, so I switched on the lights and checked under the bed. Nobody. Nobody hiding in the closet, and nobody hiding in my tiny bathroom. 
 
    I flung open the curtains—there was no one behind them, and no one waiting on my tiny fire escape. 
 
    I let out a huge sigh of relief, which made me realize that I’d been holding my breath this entire time. 
 
    I sat down on the edge of my bed, breathed deeply for a few seconds, and then put my gun away. At times like this, I missed doing easy cases—surveillance, following potential cheaters, doing due diligence on prospective employees. 
 
    I couldn’t hear anything from the hallway, even though I half-expected Carl to ask if everything was okay. 
 
    I wondered idly what would happen if I screamed for help—would Carl run away and never bother me again? 
 
    It seemed like a funny prank, but most likely, Mrs. Weebly would get all worried and perhaps come over to try to help me. It wasn’t worth giving Mrs. Weebly a fright in an attempt to scare Carl. 
 
    I found the nannycam teddy bear in the sink, where Snowflake had left it. It looked quite war-weary—Snowflake had managed to rip off chunks of its fur, and one of its eyes looked a bit crooked. 
 
    I smiled to myself and headed out to find Carl waiting for me a few doors down. 
 
    He looked relieved to see me appear and smiled. “I hadn’t heard anything for a long time; I wondered if something might be wrong.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to rush in and save me if you thought something was wrong.” 
 
    “I—uh—that is, I wasn’t sure. I thought perhaps everything might be okay and you just needed some privacy.” He spotted the teddy bear and smiled happily. “There it is!” 
 
    I handed it over to him and beamed. “Yes, there it is.” 
 
    Carl peered at the teddy bear and his smile vanished. He looked all serious as he examined its terrible state. “What happened to this? It looks like someone attacked it.” 
 
    “I gave it to Snowflake to play with—you know, Ian’s kitten? She didn’t seem to like it very much.” 
 
    Carl looked at me like I’d just sprouted horns. “You gave this to a kitten to play with? Instead of keeping it in your bedroom like I asked you to?” 
 
    I smiled and shrugged. “I thought it was a gift, and I could do whatever I wanted with it. Anyway, I hope things work out for you. You probably shouldn’t come over to my apartment too often—the psychopath might think you’re working alongside me and attack you instead.” 
 
    Carl frowned, obviously wondering whether I was being serious or not. 
 
    Without giving him a chance to respond, I disappeared back into my apartment, grinned to myself, and started getting dressed for my shift at the casino. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    After two days of surveillance and investigations, it felt like a nice change of pace to walk into the warmth and buzz of the casino pit. 
 
    Because it was still early afternoon, the floor wasn’t too busy yet; I knew that by tonight, however, it would be packed with crowds of tourists, partyers, and a couple of locals. At the moment, most of the gamblers looked fresh-faced and energetic, happy to have gotten an early start at their games. 
 
    The pit was as brightly lit as ever, windowless and completely detached from the rest of the world. 
 
    There was no way to know what the weather was like or what time of day it was, and once you stepped into this realm of jingling slot machines, complimentary drinks and happy gamblers, it was impossible to remember the world outside. 
 
    The dealer I was relieving clapped her hands out at the blackjack table, nodded at me, and let me take over. 
 
    I introduced myself to the three gamblers sitting before me as I dealt out their cards, and found myself settling into my role as the dealer. 
 
    Switching from dealing with PI cases to dealing cards might seem odd to some people, but I’ve always enjoyed the respite from violence and criminals. 
 
    Often, I use my time in the pit as an opportunity to turn a case over in my mind, but today, I didn’t really want to think about April’s murder—I didn’t like the idea of someone taking photos of her and sending them to me. I especially didn’t like the idea that this person was probably someone I’d already talked to. 
 
    On my break, I checked my messages—there was one from Ruby, saying that her shift would be over in the early morning, and she would be home by two. I could come by later in the day if I wanted. 
 
    I sent her a quick text, saying that my shift would also end around the same time, and I could actually stop by her apartment at two in the morning, if that was okay with her. 
 
    Next, I tried to call Serena’s sister—but my call went straight to voicemail. I left a short message introducing myself, asking if she could call me back. 
 
    I wondered if Serena had warned her sister about me and told her not to talk to me. I wasn’t sure if I believed the story about her sister being in San Diego, but I would soon find out. I couldn’t wait till my shift was over, and I had some time to look up everyone on my private investigator’s database. 
 
    By the time my shift ended, Ruby had replied to my text—she said it was okay if I stopped by her place around two, but she wouldn’t be waiting up for me for very long. 
 
    I was pleased to see her message, and I hurried straight home and jumped into my car to drive over to her place. 
 
    I pulled into the parking lot about the same time as Ruby. She drove a battered old blue Ford, and I parked and waited for her to come out. We walked over to her apartment together, making small talk about our jobs and the difficulties of shift work. 
 
    Once inside, Ruby and I sat opposite each other in her small living area, and I noticed the gorgeous pale blue ostrich-leather handbag she was carrying. 
 
    “That’s stunning,” I said, indicating her bag. 
 
    Ruby smiled. “I had to really scrimp and save to buy this.” 
 
    “Is it Hermès?” 
 
    Ruby nodded. “Yes, I decided to indulge in a luxury for once.” 
 
    I tried not to look too shocked. I knew that an Hermès handbag cost as much as a family car; I’d sometimes see my wealthy clients carrying them, but I’d never expected to see someone like Ruby with an Hermès handbag. 
 
    And then, I noticed the Cartier Tank glinting on her wrist. “And your watch is gorgeous, too,” I said before I could stop myself. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ruby. “I like nice accessories. I figure, you only live once. After April died, I went ahead and splurged a bit on this bag and watch.” 
 
    I looked at her, unable to keep the confusion out of my eyes. “But you drive an old car.” 
 
    “And I live in a crummy apartment,” added Ruby, smiling. “I scrimp and save. Being a nurse doesn’t pay too badly, and I’ve always wanted a nice watch and handbag. Aren’t there any luxuries that you’d really like to buy yourself?” 
 
    I glanced off to one side and thought hard. “I wouldn’t mind a trip around the world,” I said finally. “Or even a trip to visit all the national parks.” 
 
    “So you get it,” said Ruby. “It’s not like you spend money on those things every day—it’s a once-in-a-lifetime thing.” 
 
    I nodded, not entirely convinced. 
 
    “And to be honest,” Ruby added in a hushed voice, “I managed to buy this bag and watch secondhand, on one of those online auction sites. Don’t tell anyone—but I think I got a fabulous deal. I managed to buy them at about one-fourth of what they’d normally cost.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, impressed by Ruby’s bargain-hunting skills. “That’s amazing. I’ve heard of people getting deals like that—I’m glad you managed to snag one for yourself.” 
 
    Ruby shrugged modestly. “Now, I’m sure you didn’t come all the way over here just to talk about fashion with me.” 
 
    “Actually, I wanted to ask you what you did after we came over to talk to you the day before yesterday. Did you have a shift to go to after that?” 
 
    Ruby looked off into the distance, and then she nodded. “Yes, I did have a shift that night. Actually—now that I think about it, I had to cancel that shift. I thought I was coming down with the flu, and I didn’t want to feel any worse. I told my supervisor I couldn’t come into work, and then I made myself a large bowl of chicken soup and went to bed early. Why?” 
 
    I shook my head, disappointed by her answer. If Ruby hadn’t gone to work that night, that meant she might be the one who’d followed me home and later sent me the threatening message. 
 
    “No reason,” I said lightly. “And I also wanted to ask you about Serena Dove, Richard’s housekeeper.” 
 
    Ruby looked at me, puzzled. “What about her?” 
 
    “Did you know her very well?” 
 
    Ruby shook her head. “I’d only see her every now and then, when I went over to Richard’s house. Although, she did seem a little bit strange to me.” 
 
    “Strange? How?” 
 
    “You know—always so silent and proper. I’ve never met anyone quite like her; she’s so well dressed and particular. Kind of like one of those nannies or governesses you’d expect to meet in England in the 1920s.” 
 
    I laughed, amused by the accuracy of Ruby’s description. “Yes, that’s exactly what it is.” 
 
    “And she seems overqualified for the job,” added Ruby. “I actually asked Richard about her once, now that I think of it. I find it odd that someone like Serena works as a housekeeper—she seems more like an accountant or executive kind of person to me.” 
 
    “Yes, she does give off that impression.” 
 
    “But I suppose there’s nothing wrong with being prim and proper,” added Ruby. “It’s just unusual, but there’s nothing wrong with it.” 
 
    I nodded, but there seemed to be something else about Serena that I just couldn’t put my finger on. 
 
    I couldn’t think of much else to ask Ruby, and my tiredness from the shift was starting to wash over me. I thanked Ruby for her time and headed back home. 
 
    Once again, I checked through my apartment carefully, but there was nobody lying in wait. 
 
    Just before I drifted off to sleep, I tried to call Serena’s sister one more time.  
 
    There was still no response, and I wondered if Serena had made up the whole thing about her sister—and if so, what else she was hiding. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    When I woke up, I texted Ian to come over with his laptop; it was almost noon, and finally time to run everyone’s names through my private investigator’s database and see what information I could come up with. 
 
    Ian arrived just after I’d finished showering and getting dressed, and said, “I ordered Thai food to be delivered to your place. I figure we’ll get hungry when we work.” 
 
    “Good thinking; I’ll skip breakfast and make us some coffee to drink while we work.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Ian and I were sipping on our coffees and digging up information online. I’d asked Ian to look Serena Dove up online and see what information he could find that was publicly available. Meanwhile, I was busy looking up Ruby’s details—second-hand or not, the sight of her gorgeous Hermès bag was still a bit jarring. 
 
    It turned out that Ruby had been telling me the truth—her salary as a nurse was quite decent, and she’d been working at the hospital for the last three years. Given that she lived in a cheap apartment with a roommate and drove an old car, I could easily imagine that she would be able to save up enough money to buy nice second-hand designer accessories. However, it didn’t make sense to me to spend all your savings on a handbag and watch—or perhaps I was just being fiscally boring. 
 
    Most of what I dug up on Ruby was quite uninteresting—she’d grown up in Madison, Wisconsin, worked a series of part-time jobs in retail, and then trained as a nurse. She’d moved to Vegas just over three years ago and immediately started working at the hospital. 
 
    The one odd thing in Ruby’s profile was the fact that she was listed as the director of FurrCorp LLC. 
 
    FurrCorp was a privately held company, and I couldn’t find out much information about it—the only thing I learned was that it was a “private investment company.” 
 
    We took a break when our food arrived, and I asked Ian if he’d learned anything about Serena Dove. 
 
    “She’s been living in Vegas for six years,” said Ian. “She lived in New York for three years before that, and in Boston before that. Apparently, she’s been a housekeeper to the wealthy for a fairly long time. Who knew that being a rich family’s housekeeper would play so well?” 
 
    “And there’s nothing odd about her, nothing unusual?” 
 
    “No,” said Ian, busily shoveling down his Pad Thai. “She seems pretty normal. What about Ruby? Anything strange about her?” 
 
    I nodded, taking a moment to savor the sweet flavors of my Massaman curry. “She’s apparently the director of FurrCorp LLC. Have you ever heard of it?” 
 
    Ian shook his head. 
 
    “I can’t find anything about the company, because it’s privately held,” I said. “It’s some kind of investment company.” 
 
    “Sounds like it’s a company set up for share trading,” said Ian. “I can call up the guy who helped me when my startup had its IPO. He works for an investment bank now, and if it’s a share trading company, he’ll be able to access its trades.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you could do that,” I said. 
 
    Ian shrugged. “I don’t know if he’s officially supposed to do it, but he’s got various programs that can access the data. That’s only if the company does share trading. If it’s some other kind of investment company, you’ll just have to ask Ruby for the details.” 
 
    “And hope that she tells me the truth,” I said, chewing my food thoughtfully. “I never thought of Ruby as someone who’d be director of a company—you’d think being a nurse wouldn’t leave you with too much free time for things like that.” 
 
    After lunch, Ian went into the other room to give his investment banking contact a call, and I spent my time looking up Serena Dove online. 
 
    Much to my disappointment, nothing unusual jumped out about Serena. She’d been telling the truth about her employment history, and she seemed like a fairly boring person: no priors, no arrests, not even a speeding ticket. 
 
    On a whim, I decided to look up her previous employers, and a few minutes later, I was frowning and staring at the screen in disbelief. There was something odd about her employment history; even though it was unrelated to April’s death, my gut told me I was right about Serena not being who she claimed to be. 
 
    When Ian came back, he was positively glowing with smugness. 
 
    “You’ll never guess what I’ve learned,” he said. 
 
    “Well, you seem pretty pleased, so I’m hoping it’s good.” 
 
    Ian nodded vigorously. “Get this. FurrCorp traded shares—but not just any shares. Of course, they trade random stocks here and there, but most of their money comes from trading stocks of Richard’s company. Sometimes they trade randomly and lose a bit of money. 
 
    “But mostly, they do what’s called ‘news trading.’ Just before an earnings announcement, or a major press release, they buy or sell stock in Richard’s company. And almost every single time, they make huge amounts of profit. Once in a while, they lose a tiny bit of money, but my contact said that the losses are probably just for show.” 
 
    “Just like card counters lose a few games on purpose, to throw the casinos off the scent.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Ian grinned. “And like any successful card counter, this company’s been making huge amounts of money trading the news.” 
 
    “How huge?” 
 
    “The company started a year ago with three-quarters of a million in capital. And right now, they’re worth almost one and a half million.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and whistled softly. “And Ruby’s director of this company? I can’t imagine her having three-quarters of a million dollars lying around to start a stock trading company. How’d she get her hands on that kind of money?” 
 
    “There’s no way to find out for sure, but I’m guessing from someone who’s already got a lot of money.” 
 
    “So,” I said thoughtfully. “FurrCorp does insider trading on Richard’s company. And they started with a lot of money. I’m guessing that money came from Richard himself.” 
 
    Ian looked at me somberly. “That does seem like the most probable explanation. It would also explain why Ruby and Richard are so close.” 
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. We suspected that Richard and Ruby were more than friends, but we didn’t expect this kind of relationship.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Ian and I wasted no time in giving Richard a call and driving over to his place. 
 
    Once again, Serena Dove let us in and led us over to the small living area. 
 
    “Richard will be down shortly,” she said before disappearing silently down the hallway. I stared after her, wondering if the information about her previous employers had just been a coincidence. 
 
    Richard appeared a few minutes later, just like Serena had said he would. Today, he was wearing a green polo shirt and khakis. 
 
    “You’re lucky I’m working from home,” he said. “Most days, especially if it’s just before quarterly earnings reports, I have appointments all day. But I thought I’d take the day off to do some coding and planning.” 
 
    “We appreciate you meeting us on such short notice,” I said, watching Richard warily. “Something interesting came to my notice a little while ago.” 
 
    Richard looked at us with friendly curiosity. “Oh? And what’s that?” 
 
    I took a deep breath, wondering how to broach the subject. In the end, I decided a direct approach was best. “We found out that you and Ruby have been colluding and doing insider trading.” 
 
    Richard stared at me, the muscles on his face not moving. Finally, he managed to say, “Oh?” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re not going to deny it.” 
 
    Richard pressed his lips together, shook his head, and looked out the window. He sat in silence for a few long minutes, and finally, he said, “How did you find out?” 
 
    “We have our ways. You guys are doing quite well. And you’ve done a good job staying under the SEC’s radar.” 
 
    Richard looked at me and nodded. “If you tell anyone else, I’ll deny it.” 
 
    I smiled. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.” 
 
    Richard sighed again and shook his head. He stared at the floor and finally looked back at me and Ian. “My company hasn’t been doing too well in the last few years. I needed some way to supplement my income.” 
 
    “And you thought this was foolproof.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “Of course. I couldn’t do the trading myself, so I asked Ruby to do it. I trust her, and I pay her part of the profits. Everything’s set up so nothing can be traced back to me.” 
 
    “Except people know that you and Ruby are friends.” 
 
    “I thought of that. The trick is not to trade too often, and not to make profits every time. Anyway, this next trade—around this next earnings report—is going to be our last one.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “The company’s made a decent amount of money; I don’t want anyone thinking that the news trading profits are abnormal. I always knew this wouldn’t last forever.” 
 
    “And what about April?” said Ian. “Did she know about this?” 
 
    Richard nodded sadly. “She found out a few days before she died. In fact, she wanted me to stop.” 
 
    “And why was that?” 
 
    “April was worried about me. She said she didn’t want me to get into any trouble. I told her the whole thing was set up really well, but she said it was probably time to take my winnings and leave the table.” 
 
    I nodded. As a dealer, I could see where April was coming from. “Winning streaks don’t last forever—you’ve got to take the profits when you can.” 
 
    Richard looked sadly out of the window and took a deep breath. “You know, April had an idealistic sense of morality. She thought insider trading was bad, and that I shouldn’t do it. Her attitude seemed silly and childish to me, but I can appreciate it. She believed in living life with integrity.” 
 
    “And you clearly didn’t,” said Ian. 
 
    Richard turned to face him and smiled wryly. “I’m a businessman. Sometimes you need to do things that are a little gray.” 
 
    “Like killing April?” said Ian. “Did you kill her because she found out about your scheme?” 
 
    Richard shook his head and sighed. “No, I’d never hurt her. If she’d been alive, I think the two of us would have ended up getting married. I don’t care about all those other guys, what I care about…” 
 
    Richard let his words trail off and stared out the window once again. He ran his hands through his hair, took a deep breath, and finally said, “You meet lots of people when you have a business. But nobody really cares about you. They care about your product, your profits, how your company is doing. 
 
    “But April cared about me. She didn’t care about my money, she didn’t care about how much profit I was making. She just wanted me to be safe, not to get into trouble. That’s rare—I don’t think I’ve met anyone else like that. 
 
    “I know what most people thought about April—that she was a young, pretty girl dating a rich man for his money—but it wasn’t like that. She was a good person, and she cared about me.” 
 
    When he turned to face me, I could see the sadness in Richard’s eyes, and I knew that he was telling the truth about being in love with April and appreciating her concern for him. 
 
    Of course, I’m too much of a cynic to believe that someone like April was with a rich man for more than just his money. But I forced myself to make sympathetic noises and said, “I’m sure the two of you would have been happy together.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Richard. “Was there anything else you wanted to talk about?” 
 
    I said, “Does anyone else know about your trading scheme?” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not.” 
 
    “And how do you plan to wrap things up?” 
 
    “Everything’s arranged to be wired through an offshore bank account. I’ll take my seed capital and my half of the profits, and Ruby’ll take her half. It’s untraceable.” 
 
    Ian and I asked him a few more questions about how he’d come up with the idea and how he’d managed to set things up so that nobody understood what was going on, and then we ran out of questions to ask. 
 
    So finally, we said goodbye to him and headed over to Ruby’s again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    It was almost three o’clock by the time we got to Ruby’s apartment, and she smiled and invited us in politely. 
 
    “If you’d arrived just an hour later,” she said, “you would have missed me. I’ve been asked to come into my shift earlier today.” 
 
    “I hate when that happens,” I said sympathetically. “Sometimes these shifts really mess up your plans.” 
 
    Ruby smiled and shrugged. “I’m lucky I don’t have much of a life. At least the pay is decent.” 
 
    I nodded, and Ian and I exchanged a glance. 
 
    “What is it?” said Ruby, sensing our hesitation. 
 
    “We’ve just come from a visit to Richard’s,” I said. “He told us about the insider trading scheme you two have going.” 
 
    Ruby smiled and shook her head, staring at the floor. “I can’t believe he just told you that.” 
 
    “Yep. And I can’t believe you hid it from me. I guess that’s how you can afford to buy Hermès handbags.” 
 
    Ruby looked at me and shrugged. “We’re about to wrap things up. It’s not going to make me super wealthy, and I’ll have to keep working at my job at the hospital, but I thought I might splurge a bit. April’s death really changed my outlook—what if I get run over by a bus next week? I’d rather have enjoyed my last few days.” 
 
    “But you might also live to a hundred,” said Ian. “What then?” 
 
    Ruby laughed. “It’s not like I’m going into debt to buy a handbag. I got a great bargain, and I’ve still got a decent job at the hospital.” 
 
    “And what about the company?” I said. “Aren’t you worried that someone else’ll find out?” 
 
    Ruby shook her head. “It was a bit stressful at times, but there’s just one more trade left. After that, we wrap things up, and I’m done with this part of my life.” 
 
    “And what about April? How’d she even find out about it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure—she must’ve overheard Richard and me talking. Maybe she asked Richard for the details. Either way, she wasn’t too happy about it.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Ruby sighed and made a face. “April was idealistic, and she wanted us to stop. Richard convinced her that one more trade wouldn’t kill us. She seemed to be satisfied that we’d be wrapping things up after this last trade.” 
 
    I frowned. “You don’t think that maybe Richard had something to do with her death? That he didn’t like the fact she’d found out about his scheme?” 
 
    Ruby shook her head. “I think Richard really was in love with her. I don’t think he would have hurt Ruby—but of course, you never know with men.” 
 
    She chewed her lip thoughtfully and finally said, “April seemed to understand about the insider trading, but maybe she changed her mind later. After I left the apartment, maybe she brought up his insider trading again, and that made Richard change his mind about her. Who knows? You’re not going to tell anyone else about this company, are you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not interested in Richard’s business. We only want to find out the truth about April’s death—and I’m sure you’re right, that this insider trading had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    I drove home thoughtfully, and Ian and I headed straight to my apartment, where we sat around with steaming-hot mugs of coffee. 
 
    Despite my reassurances to Ruby, I couldn’t shake the feeling that perhaps the insider trading had something to do with April’s death. 
 
    “I wish you still had some of those hazelnut cupcakes,” said Ian as he sipped his coffee. “The sugar hit might have helped us think of something.” 
 
    “I just find it odd, the whole insider trading thing,” I said, thinking aloud. “April clearly wasn’t involved—or was she? We need to believe that Richard and Ruby are both telling the truth.” 
 
    “I think at least one of them is lying,” said Ian. “And maybe, if Richard asked someone to kill April for him, it was Ruby who he asked—the two are obviously close, and they trust each other.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to piece together the puzzle, when there was a knock on the door. I opened it to find Nanna outside, beaming as she held out a plastic food container. 
 
    “Your mother made some brownies,” said Nanna, “I thought I’d bring them over for you two.” 
 
    I ushered her in, thanking her profusely. “Brownies are just what we need right now. I feel like we’re so close to solving this case—there’s just one thing that we’re missing.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” said Nanna. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know—and it feels just out of our grasp.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can help,” said Nanna. “My hair’s gone all white from all the wisdom I carry around. Might as well put my brains to good use.” 
 
    “I thought your hair went white from the stress of raising my mom.” 
 
    “That, too. But also wisdom—so what d’you say?” 
 
    “Mom doesn’t want me getting you mixed up in investigations.” 
 
    “Your mother doesn’t need to know,” said Nanna with a wink. “After all, I did just bring you brownies, didn’t I? You don’t want to get on the wrong side of the brownie giver.” 
 
    “She has a point,” said Ian. “And she did help us catch the killer on our last case.” 
 
    “And I’m going away with Wes for a while,” added Nanna. “Don’t you want me to leave with good memories?” 
 
    I thought briefly about the threatening note and the photo I’d received—I didn’t want this crazy killer to get involved with Nanna. 
 
    But she’d already sat down and started to ask Ian about the case, and he was in the middle of telling her about Richard and Ruby’s insider trading scheme. 
 
    I decided it was easier just to give up and let Nanna try to help us out—after all, the brownies really were quite delicious. 
 
    I chewed on the chocolatey, moist concoction and sipped my coffee, helping Ian fill in the gaps of the story as Nanna nodded and asked questions now and then. 
 
    “Insider trading isn’t something that happens every day,” said Nanna. “And neither is the death of a young girl. I’m sure the two must be linked.” 
 
    “I feel that way too,” I admitted. “But I just can’t see how.” 
 
    “There are lots of ways,” said Nanna. “Maybe she threatened to turn Ruby and Richard in to the authorities. Or maybe she asked Richard to stop paying Ruby and have her help out with the insider trading instead, so Ruby got jealous and killed April.” 
 
    “Or maybe,” said Ian, “April wanted in on the action and tried to blackmail them, and they responded by killing her.” 
 
    “They’re all possibilities,” I said, “I don’t think we’re going to find out like this. Richard and Ruby make a good team, and they must’ve planned out their stories. It’s not like one of them is just going to blurt out the truth to us.” 
 
    “I think we should go back Ruby’s apartment,” said Nanna. “Or Richard’s house. Although I guess it’ll be harder to access Richard’s house, and you say Ruby’s gone off to her shift now?” 
 
    Ian beamed. “That’s a great idea! We should go over to Ruby’s house now, while we’re sure that she’s out.” 
 
    I looked at the two of them warily. “I’m not supposed to be breaking into people’s houses. Even if I do find anything, I won’t be able to use it.” 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t be such a stickler,” said Nanna. “It’s not like you’re going to be introducing evidence into court. You just need to tell Ben what happened to April, and if you do find something, you can tip off the police, who can get a warrant and search the place. Don’t you think it’s worth trying to find out some new information?” 
 
    “We could even try to break into Richard’s house,” said Ian. “We just need to wait till his housekeeper’s away, and then maybe we can go and find something.” 
 
    “It’s something we could consider,” I admitted, “but I’ll have to think about it. I really don’t like the idea of breaking into people’s homes.” 
 
    Just then, there was a loud knock on my door. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Before I got a chance to wonder who it might be, a slurred, drunken voice floated over to me. “Tiff. Ann. Eee. Tiffany. Open up. I know you’re in there.” 
 
    “Are you expecting company?” said Nanna. “I didn’t think your friends were big drinkers.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It sounds like Carl. And he sounds drunk.” 
 
    “Didn’t he take the nannycam back?” said Ian. 
 
    I nodded. “I don’t know what he wants now. Maybe if we wait, he’ll go away.” 
 
    “I can hear you,” said Carl’s slobbery voice. “I’m going to keep knocking until you open the door. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    I sighed and muttered to myself before I walked over and flung the door open. Carl looked much the worse for wear, his eyes bloodshot and his hair disheveled. 
 
    I glared at him. “What is it now?” 
 
    “I’m drunk,” he declared happily, staggering inside and collapsing onto my sofa. “I’ve been getting drunk and trying to have a good time, but I can’t.” 
 
    I exchanged a glance with Nanna. “Isn’t it a bit too early to be drinking?” I said. 
 
    “Vegas, baby!” said Carl, as though that explained everything. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Well, you can’t just get drunk and come over to my place.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” said Carl. “I tried to meet some girls, but nobody’s interested in me. All the girls here want to meet a rich man. They’re all young and pretty and looking for rich men. Rich men have it easy.” 
 
    I thought back to Richard, and the fact that he had an alibi for the time of April’s death. Perhaps rich men did have it easy—they could delegate their dirty work to other people. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “I’m sorry you’re not having much luck, but I need to get going.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” slurred Carl. “Is it a party? Can I come?” 
 
    “I’m going to work,” I said. “Ian, why don’t you help Carl up, and we can all head out.” 
 
    “Up!” said Carl. “But I want to go with you. I know you’re going to a party. It must be tons of fun.” 
 
    Ian and I exchanged a glance, but we didn’t say anything. I really wanted to get rid of Carl, and if pretending that we were going to a party would help, then so be it. 
 
    It was only when we were in the parking lot, getting into my car, that Carl became more difficult. 
 
    “I don’t see why I can’t go to your party,” he said. “I’m really good at parties. I can sing, I can dance—I’m a great dancer. You should see me dancing.” 
 
    “Not this one,” I said. “You won’t like this party.” 
 
    When I drove off, Carl stared after me sadly, and I felt a slight pang of guilt. However, I wasn’t responsible for making drunk men happy, and I really did need to get on with my work. Perhaps Nanna was right—perhaps we’d find something interesting in Ruby’s apartment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    When we got to Ruby’s apartment, I knocked loudly and waited for a few minutes before taking a deep breath and deciding to enter anyway. 
 
    A former boyfriend had taught me to pick locks, and it was a simple matter to unlock Ruby’s front door. 
 
    The three of us walked into her apartment silently, carefully closing the door behind us. 
 
    “I don’t like being in here uninvited,” I said, looking around. The place looked exactly as it had before, just a bit quieter. Ruby had drawn the curtains before she’d left, so I switched on a light. 
 
    “We did what we had to,” Nanna said. “It’ll be worth it if you find something important.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement and handed Ian and Nanna transparent latex gloves, then donned a pair myself. 
 
    “We should split up,” said Nanna. 
 
    “Maybe we could go in pairs,” said Ian. “Me and Nanna together, and Tiffany.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not going alone. We’ve decided to come here together, we might as well stick together, even though it’s not as efficient.” 
 
    “Being here gives me the creeps,” Ian admitted. “There’s something wrong with this place.” 
 
    I assumed Ruby’s shift would continue for at least another five or six hours, so we took our time going through the living room and kitchen slowly and carefully. But nothing jumped out—Ruby was tidy and had a well-stocked pantry and a fridge full of leftover Chinese takeout. 
 
    Next, we went to a bedroom that was mostly empty. 
 
    “This must’ve been April’s,” said Ian. “I’m assuming Ruby packed most of the things away and gave them to Ben.” 
 
    “And maybe the cops took some stuff,” I added. 
 
    The three of us looked through the room, but it was sparsely furnished and there weren’t any personal knickknacks left. April’s clothes had all been taken away, as had any books or entertainment items. 
 
    We went to the bathroom next, but once again, we were disappointed—there were toiletries and cosmetics, and a few over-the-counter drugs. All we had learned was that Ruby wasn’t taking medication for anything and liked expensive shower gels. 
 
    Finally, we headed into Ruby’s bedroom. 
 
    Her room was slightly bigger than mine, with a queen-sized bed, a walk-in closet and a desk pushed up against the far wall. 
 
    “We have to find something in here,” said Nanna. “Maybe she’s got a journal, or she kept records of what she did.” 
 
    “That would be too perfect,” I said, but then my eyes fell on Ruby’s laptop, which was sitting on top of the desk. “Perhaps she’s got something stored on her hard drive. If nothing else, she must’ve saved the photo she took of April’s dead body, if she’s the one who sent it to me.” 
 
    “And she’s got a printer with glossy photo paper lying next to it,” said Ian. “She could easily have printed out the photo right here.” 
 
    “We need to get into her laptop,” I said. “Maybe we can try to find the files.” 
 
    Nanna and I stood behind Ian as he powered on the laptop—and then let out a groan of disappointment when he found out it was password-protected. 
 
    “I can try to break this password,” he said, “but if Ruby has something to hide, she must’ve chosen a really good password.” 
 
    Ian spent a good half hour trying to crack the password, but to no avail. 
 
    “I’m sure there’s something on this laptop,” he said. “But we’re not going to be able to find out.” 
 
    “Never mind,” I said, trying to sound cheerful. “Maybe there’s something else in her room.” 
 
    “Look at all these books,” said Nanna. “I know Ruby’s a nurse, but she’s clearly obsessed with her work. She’s got all these books on anesthetics and diseases.” 
 
    “‘Malignant hyperthermia,’” I said, reading out the title of one of the books that lay on top. “What’s that?” 
 
    “My friend Patrice’s nephew, Owen, has that,” said Nanna. “It’s a rare genetic condition. He can’t have certain kinds of anesthetics, because they’d kill him if they were injected into his bloodstream. Malignant hyperthermia doesn’t affect your life in any way, and it’s not dangerous unless you get a dose of the wrong anesthetic.” 
 
    “An anesthetic like Suxamethonium?” said Ian, reading the title of the book under it. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Nanna. “Why don’t we go through the book to check?” 
 
    “This will take forever,” I said as I picked up the book. 
 
    But I was wrong—as soon as I opened it, the book fell open to a page with the corner folded down—a page with the title, “Malignant Hyperthermia and Suxamethonium; Fatalities and Side Effects.” 
 
    “I think we just found out how Ruby killed April without getting blood spatter on her floors,” I said. “Ruby was a nurse, so she must’ve found out that April had malignant hyperthermia, and then she must’ve injected her with Suxamethonium. Maybe after she killed April, she drove her over to the desert; she must’ve stabbed her after she was dead.” 
 
    “Which is why there wasn’t so much blood spatter,” said Ian. “But hang on—wouldn’t this have come up in the autopsy report?” 
 
    I frowned. “Maybe they missed it somehow. Maybe there were conflicting drugs or something that invalidated the autopsy tests. We just need to prove that April had malignant hyperthermia.” 
 
    “Maybe her ex-boyfriend Vince would know,” said Nanna. “Or maybe even Richard.” 
 
    “I’ll try Vince first,” I said, “since we know that he couldn’t have killed April.” 
 
    But when I called Vince, his phone rang and rang, with no answer. 
 
    “I can’t wait,” I said, “I’m going to ask Richard. He doesn’t know that we suspect him or Ruby of killing April with a toxic anesthetic, so perhaps he’ll tell us the truth.” 
 
    When I called Richard, he answered after just two rings. 
 
    “Tiffany,” he said. “What can I do for you now?” 
 
    I felt my body sag with relief, and I leaned against the wall. “I’ve got a quick question about April. Did she have malignant hyperthermia?” 
 
    “Malignant hyperthermia?” said Richard. “That’s an odd question—why would you think that she had that?” 
 
    “I was looking at some medical records,” I fibbed. “It seems like she did.” 
 
    “You must’ve gotten mixed up,” said Richard. “I know for a fact that April definitely didn’t have malignant hyperthermia.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because I asked her.” 
 
    “That seems like a strange thing to ask.” 
 
    “I wanted to know. It’s a very rare genetic condition.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “So you know what it is.” 
 
    “Of course I know,” said Richard. “Because I’ve got malignant hyperthermia. Not April.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    I hung up and turned to Ian and Nanna, my eyes wide with shock. 
 
    But before I could say anything, I heard the front door opening, and then loud footsteps headed our way. 
 
    Ruby stood in the doorway, hands on her hips, glaring at the three of us. “What exactly do you think you’re doing in here?” 
 
    Nanna and Ian stared at Ruby in silence, and I tried my very best to think up a good reason to be standing in her bedroom. “I… uhm… ah….” 
 
    Ruby looked from me to Nanna and frowned. “Who’re you?” 
 
    Nanna smiled brightly. “I’m Tiffany’s nanna.” 
 
    “And what are you doing in here?” said Ruby, looking completely bewildered. “I’ve never met you.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Nanna. “It’s such a pity. I wish Tiffany would take me with her on her investigations, but she hardly ever agrees to. At least she let me tag along today.” 
 
    “And what’re you doing today?” said Ruby, looking at me again. “Did you three just break into my apartment?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “We did.” 
 
    “And maybe you’ll tell me why?” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll tell us why you’re planning to kill Richard,” I countered. 
 
    It was a bluff, but the shock on Ruby’s face made it worthwhile. 
 
    “Was it for his money? Was it because of April?” And then, light dawned. “It was because of the insider trading scheme! You wanted to kill Richard, so you wouldn’t have to give him back his seed capital. 
 
    “If you took only your share of the profits, that’s a low six-figure payout. But if you kill Richard, you get to keep his seed capital, and his share of the profit—which comes to over a million dollars. That’ll set you up comfortably; you’ll never have to worry about money again, and you can buy whatever handbags you feel like.” 
 
    Ruby’s face had gone pale, and she was staring at me in shock. Finally, she said, “You can’t prove that.” 
 
    “You’ve got books here on malignant hyperthermia and Suxamethonium,” said Ian. “You work in a hospital, and you could easily get hold of some Suxamethonium to kill Richard with.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t prove anything,” countered Ruby, this time looking slightly more confident. “I’m a nurse, I can research things if I feel like it.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I admitted. “But we’ve got proof that you also killed April: the photo on your laptop.” I nodded to Ian and said, “We should take it with us, it’s the only proof we need.” 
 
    Ruby smiled nervously. “You couldn’t possibly have gotten into my laptop. I always use a secure password.” 
 
    I shrugged, deciding to go deeper into my bluff. “Ian’s a great hacker. There’s nothing he can’t hack into. And after we discovered the photos… let’s just say the cops won’t need to do much more investigating.” 
 
    Ruby took a step backward and shook her head. “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “What’s ridiculous,” I said, “is that you went to all this trouble, but you still wanted to take photos of April’s dead body. Why? So you could remind yourself of what you’ve done?” 
 
    “I’ll bet it was some kind of trophy,” said Nanna, nodding sagely. “I’ve been reading all about psychopaths, how they like to keep trophies that remind them of their victims.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” snapped Ruby. “April was my friend!” 
 
    “Then why did you kill her?” said Ian. “I would hate to have a friend like you.” 
 
    “I had to,” said Ruby, looking at me pleadingly. “She found my books and notes, and figured out that I planned to kill Richard. She wanted to tell him. I couldn’t let her do that—so I had to kill her. I wish she’d been a bit more reasonable.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to look as though I understood. “It must’ve been difficult for you.” 
 
    “You’ve got no idea,” said Ruby, her voice cracking. “She was my best friend. I loved hanging out with her. I didn’t want to kill her, but I had to. I had to kill Richard, I had to do the whole thing.” 
 
    “That’s why you took the photos,” I said gently. “To remind yourself of all the trouble you’ve gone through.” 
 
    Ruby nodded. “Exactly. I couldn’t chicken out. And I have to kill Richard—he’s my meal ticket. There’s more ways to get money out of a rich guy; this is better than marrying for money and getting divorced.” 
 
    “I understand. You knew the insider trading wouldn’t last forever, and you’d figured out how to wrap things up nicely.” 
 
    “I have all this knowledge, why not take advantage of it?” 
 
    “Suxamethonium would have been untraceable,” said Ian. “Nobody would have suspected you; everyone would think that it had been some kind of freak accident.” 
 
    “Where did you kill April?” I said. “They never found blood spatter in your apartment.” 
 
    “I used to have a rug on the living room floor,” said Ruby, her eyes drifting over to the phantom rug. “April was standing on it when I killed her, and then all I had to do was get rid of the rug. No blood spatter—just a bit on the walls that I managed to scrub off quickly.” 
 
    I nodded. “That was a stroke of luck.” 
 
    Ruby shrugged. “I guess.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “we should get going now. Ian, you’ve got the laptop, right?” 
 
    Ruby took a step forward, reached into her handbag, and pulled out a small but deadly-looking handgun. 
 
    She pointed the gun at us and looked from me to Nanna to Ian. “I can’t let you leave. It was nice to finally tell someone the truth, but I’m not about to give up my dreams. Put the laptop away, and put your hands above your heads, where I can see them.” 
 
    Ian gingerly put the laptop on the floor, and the three of us did as Ruby said, holding our hands up above our heads. 
 
    “I’ll just get going,” said Nanna casually. “I wasn’t even really supposed to be here. Tiffany insisted that I come along and have a bit of fun before I leave for Illinois. I don’t have anything to do with this investigation.” 
 
    “You do now,” said Ruby harshly. “The three of you are the only people who know what really happened, and I’m going to make sure it stays that way.” 
 
    “You can’t kill us here,” said Ian. “We’re three people—imagine how messy it’ll be. Your whole apartment will be full of blood.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Ruby. “Don’t worry, I’ll figure out something. I’ve got lots of anesthetics stockpiled in my bedside table.” 
 
    “We would’ve known that if we’d split up,” Ian said to me. “I told you we should’ve split into teams. Instead, we all got stuck looking at her laptop and her books.” 
 
    “You can’t really mean to kill us,” I said. “Why don’t you let us go, and we can forget the whole thing?” 
 
    Ruby shook her head. “I’m a good judge of character. As soon as I met you, I knew you were tenacious, and that you wouldn’t stop till you found out the truth. That’s why I sent you the letter and the photo.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Ian. “That’s a real compliment, isn’t it, Tiff?” 
 
    I looked at Ian as though he’d lost his mind; I didn’t want murderers thinking highly of my detecting skills. 
 
    Just then, there was a loud knock on the door. 
 
    “Who’s that?” said Ruby. “You guys didn’t bring anyone else along, did you?” 
 
    We all shook our heads, and I said, “Perhaps it’s a friend of yours.” 
 
    “I don’t have that many friends,” said Ruby. “Maybe they’ll go away if we stay quiet.” 
 
    But the knocking continued, and Ruby rolled her eyes. “We better find out who it is; I don’t want my neighbors getting suspicious. The three of you walk into the living room and you—Tiffany—go open the front door. You can lower your hands, I don’t want whoever it is to get suspicious. But don’t do anything stupid, or I’ll shoot.” 
 
    Ian and Nanna gingerly lowered their arms, and I went to the front door and opened it carefully. 
 
    “Tee-fany,” slurred Carl as soon as he saw me. “Aren’t you glad to see me?” 
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    “This isn’t a good time,” I hissed. “You really should go back home.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Carl. “I’m not going back home. I followed you all the way out here. And then I sat and waited in the parking lot for a bit, just to make sure it’s a party. C’mon, let’s dance!” 
 
    “This isn’t a party.” 
 
    Behind me, Ruby said, “Who’s that?” 
 
    Carl flung the door open and pushed his way inside. He spread his arms out wide and said proudly, “It’s me. And I’m here to party.” 
 
    He looked around at Ian and Nanna and took a few more steps forward before he noticed that Ruby was holding a gun in her hands. 
 
    “Don’t move,” said Ruby. “I don’t want to shoot you.” 
 
    “Cool,” said Carl. “Guns and robbers. Theme party!” He turned back to look at me and said, “Why isn’t there any music? Why aren’t we dancing?” 
 
    “It’s not that kind of party,” I said slowly. Much as I despised Carl, I didn’t want him getting killed for no reason. “You should leave.” 
 
    But Carl ignored me and turned to look at Ruby again. “You’re pretty,” he slurred. “Maybe the two of us should get together.” 
 
    Ruby rolled her eyes and said, “I’m not looking to date right now.” 
 
    “I can be really romantic,” said Carl. “I’m gonna give you a special teddy bear.” 
 
    “I’m very busy with my career,” said Ruby as Carl took another step forward. 
 
    “My mother keeps saying you shouldn’t put off love for a career,” I said, creeping up behind Carl. “She says you need to take a chance on love.” 
 
    And then, I shoved Carl forward with all my might. 
 
    He toppled over easily, crashing into Ruby and pushing her down onto the floor underneath them. 
 
    Ruby twisted around, but it was too late to avoid him; she flung out her gun-holding arm in an attempt to avoid shooting. 
 
    “This is what I’m talking about,” slurred Carl, trying unsuccessfully to give Ruby a kiss. 
 
    “Get off me, you oaf!” yelled Ruby. “What kind of idiot tries to kiss a woman with a gun?” 
 
    An idiot like Carl, I thought to myself as I stepped over him and clamped my hands down on Ruby’s wrist. 
 
    Carl was muttering something about “romantic kisses,” and Ruby was twisting her head around, trying to avoid him. In the melee, I managed to pry Ruby’s fingers off the gun. 
 
    And then I was standing up, pointing the gun down at Ruby. 
 
    She stared up at me, her eyes full of shock and horror. 
 
    “This is pretty cool,” Carl was saying. “It’s not the kind of party I expected, but we can still have fun.” 
 
    “I think you should get off her,” I said to Carl. “Ian can help you stand up. Women don’t always like when you push them to the ground.” 
 
    As soon as Ian helped Carl stand up, Ruby tried to jump up, but I held her down and pointed the gun at her. “I wouldn’t move if I were you. Nanna can dial 911 while Ian keeps Carl company. We’ll tell the cops what you just told us, and then we can all go celebrate. Well, not you, obviously. And probably not Carl—I think he’s had enough partying for today.” 
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    Two days later, I was having a pre-shift early dinner with Ryan at our favorite bistro. 
 
    As I sipped on my red wine, Ryan said, “Our tech guy finally managed to get onto Ruby’s laptop. Now we’ve got the photos as proof, in addition to her confession.” 
 
    “I still find it so weird that she took photos of the crime scene. There must be something wrong with her.” 
 
    “She was planning to kill Richard in cold blood. Clearly, she doesn’t think of murder as being a big deal.” 
 
    “They say the first one’s the hardest,” I said, cutting up my steak thoughtfully. “I’m sure she would’ve gone ahead with her plan for Richard.” 
 
    “Who’s now also in trouble, since his insider trading scheme came to light.” 
 
    “I actually feel kind of sorry for him. He really thought he could trust Ruby.” 
 
    Ryan shrugged. “That’s what psychopaths are good at—getting you to trust them. I really don’t like that you have to deal with them; you could’ve really gotten hurt this time.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t,” I said lightly. “Carl showed up just in time.” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “Has your mother invited him over for lunch again?” 
 
    “She has, but he won’t have anything to do with me now—another win! But of course, now my mom’s mad that I almost got another date killed.” 
 
    Ryan laughed again. “You’re lucky your boyfriend’s okay with a bit of danger.” 
 
    I smiled at him seriously. “Yes, I suppose I am.” 
 
    “Any chance I’ll finally get to meet your family?” 
 
    “You still want to? After all the crazy stories I’ve told you about them?” 
 
    “Absolutely. And your mother’s just trying to look out for you—you won’t get any more dates if the other boys hear you almost got one of them killed.” 
 
    I laughed again. “Okay, if you really mean it. Oh—before I forget again. Do you remember how Richard had a housekeeper named Serena Dove? Well, I always thought there was something off about her; she was too smart to just be a housekeeper.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And… the thing is, I don’t think she is just a housekeeper.” 
 
    “What else is she?” 
 
    “Well, she moves houses frequently. And every time she leaves an employer, about six months or so later, there’s a big burglary at their place. Usually when nobody’s home; and usually, big-ticket things like jewelry, cash and art go missing.” 
 
    “So…” 
 
    “I think Serena scopes things out, maybe even encourages her employers to buy certain expensive items. And then when the crime happens, she’s nowhere around, so she’s never a suspect. Her record’s clean.” 
 
    Ryan rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “And none of the victims mention her in their crime report.” 
 
    “Serena works hard at being invisible. There’s no proof of anything, but…” 
 
    “But we can keep an eye out. For next time.” 
 
    I nodded. “And I’m pretty sure there’ll be a next time—she’s too good to stop.” 
 
    “And what about your blind dates?” said Ryan gently. “Is there going to be a next time? Or are you really going to tell your family about us?” 
 
    “I’ll tell them,” I said. “I don’t need any more drunk nannycam-lovers showing up at my doorstep.” 
 
    *** 
 
    My shift at the casino was fairly uneventful that night, and I walked home in the early hours of the morning in high spirits. Quite a few of the gamblers at my blackjack table had managed to enjoy big wins, and when I moved over to the roulette table, a group of friends had enjoyed a long winning streak. 
 
    The energy and enthusiasm of the winning gamblers were addictive, and nights like this made me appreciate working at the casino. Sure, the work was superficial and less meaningful than solving murders, but the people were more pleasant to hang out with. 
 
    I walked down the dark alley behind the Cosmo Hotel, lost in my thoughts. I wasn’t paying too much attention to my surroundings, when suddenly, a dark figure stepped out in front of me. 
 
    My heart leaped into my throat. I wondered whether I should scream or run—or both—when the man said, “Tiffany.” 
 
    My breathing slowed down instantly. “Johnson. What’re you doing here?” 
 
    He took a step forward, until we were standing closer. “I’m here to talk about Stone.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “Stone. What happened to Eli?” 
 
    “We traced him back to Florida. We’ve got folks trying to find Tariq, and… anyway, I thought you’d like me to start at the beginning.” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded rapidly. “The beginning. When Stone went to Afghanistan.” 
 
    “Actually, the beginning is a while before that—while Stone was in school. He didn’t have too many friends, but he became close with a boy from Afghanistan, and quickly became fluent in Daro and Pashto, the two official languages.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “But what’s that got to do with—” 
 
    “Well, by the time Stone graduated high school, there were rumors that the Islamic uprising in Afghanistan was getting a bit out of control. We didn’t have too many people here who could speak the native languages fluently, and somehow Stone got noticed by a CIA recruiter.” 
 
    “So they hired him…” 
 
    “Well, not quite ‘they.’ A subdivision of the CIA, the TIO, recruited Stone for observational purposes.” 
 
    “And sent him to Afghanistan.” 
 
    Johnson sighed. “They barely gave him any training, there was no time for that. We were so short on men… you have to remember, Stone was just out of high school. He’d grown up the only child of a single mom and was used to trying to help people and make things right.” 
 
    “He’s still like that.” 
 
    Johnson nodded. “Of course. He hasn’t changed. Anyway, the TIO got him a fake beard and fake credentials: he was to be a ‘visiting professor’ from a Pakistani university, and he’d get a position at the university in Kabul.” 
 
    “But really he’d be a spy?” 
 
    “Sort of. His job was to observe, and report back to us. Nothing more.” 
 
    “But he did something.” 
 
    “Unfortunately. You see, this was two years before 9/11, when President Hamid Karzai was asking the West for help—he kept warning that extremists were taking over, and being very dangerous. Before 9/11, we’d never really dealt with Islamic extremists, so we didn’t know what we were up against. Instead, we were actually supplying the extremists with weapons and training, because we thought they’d keep the Russians out of Afghanistan.” 
 
    “That didn’t go so well,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “No. But no one expected it. Well, except for Stone. He kept sending missives that the extremists were dangerous, and needed to be stopped.” 
 
    “I thought he was working in a team—where was Eli during this?” 
 
    Johnson nodded. “He was in a team, and Eli was part of it. Thing is, Eli was responsible for helping us ensure that the extremists—who we thought were fighting Russian terrorists—were properly supplied with weapons. In retrospect, I guess he was also dealing in arms, but the CIA turned a blind eye to that; it was just the cost of doing business.” 
 
    “Especially since you didn’t have many people you could send out to Afghanistan at the time.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a priority—we didn’t think extremists would be such a threat.” 
 
    “But Stone did.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Johnson. “He did. He kept asking us to do something, and I could see he didn’t want to keep sitting in a corner, watching schools and statues getting blown up, women and children being oppressed. He became friends with some local anti-extremists, kept telling us that the extremists were dangerous.” 
 
    “Emails the CIA ignored.” 
 
    “Partly because Eli was saying the opposite—that the extremists were all bark and no bite, and they’d be useful in keeping the Russians at bay.” 
 
    “Which he’d say, because of his arms racket.” 
 
    “Well, we know that now…” 
 
    “And how did Stone…?” 
 
    Johnson took a deep breath. “Afterward, Stone told me that he fell in love with a young Afghan girl. She and her mother were running a secret school for girls—the extremists didn’t want girls getting an education. But they’d been found out, and were likely to be attacked by the extremists any day.” 
 
    “So Stone found a way to help them.” 
 
    “Yes—he got them fake passports and pretended to be the girl’s husband so he could smuggle them over the border and into Pakistan, where they had relatives and they’d be safe.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a crime.” 
 
    “No, but he knew the CIA wouldn’t approve, so he didn’t get permission first. Once he’d gone into Pakistan, the team—which was him, Eli, and an Afghan man named Tariq—was exposed. Nobody blamed Stone directly, but it seemed obvious to everyone that Stone had gone rogue and burned the rest of the team in his wake.” 
 
    “But you didn’t believe that.” 
 
    “I knew Stone could never do that. It was too dangerous for him to return to Kabul, so I managed to get him into Geneva, where he got surgery to make him unrecognizable, and then he came back into the US. Eli managed to leave Kabul and get another assignment.” 
 
    “And what about Tariq?” 
 
    Johnson shook his head. “Tariq disappeared. I always assumed he’d been the mole, the one who’d exposed the team—I mean, if Stone hadn’t done it, who had? Eli had too much going for him with the arms business and everything…” 
 
    “But if the truth about the extremists came out, Eli would get into trouble for saying they weren’t dangerous.” 
 
    “Well, he got out of the situation in time. Maybe he could read the wind—he knew the extremists were up to something bad, something serious.” 
 
    “But over the phone, Eli said…” 
 
    “That he wanted to find Tariq?” Johnson smiled thinly. “I’ve got a few CIA contacts of my own, and I called them once Eli’d left Vegas. Tariq resurfaced a few months back, now that things in Kabul are a bit better. He was given a US green card for his services, and he’s somewhere here.” 
 
    “But we still don’t know if Eli betrayed the team or Tariq.” 
 
    “After all these years,” said Eli drily, “I’ve got some idea. And especially if Eli wants to find Tariq before Stone does—” 
 
    “Maybe he’s just worried that Stone will hurt Tariq,” I said, trying to play devil’s advocate. 
 
    “Maybe. But that’s not likely.” 
 
    “And if Tariq had nothing to do with it, then he’d know the truth about Eli,” I said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Exactly. Stone’s persona non grata for his crimes, but if we can just clear his name…” 
 
    “But if Eli was the one who turned in the team, maybe Tariq’s also in the dark.” 
 
    “I doubt it—the man knew to disappear before things got too bad. He must’ve realized what Eli was up to.” 
 
    “Then why doesn’t he just tell the CIA?” 
 
    “My theory is that he’s looking for proof. It was dangerous for him back in Kabul, and I’m sure he doesn’t want to risk being sent back. Eli may have retired, but he’s still got powerful friends.” 
 
    “So if we find Tariq in time, maybe we can get him to help Stone out.” 
 
    “I’ve got scouts trying to find out where he’s landed. He can’t be invisible—it’s just a matter of finding him before Eli does.” 
 
    I looked at Johnson and forced myself to smile, despite the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Things hadn’t improved the way I’d thought they would—Stone was still in trouble, and there was still work to be done. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find Tariq,” I said, forcing myself to sound optimistic. “I’m sure everything will be okay soon.” 
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