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      From across the room, Squinty Eyes quirked a smile at me. He was a big bear of a man in a suit that looked as though it objected to being made to stretch over muscle layered upon more muscle.

      Normally I wouldn’t mind getting attention from a semi-cute guy, but he wasn’t supposed to be quirking smiles at me. He was supposed to be watching the gamblers, making sure nobody whipped out a knife after being dealt their fifth lousy hand. But there he was with his little lopsided grin, looking smitten.

      “We doing this?” the guy sitting at my blackjack table asked in a surly tone.

      He’d been drinking whiskey sours. His latest glass was almost empty, and his cheeks and nose were bright red. He’d passed tipsy a while ago and had pushed headlong into full-blown inebriation.

      I dealt him a new hand.

      He sneered at the cards, then sneered at me. My phone chose that moment to vibrate. It was shoved deep down in my front pocket, but I wasn’t supposed to have it on me at all. Thankfully it didn’t make any noise.

      “What was that?” Surly guy asked. “You made a face. You do something weird to these cards? You scamming me?” His voice got louder with every question.

      “No, sir. Not at all. Would you like another card?” My phone stopped vibrating, then immediately started up again. I squirmed, fighting an intense urge to dig the thing out and answer it. Maybe my parents had found a litter of kittens and needed my advice. Maybe my Nanna had decided to scale the side of a skyscraper and wanted me to wish her good luck. But it was one-thirty in the wee hours of the morning. What skyscraper could she be climbing so late? She’d have a much better audience before midnight.

      Mr. Surly looked me up and down distrustfully as he scratched at the table’s felt with an unclean nail. “No, I’ll stand.”

      I groaned inwardly. The man was an idiot, and he would blame me for his idiocy. He was sitting on a hand of eight. He needed another card.

      I dealt the dealer’s hand. It was, of course, more than eight. My phone stopped vibrating, then started up again. I squirmed some more. Whoever wanted to talk to me, they wanted to talk to me bad. All of the possible reasons why had my imagination running rampant.

      “Dealer wins,” I announced, reaching for Mr. Surly’s chips.

      He sat back in his chair and rubbed his hands over his face while calling me a few choice names under his breath.

      Over against the wall, Big Bear’s quirky smile had faded, and he was looking concerned. Again, he wasn’t supposed to look like anything. He was supposed to be a frozen, unfeeling, terracotta warrior, ready to break into action if the need arose.

      I dealt a new hand, but this time I got my hip too close to the table’s edge and my silently vibrating phone buzzed against it.

      Mr. Surly’s eyes went wide. “I heard that!”

      “You heard nothing. It was your imagination.” I was two seconds away from getting fired if I got caught with my cell phone on me while working in the casino pit.

      My phone stopped vibrating but then started back up immediately. I wanted to throw the thing on the ground and stomp on it. My parents could Google what to do with the litter of kittens and Nanna could wait for me to get done with my shift before climbing that tall building!

      Mr. Surly grabbed for my arm, but I jumped out of reach. My phone stopped vibrating and just as quickly began again.

      “You’re hiding something!” the drunken man screeched. He prostrated himself across the table, waving his arm and wiggling his stretched fingers in an effort to get ahold of me. “You cheated! I want my chips back! Give me my chips back!”

      That’s when Big Bear picked Mr. Surly up by the back of his pants and shirt and then full-on slammed him to the floor. I’m not saying that he dropped Mr. Surly to the floor. I’m saying he slammed Mr. Surly into the floor.

      Mr. Surly squeaked, then gurgled, but he didn’t try to get up.

      My phone was vibrating again as a hand closed over the top of my shoulder from behind.

      I jumped, and my mouth started running like it had just heard the shot of a starter pistol. “I didn’t do it. It wasn’t me. I don’t have my phone.”

      I turned around to stare dead into the large brown eyes of my pit boss.

      “You don’t have what?” Roger asked.

      “Nothing. I don’t have anything,” I said, not daring to breathe.

      His eyes narrowed and his lips thinned. “Yeah, that’s what I thought you said. Just make sure you still have nothing by the time your shift starts tomorrow. Got it?”

      I nodded.

      “Your shift ends here tonight… And make sure nobody sees you with nothing ’til you get off this floor.”

      I nodded again.

      He shifted his attention to Big Bear, who had his knee shoved so hard into Mr. Surly’s lower back that Mr. Surly sounded like he was warming up to sing the Hallelujah Chorus.

      I slipped around the first corner I came to and pulled my phone out. It was silently ringing yet again. I didn’t recognize the phone number of the incoming call.

      “Hello?” I answered.

      “I didn’t kill her, I swear!” a woman’s breathless voice whispered hoarsely. “It wasn’t me!”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Didn’t kill who?”

      “Who cares who? All that matters is that I didn’t do it! Please… please. I need your help. They’re trying to frame me, but… I. Didn’t. Kill. Her! Will you help me? Please say you’ll help me.”

      The woman’s voice was so desperate, so scared, that I ignored all the common sense telling me to stay away.

      I needed to hear her out, but what was I getting myself into?
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      I told my incessant mystery caller to meet me at a twenty-four-hour café a couple of blocks away. I walked but I still beat her there.

      I knew her as soon as she walked in the door.

      She was the one who looked like she’d been chased by the devil.

      She was slender with perfectly straight strawberry blonde hair, a round face, and a plump mouth that I guessed was usually quick to smile. But that wasn’t now. Now she looked stricken and hunted, ready to run and desperate. She was pale, shaking, and clutched her purse to her chest with white-knuckled hands.

      Even though it was summertime, she was dressed in a light wrap around knee-length coat. I saw why when she sat down at my booth. The neck of the coat dipped open to expose the flimsy nightgown beneath. Whatever had happened this evening, she hadn’t even taken the time to get dressed before she’d fled.

      “Tiffany Black?” she asked, her eyes wide and wild.

      “I am. You are?”

      “Mary… Mary Bilford.”

      “And how did you get my phone number?” I always liked to find out how my clients ended up on my doorstep.

      Mary waved the question away at first with a nervous flick of her hand but answered anyway. “I called a friend. She called a friend. I think that happened a couple more times, then someone texted me your name and number. You’re a private investigator, right?”

      “I am,” I confirmed. “You said on the phone that you needed my help. What exactly do you need my help with?” Helping her get away with murder was not one of the services I provided.

      “I told you already!” Mary whisper hissed. “Someone’s trying to frame me for murder!”

      “When did the murder happen?”

      Mary looked at her watch, then back at me. “About forty minutes ago.”

      It was my turn to become bug-eyed, and I gripped the table. “Forty minutes ago! What are you doing calling me? You should be calling the cops!”

      “The cops were already there. They were everywhere! That’s why I had to get out.”

      I shook my head. Things weren’t adding up. “Let’s start at the beginning. Who are you—other than just your name?”

      Mary took a deep breath and seemed to force herself to calm down. “I’m the Services Manager at Spa Renauld.”

      Swanky. I knew the place by reputation, but it was way beyond my price range. It was said that the Hollywood elite frequented the place.

      “Okay, now tell me what happened tonight.”

      Mary took another deep breath and blew it out slowly. She was still clutching her purse to her chest, but blood seemed to be making its way back into her powder-white knuckles. “I didn’t know when it happened—when she died. I was in my suite at the time.”

      “Your suite?”

      “Yes, all the head staff members have living quarters at the spa.”

      “Go on.”

      “I didn’t even know anything was wrong until Nurse Jasper showed up pounding on my door. Gina’s body had already been found and the cops had been called. After the cops came, I answered all their questions, and then went back to my suite to get dressed. That’s when I found this.” She clicked the latch on her purse and pulled its mouth open wide. There, inside on top of all the clutter, was a syringe in a little plastic baggie.

      “Mary… What’cha got there?” There was no way I could be seeing what I thought I was seeing. She could not have been that dumb.

      Mary shook her purse at me. “It’s what killed Gina, and I found it in my room.” She was back to whisper hissing.

      I rubbed my temples in an attempt to stave off the headache that was setting in. I’d had some clients do some stupid things, but never before had one pulled something like this.

      “So you found the murder weapon and what… Picked it up? Does that thing now have your fingerprints all over it?”

      “No. I was real careful. I wiped it down before putting it in my purse.”

      I groaned and hit my forehead against the formica tabletop.

      “What? Did I do something wrong? Talk to me!” Mary was two seconds away from unhinged panic.

      I couldn’t believe I was having to spell this out for her. “First you tampered with evidence… And then you destroyed evidence. I can’t help you.”

      I wouldn’t help her. Dumb people had a way of sucking others into their dumb decisions. That was never a good idea when there was a murderer on the loose.

      I slid to the edge of the booth’s seat in preparation to stand, but Mary’s hand shot out to grab my wrist. “Just hear me out. Please…” she begged.

      I sighed, then slid back to center on my bench seat. “How do I even know it wasn’t you who killed… what was her name?”

      “Gina… Gina Welling. She was at the spa recovering from a nose job. And I didn’t kill her. I swear.”

      “So if you weren’t killing her, then what were you doing?”

      “Sleeping,” Mary answered pitifully, her eyes pleading for me to believe her.

      I hated pleading eyes. They got to me every time.

      “Was anyone with you?”

      Mary looked helpless as she shook her head wordlessly no.

      “Then how am I supposed to know if you’re telling the truth?”

      “That’s exactly what the cops would have said. It’s why I had to take the syringe, and it’s why I had to get help.”

      “But can’t you see how much more guilty taking that syringe makes you look? You wiped it down, for Pete’s sake. What if the killer’s fingerprints had been on it?” I didn’t point out the more likely scenario that the killer’s fingerprints and her fingerprints were one and the same. “You could be asking me for help as a ruse to make you look innocent.”

      A great big tear slipped down Mary’s cheek. “But I didn’t do it, I swear. Will you help me, please?”

      I had a feeling that if I said no, Mary’s next destination would be Tijuana, Mexico. She’d disappear, never to be heard from again, and a poor woman’s killer would get away.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll help you, but on one condition.”

      “Anything,” Mary vowed.

      “We call the police… together. Right now. You have to turn that syringe over to them and explain what you did.” With any luck, they’d arrest her on the spot.

      Mary blanched and swallowed, but she nodded her head yes. “And then you’ll take the case? You’ll check into the spa and figure out who tried to frame me for Gina’s murder?”

      “Check in...?”

      “Yes, whoever did this, they’re there. Going undercover at the spa is the only way to find them.”

      Checking into the spa was not how I saw this going. I’d snoop, follow people around, and spy from a distance. Being a private eye was about grit and determination. It was not about being pampered, eating delicious food, and getting long, luxurious massages.

      Then again…

      “Sure,” I smiled. “That works for me.”
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      I blinked in the bright morning sunshine. Being awake and a part of the world so early felt unnatural and somehow cruel. It was barely 8 AM.

      “Was it her?” Ian hoarsely whispered, leaning close to my ear as we made our way to the trunk of my old Honda Accord. He was eyeballing the few random souls walking through the parking lot of the spa we were about to check into. “Nooo,” he said, not waiting for my answer. “It was that other one, wasn’t it? She looks devious, a real cold-blooded killer.”

      In great contrast to me, Ian was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. His sunny disposition made me want to gently shove his face into a mud puddle and tell him to stop.

      “It wasn’t any of them,” I answered a bit more snippily than I’d meant to. I needed a cup of coffee. Desperately.

      While Ian was perpetually happy—and that could be jaw-clenchingly annoying—I guess he had plenty of reasons to be happy. He was a twentysomething entrepreneur, or rather he had been. Now he was a retired twentysomething entrepreneur. He and his partners had started a dotcom that got bought by a bigger dotcom, and now he was set for life. It was a fact that tended to make him a target for gold-diggers, but that only lasted until they found out his fortune was being doled out to him in a modest monthly allowance. But all of that made him free and clear to help me on any case that could need the both of us.

      “How do you know it wasn’t either of them, smarty-pants?” Ian asked.

      He was like the little brother I never knew I never wanted. But I had to give him credit. He was the most dedicated crime sleuthing partner I could have ever hoped for. He’d saved my behind on more than one occasion, and I’d returned the favor as many times as I could.

      “I’ll tell you in a minute,” I said as I opened the trunk of my car. “Help me with the luggage.”

      We each hauled out a bag and started the walk across the parking lot to Spa Renauld’s front door.

      “Why didn’t you pull up to the front door? A posh place like this has valet parking and services.”

      “I’m too cheap,” I grumbled.

      That wasn’t exactly the truth. I’d wanted to get a good look at the place before we walked in the doors.

      Spa Renauld was a favorite destination for the Hollywood elite and sprawled over two-and-a-half acres of prime Las Vegas real estate. It offered lavish water features, private bungalows, top-notch security, and absolute confidentiality.

      I had no idea how Mary had managed to get a reservation on the books for Ian and me so fast. It’d been less than six hours since our late-night rendezvous, and Mary had spent three of those talking to the cops in an attempt to explain why she’d stolen and tampered with evidence in a murder investigation.

      I couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for what was about to happen to the spa. Once news of last night’s murder got out, Spa Renauld’s reservations calendar would look like swiss cheese. They’d probably lose millions. Whoever had killed a client on spa property either hadn’t considered that impact... or hadn’t cared. Or maybe they’d cared—and wanted that outcome.

      “So spill,” Ian said as we made our way lazily across the parking lot, dragging our wheel-along luggage behind us. “Who died and what do you know about it?”

      “Gina Welling,” I said. “She was found dead in her rooms last night.”

      “Last night? As in the night leading up to this morning?”

      “Yep, that’s the one. It hasn’t been confirmed yet, but it’s looking like Gina was killed by someone pumping a syringe full of poison into her neck.”

      Ian made a sound like the thought of getting stabbed in the neck with a long needle was an especially unpleasant one. “Who would want to do that to her?”

      That was a really good question and one that was likely to pay my bills for the next month.

      “Mary—the woman who hired me—has some theories. Gina had had a nose job, but she wasn’t happy with it. She wasn’t happy with it at all, and she wasn’t being quiet about it. In fact, Mary said that Gina had been complaining to anyone who would listen.”

      “Why would that get her killed? A lot of people have plastic surgery they end up being unhappy with.”

      “In this case, the plastic surgery was done by the on-site surgeon, the same surgeon who made this place famous.”

      “Ohhh,” Ian said. “Do they have more than one surgeon?”

      “Not as far as I can tell.” Did I mention that I hadn’t been to bed yet? I already had a sleep deprivation headache creeping in at my temples. After the cops took over with Mary, I’d gone home and started researching the spa instead of catching a few hours of sleep.

      “So the surgeon could have killed Gina. That would explain the use of the syringe. Easy access.”

      “Mmm,” I responded, noncommittally. “The surgeon’s got a helper. Tara Cress, the Director of Operations. Mary said that Tara is fanatically protective of Dr. Goldman.”

      “Because of the money he can bring into the spa or out of personal loyalty?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Is that it? Are those the only two suspects? We’ll be done by noon—and I’m not leaving at noon. Have you heard about their mud baths? I want to try one!”

      “No, there’s more possible killers than just them,” I said while suppressing a shiver at the thought of bathing in mud. Throw in a few leeches and call it a party. People were nuts. “It’s rumored that Gina was having an affair with Nurse Jasper, and to top it all off, Gina’s ex-husband, Harry, was booked in at the spa, too.”

      We reached the spa’s front door. Ian opened it, and I blinked to adjust my sight to the softer light as I stepped inside. Two different water fountains built right into the lobby’s walls fed a lush canopy of vegetation ranging from moss to six-foot ornamental bamboo. Deep-seated chairs upholstered with plush tropical-design fabric dotted the room, and a young woman in white shorts and a pastel tank top sat with her toes cooling in a trickling stream. There was no check-in desk in sight.

      “Hello!” the young woman said, smiling brightly as soon as she saw us. A mound of carpet I hadn’t previously noticed took that moment to unfold itself. It stood up and wagged its tail. It was a Collie with bright and alert eyes. “I’m Jenna, and this is Bridget,” she said, putting a hand on the large dog’s back. “Bridget is one of our therapy animals.”

      “One of?” I asked.

      “Yes, we have seven! Four dogs and three cats,” Jenna announced with the same enthusiasm as announcing that a cure for cancer had been discovered.

      “What kind of therapy do they provide?” I imagined lying on my belly while the huge shaggy dog walked up and down my spine.

      Jenna got serious. “Emotional, mainly. Some people just need the chance to sit in a quiet room without any of their gadgets. Having one of the therapy animals with them helps them to stay present in the moment and gives them someone safe to talk to.”

      I wondered if I could fit one of the therapy animals with a recording device and send them into a room with one of the suspects. Could be the easiest confession ever gotten.

      “Please, come and sit!” Jenna motioned to a cozy two-seater sofa across from her, framed on three of its four sides by Jurassic Park-sized ferns.

      Ian and I sat down, and Bridget lay down with her head resting on my foot. I hated to admit it, but I suddenly felt less stressed.

      “It’s always so nice seeing couples come together,” Jenna said, beaming at us. A computer tablet had somehow magically materialized in her hands. “Let’s get you two lovebirds checked in.”

      “No, no…” I hurriedly corrected her. “Ian’s my brother.” A lie, but a necessary one. And one that was pretty close to the truth. “My name is Tiffany Black. I’m writing an article for the Luxury-Abounds Magazine, and Ian is my tagalong. I’m going to report on what it’s like to stay here as a woman, and Ian is going to provide me with unbiased feedback about what it’s like for him as a man. I’ll include both experiences in the article.”

      “Ohhh!” I hadn’t thought it was possible, but Jenna’s face lit up even more. She picked up her tablet, poked around at its screen, and then said, “Found you! Looks like you have the Basic Package for a three-night stay, payment already covered. The Basic Package offers all of the basic services, full access to the spa grounds, and a one-time opportunity to play with either a tennis pro or a golf pro in our state-of-the-art simulator.”

      “Sounds perfect,” I said. I really didn’t care about the spa’s amenities. I was here to catch a killer. The rest was just a nice perk.

      “Hello! And how are we today?” a blonde-haired beauty in her late thirties asked with a stage-worthy voice as she swept into the room from seemingly nowhere. She was dressed in a smart cream-colored trouser outfit that somehow bridged the gap between professional and casual.

      I was surprised when she stopped, held her hands together in front of her, and leaned forward expectantly, waiting for an actual answer to her question. She seemed to even be holding her breath.

      “We’re good. Thank you,” I said.

      “Good!” she exclaimed in a voice loud enough to hurt my ears. “Am I understanding this correctly? You’re from Luxury-Abounds Magazine?”

      I could feel little beads of sweat popping out all over my forehead. I couldn’t believe our cover story had gotten blown so fast.

      “Yes?” I hadn’t meant for it to come out sounding like a question, and it made my nervous flop sweat all the worse.

      “Sis here is a real up and comer at the magazine,” Ian said with a slap to my leg. Bridget gave him a low, closed-mouth growl, making me wonder if she was overdue for her morning coffee too. Ian either didn’t notice or didn’t care because he kept on with his pitch. “She’s a shooting star at the magazine, in no small part because of her monthly column celebrating of the majesty and wonder that places like yours have to offer.”

      The woman stood up straighter and looked at Jenna. “This won’t do. We can’t have them in the Basic Package. They need to be upgraded to the Bliss Package immediately.”

      Jenna gasped, and her eyes grew wide with excitement. “Yes, Ms. Cress. I’ll take care of it right now.” And just like that, her finger became a tapping blur on the tablet’s face.

      Ms. Cress... Tara Cress. I was looking at the Director of Operations for the spa, the woman who was Dr. Goldman’s fiercest supporter—and Gina Welling’s possible murderer.

      I studied her, though I did my best not to look like a crazed stalker. It was good to put a face with the name. And of course, it now made sense why she was so eager to upgrade our spa experience to the best they had to offer. News about last night’s murder would likely be leaking out to be media right now. Twitter was probably already blowing up with it.

      My brain screeched to a halt as the realization of something I’d missed jabbed me in my throbbing temple to get my attention. Tara had overheard our conversation even though she hadn’t been in the room. The whole spa could be wired for eavesdropping.

      I decided to test the waters of just how eager Tara was to make a good impression on us. “I’m sorry. The magazine only approved for the cost of the Basic Package.”

      “Say no more,” Tara said, swiping a low hand through the air. “Everything is on us. We want you to experience the best of what we have to offer, no limitations and no expense.” Seemingly satisfied with her work, she turned on her heel and disappeared into the wall. Literally, she walked right into it and vanished.

      “What the…” I said, staring after her.

      “Ohhh,” Jenna laughed. “It’s an optical illusion. Lean this way while looking at where she went.”

      I did and what I saw made my brain hurt even more. One half of the wall shifted out of sync with the other half.

      “The wall is layered,” Jenna whispered conspiratorially as she held overlapping hands in front of herself, except that one of those overlapping hands was about four inches in front of the other one.

      It was my turn to say “ohhh,” so I did—and I meant it.

      Jenna continued with her check-in process. I desperately wanted to ask her if she’d known Gina Welling—or any details about the murder—but I didn’t. Knowing that Tara Cress would be able to hear everything I said made me keep my mouth shut. I didn’t want to tip her off as to why I was really here.

      After Jenna finished checking us in, I patted Bridget goodbye, and then two identically dressed staff members materialized the same way that Tara Cress had. Their outfits looked a little like white pajamas, and I wondered if I was walking into a spa or a cult. One of the staff members looked like he belonged in a prison riot while the other one was a dainty little brunette who might be marked truant at the local high school.

      “This is Marvin,” Jenna said, lifting a hand to indicate the prison riot guy. “And this is Sally. Ian, Sally will guide you to your bungalow, and Tiffany, Marvin will guide you to yours.”

      I looked forlornly at Bridget, suddenly wishing I didn’t have to go. I couldn’t imagine that going anywhere with Marvin could be a good idea, yet that was exactly what Jenna was instructing me to do. “Isn’t there someone else who could guide me?”

      “’Fraid not,” Jenna said apologetically. “Tara asked me to get Jasper, one of the nurses here, or Nancy, who’ll be your spa ambassador, but both of them are busy. It’s Marvin who’ll take you.”

      I glanced again at Marvin, wondering why everyone else who could be my guide was busy. It was a cruel twist of fate that I was to be alone with this large, scary-looking man.

      That’s when the doubts flooded in.

      Maybe they had figured me out after all, and it was Marvin’s job to twist me into a pretzel and shove me down the trash chute to the waiting furnace below.

      A place like this wouldn’t want someone like me sticking my nose way up in their business. Their business had a lot of dollar signs attached to it, and that was something I could potentially ruin.

      A nervous laugh escaped me.

      I was gonna die, and they weren’t even going to give me a massage first.
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      Ian went with Sally, and I went with Marvin.

      The four of us passed through the magic wall portal. It was the only exit out of the spa’s lobby, and entering the rest of the spa was nothing short of walking into a magical wonderland.

      Everything was beautiful; everything was perfect. Standing amidst it all, I could believe that the universe was celebrating world peace and the discovery of unicorns. The place was serene and breathtaking, which made it harder to wrap my mind around the fact that someone was murdered here less than ten hours ago.

      Whoever had done it must’ve been immune to the effects of this beautiful Shangri-La.

      Ian looked back at me with a big goofy smile on his face as he followed Sally off in one direction while Marvin took me in another.

      Walking next to Marvin, I passed miniature rain forests with hidden nooks touting massage beds, but there were small rock gardens, too, pristine and perfect. Inside them people sat in contorted positions, meditating. They seemed at peace, although their poses would have left me in pieces.

      My eyes went wide when we passed a twenty-foot waterfall, complete with an iridescent blue lagoon. And there were walking paths everywhere, some made of foot-cushioning mulch and others of stylish cobblestone. The paths didn’t seem to take people anywhere, yet everyone seemed to know where they were going... or didn’t care they were getting nowhere. It was just that kind of place—blissful.

      It was the type of place where it felt odd to keep your guard up. Which I guess made it all the easier to get killed.

      “Your bungalow’s down this way,” Marvin mumbled with a rough, gravelly voice.

      I saw a cluster of them to our right, still a small ways away. If I wanted to pick Marvin’s brain, I was running out of time.

      I wondered again what a hulking creature of man-muscle like him was doing in a place like this. He seemed out of place in every way. There was nothing peaceful about him. He was a boiling covered pot that hadn’t yet lost its lid.

      “Have you worked here long?” I asked. I wasn’t so much interested in his answer as I was getting him into a mindset of sharing.

      “Depends on what you consider long,” he said.

      It was an answer that gave me no information. The guy was good. He knew how to keep all his cards close to the table.

      I had to get him talking. I had to get him into a conversation where I was learning something from him.

      I racked my brain for what to say that would do the trick.

      “You’re a really strong guy.” Okay, so it wasn’t the most inventive line, but I followed it up by giving his arm a quick pat, which sent my brows straight up toward my hairline. The guy was as hard as a rock. Literally. I’d sat on softer stones. “Are you a masseuse?”

      I actually wanted to ask him if he were a bone breaker, but I guessed that wouldn’t be on the list of therapies offered—at least not the therapies clients actually paid for.

      “No,” he grunted.

      I waited for him to say something more—like offer some insight into his primary role here at the spa—but he said nothing.

      Annoyance set in. “What about martial arts?” I asked. “Do you teach martial arts, maybe muay thai?” I wasn’t sure why anyone would come to a spa in order to be beaten and bruised by a martial arts instructor, but to each their own.

      Marvin gave me a slanting side glance but said nothing.

      No, he didn’t!

      I could handle a lot of things, but being ignored ranked pretty low on that list, and getting Marvin to talk was becoming a matter of pride. I was going to know what this guy did even if he was in charge of emptying the colonic machine… but I wouldn’t start with that.

      “Yoga, do you teach that?”

      He gave me his usual grunt.

      I stopped and watched as he continued on a good seven or eight feet before stopping and looking back at me.

      “Marvin, what do you do here?” I demanded, point blank.

      “I take care of people.”

      Well, that was an ominous answer. My brain flooded with images of him taking care of people in ways they didn’t want to be taken care of. Permanent ways.

      “Do they thank you afterward?”

      That question earned me a twitch from the corner of his mouth. Sir Grunts-A-Lot had a sense of humor.

      We walked a few more steps before Marvin spoke again. “Security. I work security.”

      Yes!

      If anyone was able to give me the inside scoop about what had happened last night, it was him. But why was a security guard escorting me to my bungalow? Had more people been hurt since last night but the spa was covering it up?

      “You doing double duty today? Making sure I don’t get mugged on the way to my bungalow?”

      Marvin reverted to his grunting routine.

      “I can imagine there’s not much call for security in a place like this. Everyone is so relaxed. Or is your focus more on theft?” This place was pricey, so the clientele was probably rich. That meant there were likely a lot of valuable things that could be stolen.

      Marvin grunted.

      “Or maybe sometimes people get hurt…” I watched Marvin’s reaction carefully. There was none. Nada. I tried again. “Maybe even sometimes they get killed.”

      Marvin spun to face me. All the easiness in him was gone, and what I was left with was a wall of angry muscle. “I knew it,” he growled, leaning into my space. The guy towered a good foot above me. “You’re one of them.”

      “One of who?” It was hard not to take a step backward, but I managed to keep my feet planted firmly. I wasn’t going to let him know how unnerved I was by the sudden change.

      “One of them, those nosy reporters looking to dig up trash.”

      “I’m just here to learn more about what it’s like to stay at the spa.” That wasn’t exactly a lie. I wanted to know everything about Gina Welling’s experience staying at the spa. I really didn’t care about anyone else’s. “But since you brought it up, what did happen to Gina Welling last night?”

      Marvin’s face twisted into a sneer. “Eat dirt.”

      The image of me being buried up to my neck alive in some unmarked hole out in the desert popped into my mind. Marvin was holding the shovel. He looked positively happy.

      I shook my head to clear the image away.

      Marvin extended an arm in the direction we had been traveling and pointed a finger. “Second bungalow down, that’s yours.”

      He passed me a key card, then turned and stalked off, but I wasn’t done with him yet. I jogged after him and grabbed his granite arm. I was lucky he stopped. If he’d kept going, there wasn’t anything I could’ve done about it.

      “Keep our conversation to yourself,” I said, trying to sound threatening.

      He didn’t look scared.

      “Or what?” he asked.

      “Or… Or I won’t be able to help you… later, when it matters.” I tried to instill as much insinuated meaning as I could into the way I looked at him.

      Marvin blinked. “Help me how?”

      I shrugged. “That’s up to you. Depends on what you need. I’ve got friends. Connections.” I needed this guy on my side. I didn’t want to be dragged out of my bungalow in the middle of the night and quietly disappeared. “You don’t have to tell me anything about last night. I just need you to not tell anyone anything about me either. Not anyone, get me?” Marvin was a soldier type, and that meant that if he’d killed Gina, he’d most likely been following somebody else’s orders—orders he might now regret.

      Marvin grunted his usual answer, but his eyes narrowed. He seemed to be contemplating my offer.

      With nothing more to say between us, I released my meaningless hold on his arm. He wasted no time in turning to stalk away.

      It could have been just my imagination but there seemed to be a little less of a haze of animosity surrounding him.

      I took that as a good sign that I might live through the night. On the other hand, it could’ve been a sign that he had something to hide—but what?
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      I waved my keycard in front of my bungalow’s door and heard the internal click signaling I could enter. I pushed inside, not expecting much, and came to a dazed halt.

      The room was decorated in light creams and soft beiges. White orchids with yellow throats were nestled in out-of-the-way spots throughout the entire room. There was a floor-to-ceiling wall of glass leading out to a private patio, a vaulted ceiling, a four-poster king-sized bed that I’d need a stepping stool to climb onto, a tiny gourmet kitchenette with all the amenities, and soft lighting that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once.

      The room was on par with any high-roller casino suite I’d seen, and I never wanted to leave.

      My thoughts shifted to Gina Welling. I wondered about her spending her last moments alive in a place that was very similar. I bet she’d wanted to leave, alive and on her own two feet.

      Thinking about her sobered me and steeled my resolve. Even if this was paradise, there was a killer on the loose, someone willing to snuff out one person’s life and destroy yet another by framing them for the murder.

      A thought occurred to me… maybe Mary Bilford, my client, was the real target. Maybe Gina Welling was the innocent bystander, simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. A convenience. Someone could have killed Gina for the sole purpose of framing Mary.

      It was something to consider. I stashed the thought away, then dragged my bag deeper inside the room, threw it on top of the bed, and unpacked my things. After that, I took a moment to really take in my surroundings.

      The room was decorated with tasteful, unassuming knickknacks. I wondered if any of them hid a microphone or even a tiny camera. I looked everywhere but found nothing. Still, I struggled with the feeling of being watched or listened to, giving my beautiful bungalow the feel of a gilded cage.

      I shook my head, pushing all unhelpful thoughts aside, then took a running leap to vault to a sitting position on top of the bed.

      “Oh,” I groaned, instantly realizing my mistake. I should have never climbed up because now all I wanted to do was lose myself in the bed’s softness and fall asleep. Despite knowing better, I lay back on the downy comforter. It enveloped me like a big fluffy cloud.

      I closed my eyes for a moment. Only a moment, I swear.

      I didn’t fall asleep.

      There really had been a naked man dancing in my room. It didn’t matter that I didn’t know who he was, what his face looked like, or how he’d gotten in. Nor did it matter that he’d instantly disappeared the second I’d opened my eyes.

      I sat up, fueled by fatigue adrenaline. I pulled out my phone and looked at its clock, then sighed in relief. Only a half hour had passed. I’d gotten lucky. I could have just as easily woken up next week. The mattress was that good.

      I slipped off the bed and headed for the bungalow’s door. The spa’s residents would just be getting up and entering their cloistered and high-priced world. I wanted to see their reactions when they learned of Gina’s fate, if they didn’t know already.

      Outside, I followed my nose and the various pathways that weaved throughout the grounds. I knew we were in the middle of the desert, but the spa’s clever use of shade structures and plants created an easy and comfortable coolness. The many water features helped, too. It was all part of the spa’s magic.

      There were more people out and about than when Marvin had shown me to my bungalow. Some strolled aimlessly while others walked with purpose. No one was talking to anyone. Everyone was clearly in their own headspace, and I kept moving until twenty minutes later I managed to stumble across a picturesque breakfast nook. There, people sat at small tables, talking amongst themselves, some more animatedly than others.

      At the back of the alcove stood five chefs in full uniform with a table of assorted foods rich and varied enough to make a king crack a smile.

      I wove my way between the tables, taking my time to listen in on what people were saying. I was startled to realize the little tables weren’t just being occupied by the spa’s clientele. Each table also sported a plainclothes police officer. That realization had my gaze sweeping the area until I spotted one man in particular. Detective Ryan Dimitrou—my boyfriend. His eyes were locked on me, and he didn’t look happy.

      “Perfect,” I mumbled to myself. Well, if he wasn’t happy to see me here, he’d just have to get over it. I was here to do a job, same as him. I wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Good morning,” a cheery voice from behind me said.

      I turned my back on Ryan to face the line of chefs waiting to serve me. One of them broke ranks and stepped forward.

      “Good morning,” he said again, this time with the bonus of a friendly smile. He was tall and handsome with a touch of crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, making him look distinguished in addition to handsome. “What would you like me to prepare for you?”

      “What are the options?” I regretted the question even as the words left my mouth. There was so much to choose from. I didn’t want to have to listen through it all.

      He chuckled. “Anything your heart desires. If we don’t have what you want, we’ll send someone out to get it.” He gave me a wink, and I couldn’t help but grin with a smidgeon of blush.

      I racked my brain for a request. “Lime-flavored peanut butter avocado ice cream?”

      The chef threw his head back and laughed. “That’s a new one on me. I don’t know anywhere that carries it, but if you describe it, I’ll do my best to whip you up a batch.”

      The chef was very cute, and I found myself wanting to flirt with him—not a comfortable feeling considering I could feel my boyfriend’s eyes burning holes into the back of my head.

      I decided to go the easy route. “How about chef’s choice?”

      The chef’s smile grew to warm even his eyes, making him a tad sexy on top of handsome and distinguished.

      That was the moment that a large hand wrapped itself around my arm and an angry voice growled into my ear, “We need to talk—alone.”

      I glanced up into Ryan’s hard eyes. “I’m busy,” I said through gritted teeth. I didn’t appreciate his ‘I am male, hear me roar’ act.

      “I’ll get something started for you right away,” the chef said, giving Ryan a worried glance. “If you’d like, you can come behind the cook’s counter to assist me.”

      I recognize the offer for what it was. The chef was being chivalrous. He was concerned about me.

      “I’d love to do that,” and I really would have. The chef would have likely told me all he knew about last night. “Maybe we could do it another time?”

      He gave me a simple nod and got to work while I allowed myself to be dragged off to a deserted spot at the edge of the alcove by Ryan.

      “What are you doing?” I asked as soon as we got out of earshot of everyone else.

      “That’s my line.” Ryan released my arm and shoved his hands deep into his pockets. I hated how good he looked. It made it so much harder to stay mad at him. But that didn’t change anything. He had to understand that the world did not revolve around him.

      “I’m here doing my job… Just like you.” I used the same tone I might use with a stubborn kindergartner.

      “Well you shouldn’t, not here.” His gaze flicked to take in our surroundings before coming back to me. “It’s not safe. Are you staying here?” I nodded, and he gritted his teeth. “No, I won’t be able to protect you.”

      “Why are you making such a big deal about this? I’ve investigated murders before.”

      “But you haven’t lived in the murderer’s house with the murderer at home while doing it. That’s what you’re doing here. Whoever killed this woman, this is their turf. They have more control over the situation than you do. You’re too exposed.”

      I frowned. “You’re overreacting.” How many times had a woman had the chance to say that to a man? “Nobody knows I’m a PI. They think I’m here doing a fluff piece for a luxury magazine.”

      Ryan’s lips pressed into a thin line. He wasn’t buying what I was selling. He crossed his strong arms over his chest and squared his stance. “Yeah? And how many people have you managed to put on edge since you got here?”

      I thought about Marvin and decided to play dumb. “Nobody,” I lied.

      Ryan growled.

      “Why are you even upset?” I asked. “Don’t you already have your killer anyway?” The question was a test. It was my way of trying to get some information about the case out of Ryan.

      “You talking about Mary Bilford?” Ryan asked.

      “As a matter of fact, yes…” I hadn’t discussed the case with anyone since Mary’s evidence-swiping confession with the police last night, and I was unsure of her fate.

      Ryan gave a noncommittal shrug. “You’re right. She’s our girl, but we had to cut her loose. Not enough evidence yet. No fingerprints on the syringe. But even if we’d held her, and even with her acting like an innocent, it doesn’t mean a thing. She could have an accomplice. You’re still not safe, not here.”

      “You think she’s guilty?”

      “If it quacks like a duck, walks like a duck—I got news for ya—it’s a duck. She’s guilty.”

      “Then why are you even here? Why are all these other officers here?” I waved a hand at the alcove with all its little tables and all the police interviews taking place before our very eyes.

      “Due diligence.”

      Mary deserved more than simply due diligence. Everyone accused of a crime did.

      “I’m staying,” I said.

      The muscles in Ryan’s jaw clenched and unclenched.

      “Tiffany—” my name sounded in the air, but it hadn’t come from Ryan’s mouth. It hadn’t even been spoken by a man.

      I turned to see Tara weaving her way through the alcove’s tables. She paused to flash a smile and to say what looked like a friendly word at every table she passed, but her worried glances in our direction told me that I was her desired destination.

      Ryan and I said nothing more to each other before she arrived. I wondered if our little spot was bugged or if possibly Marvin had run straight to Tara’s bosom and spilled every sordid little second of our time together.

      “Tiffany!” Tara said again in a loud voice with a huge smile, arms held wide. She’d broken free of the grid of tables and was finally able to make a beeline for us. “How is your stay going?” she asked, but without waiting for a reply, she shifted her attention to Ryan and asked, “This pesky public servant isn’t harassing you, is he?”

      The smile she gave him was far less welcoming than the one she’d given me.

      I took the opportunity to play dumb by grabbing on to what she’d said. “Public servant?”

      “Oh, just a turn of phrase, I assure you.”

      “Do you mean a public servant like… a politician? Possibly a fireman? Or… a police officer?”

      I might have been playing it up like I was clueless, but Tara wasn’t anybody’s fool. Her warm expression toward me chilled. “Yes, Detective Dimitrou is a police officer with the LVMPD.”  She arched an eyebrow at me. “He’s here on a matter that has nothing to do with the quality of services we provide, and his presence should have no bearing on your article.”

      I breathed an invisible sigh of relief. Tara hadn’t overheard our conversation, and she still didn’t know the real reason why I was here. As far as she was concerned, my presence represented the promise of new customers.

      “Gina Welling,” I said in a subdued, compassionate tone. It was best to talk about the elephant in the room instead of pretending I didn’t know it was there. “Of course. What happened to her, it’s all just bad timing.”

      “It could’ve happened anywhere,” Tara said, her voice laced with hopefulness.

      I nodded. “A fluke that it happened here. I know it’s got nothing to do with all the work and care that’s gone into making this place one of the premier spas in the country.”

      Tara beamed. I was back in her good graces.

      Ryan rolled his eyes so hard that it threatened to give me a headache. He grumbled something under his breath then turned and made his way to one of the tables to talk to another spa client.

      “I am so sorry about him,” Tara said as soon as Ryan was out of earshot.

      “Don’t worry about it. I know what happened was out of your control.”

      Tara sighed wearily. “You have no idea. I work so hard to make everything perfect, but is that what people see? No, all they want to focus on are the flaws. And, to be honest, what happened to Gina… well, I don’t mean to sound unkind, but it’s been hard on those of us who work here at the Spa. Some of the staff are worried. If spa visits drop off...”

      “It could affect their employment?” I suggested.

      Tara nodded grimly. “I wish it weren’t so. But if the number of guests goes down, then the number of employees needed… well, my neck could be on the line too! After all, it happened on my watch.”

      She looked at her shoes glumly, and I felt a moment of sympathy. “I’m sure it won’t come to that. I’m sure you’re irreplaceable here.”

      Tara shook her head. “If only Gina had visited some other spa… if only she hadn’t been killed here… But enough of that!” She seemed to give herself a mental shake. “What’s happened is done, and it’s my job to make things better. This place could use some good publicity now!” Her kind smile was back. “How are you? Are you finding everything you need and want? Is there anything we can do to make your stay better? And, these aren’t just questions I’m asking you,” she added, hurriedly. “We ask everyone.”

      I thought about Moody Marvin but decided not to mention him. Being escorted to my bungalow by him had not been fun. “Everything’s been great!” I fibbed.

      Tara’s smile brightened. “Wonderful! And if you don’t mind me asking, I was wondering, how long have you worked for the magazine?”

      I did my best to hide my gulp and thought fast. I didn’t want her calling the magazine to check up on my employment status with them. “Actually,” I said with an air of guilty confession, “I don’t technically work for them. I’m a freelance writer. I’ve contracted with them for this piece, and I’m hoping it’ll lead to a staff position, but I’m not there yet.”

      “Oh!  No need to explain. This economy’s hard. A girl’s gotta do what she’s got to do to get by.” She gave me a nudge with her arm as if to let me know I wasn’t alone. “Hopefully this article will push you over the top and land you a salaried position.”

      “Hopefully…”

      “Who else have you written for? Maybe I’ve read some of your work.”

      I wanted to avoid naming actual publications that she could call or look up online. I didn’t want her checking my credentials, so I focused on the types of stories I might’ve written. “I wrote an article about luxury jets and another article about European touring trains. You know, the old-timey ones where they make it a whole experience.”

      Tara’s eyes grew large with interest.

      “But before that, I wrote a series of articles on organic farming, homesteading, the tiny home movement, luxury RVs, and even rodeo clowns.”

      “Rodeo clowns!” she laughed. “Now they must have been an interesting group.”

      I laughed with her. “Not as interesting as being chased up a wall by an angry bull.” I was laying it on thick, I knew, but it was a good opportunity to build rapport and trust.

      Tara’s eyes went saucer-wide at my tale of danger. “No...”

      “Oh, yes. I couldn’t walk for a week after that.”

      Tara gasped as she grabbed my hand. Concern etched her face. “That’s awful! Did you end up in the hospital?”

      “Noo, I healed up. Just suffered my way through. No health insurance. Life of a freelancer and all that.”

      “That’s no good. Nobody should have to suffer through something like that. Do you still have pain from it?”

      I wasn’t sure but I thought I saw a hint up of hopefulness in her eyes again. It was a hope I decided to play on. It could lead me somewhere new.

      “Well, sometimes. Who doesn’t have some aches and pains?”

      She patted my hand. “People who get themselves taken care of, that’s who. I’m making you an appointment with Dr. Goldman.” I took a breath to speak, but she cut me off. “No, no… I won’t hear a word about it. All of this is included in your Bliss Package. No extra charges… for you, no charges at all.” She gave me a wink. “I’ll set up the appointment myself. You be sure to tell him everything you just told me.”

      She gave me another sympathetic pat on the hand just as a cell phone rang. It wasn’t mine, and she reached into her pocket and pulled out two, one with the picture of a little blond-haired boy on its cover and the other one plain and depersonalized. She answered the one with the little boy on it and shoved the other one back into her pocket.

      “I’ll make the appointment,” she whispered to me with her hand over the receiver before turning and making her way out of the alcove as she spoke into the phone. She nodded to people and patted shoulders as she went. She really was a hands-on director.

      Of course, she was likely in overdrive making the spa’s clients feel safe and welcome… given that one of them had their life cut short last night.

      “An appointment with Dr. Zach Goldman,” I whispered. That was one thing I could cross off my list of having to take care of myself.

      I glanced around for Ryan and spotted him on the far side talking with Ian. It wasn’t so much that Ryan was talking with Ian, it was more like Ryan had him cornered. Ian looked sheepish, like he’d rather be anywhere else, while Ryan looked like a bulldog obsessing over his prey.

      My feet started moving before I’d even given them permission to.
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      I wound my way through the tables over to where Ryan and Ian stood close together.

      Ryan fell quiet as soon as I got within earshot, and Ian looked at me like he had something to say.

      “What’s up?” I asked, trying to sound more lighthearted than I felt.

      “Ryan says we should leave, that we’re not safe staying here,” Ian said.

      I scoffed. “When are we ever safe working for a client?” I said, doing my best to make a joke of it.

      Ian gave me a wonky smile, but Ryan didn’t even bother with niceties.

      “I’m here doing a job,” Ryan said.

      “So are we,” I shot back, exasperated. We’d been through this. I didn’t want to go through it again.

      “No, not like you. I’m going home at the end of the day. I won’t be going to sleep in the middle of the lion’s den, pretending everything’s okay.” Ryan said, then pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. “I don’t know what I’m saying. We need to talk… Alone.” He shifted his glare to Ian.

      “I can go?” Ian asked, his previous frown transformed into a goofy smile.

      “Yeah... go,” Ryan said.

      Ian slapped his hands together and rubbed his palms. “French toast!” he exclaimed happily, smiling from ear to ear. He was oblivious to the dark anger emanating off of Ryan, and he didn’t waste a second worrying about me before sitting himself down in front of a waiting plate of food at a table some distance away. The man’s priorities were crystal clear and enviably simple.

      “Tiffany… I don’t even know where to begin. We need to talk.” He took a deep breath to dive into whatever he needed to say, but that was the very moment his attention shifted away from me. “What the…?”

      I caught the movement out of the corner of my eye and turned to look where Ryan was looking.

      Stone!

      “Does the guy have a tracking device on you?” Ryan growled and then quickly added, “No, don’t answer that. I don’t wanna know.”

      If Stone was aware of the tension between Ryan and me, he didn’t let it show on his implacable face as he approached.

      “Dimitrou,” Stone said, giving Ryan a nod before turning his full attention to me. “We need to talk.”

      “Yeah, buddy, she was already talking,” Ryan said in a low, warning voice with his hands on his hips. He was doing his best to stare Stone down, but that was a little like trying to intimidate a brick wall. You could stare all you wanted, but that didn’t mean the brick wall would ever notice or care.

      I had to think of something to say, fast, before Ryan decided to express his frustration at Stone’s materialization in a way that was a bit more hands-on.

      And yet, I couldn’t resist getting in a little jab of my own. Stone was a black ops sort of guy, literally. In a staring contest with danger, Stone never blinked.

      “Ryan was just telling me he didn’t like that Ian and I are staying at the spa while doing our investigation,” I said, feeling smug about my mid-argument recruitment of someone sure to side with me.

      Stone’s expression didn’t change. “That’s a terrible idea.”

      “Come again?” I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right. I couldn’t have. I was talking to a man who would have drunk snake venom after chewing on broken glass.

      Stone’s gaze took in our surroundings without flinching a muscle anywhere else on his body. “You’re behind enemy lines. That puts you at an extreme disadvantage. It’s risky, and if it can be avoided, should be.”

      I snapped my mouth closed where it had gone slack. Of all the times for Stone to agree with Ryan, I couldn’t believe he’d chosen this one.

      Ryan was gloating. The kind of gloating that comes with its own spotlights, neon signs, confetti cannons, and bullhorns. That kind of gloating. But it was gone in a flash when Stone once more said to me, “We need to talk.” He glanced at his watch. “My flight leaves in less than an hour, so I don’t have much time.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      Guilt strolled onto center stage in my head, pulled up a chair, and sat down with gusto. Not only was I ignoring my boyfriend’s request to talk to me alone in order to talk to some other man—alone—but that other man was Stone. Stone and I had history of sorts, and if Ryan didn’t outright know it, he suspected it.

      I followed Stone out of the breakfast alcove, and we stopped next to a small waterfall. It was smart, but then of course, this was Stone. It was unlikely that this particular spot was bugged. Any surveillance devices planted here would have to compete with the sound of the falling water.

      My nerves were ramping up higher with every second that passed. Stone had been going through a lot of stuff recently, stuff where people really, really wanted him dead. I was sure I was about to get bad news.

      Stone opened his mouth to speak, and I held my breath. “Are you sure he’s the right guy for you?”

      “What?” My breath blew out. Stone had just exploded my brain.

      “I asked if you were sure Dimitrou was the right guy for you,” he repeated, not backing down from his original question at all.

      Wow. I blinked. What was I supposed to say?

      Ryan’s the best boyfriend I’ve ever had?

      Ryan makes me happy?

      I still have feelings for you…

      That last wasn’t a question, but it was slapping the other two questions silly to get to the front of the line.

      I thought I’d gotten past wanting him. Lucky me, I was wrong, and all it had taken to show me that was one tiny little question from him.

      “Stone…” I let the silence stretch out between us while my heart did its best to silently rend itself in two.

      “Yeah, it’s okay. I get it. I’ll back off.”

      That didn’t make me any happier.

      “Where’re you heading?” I asked. We needed the change in subject.

      “DC.”

      Sweat began to bead on my forehead as my heart sped up. “So this is it? It’s time?” I swallowed, but it was more like a gulp. DC could very well be the end of the line for Stone, and I wondered if I’d ever see him again. “What happens now?”

      “I hand over the evidence. Talk to some people.”

      In other words, this was it. Stone needed to prove to the CIA once and for all that he was innocent, that he could live as an innocent man. That he no longer needed to stay underground. “And then?”

      Stone shrugged. “I come back or I don’t. Either way, things’ll be done.”

      I cleared my throat in an effort to release some of the emotions clogging it up. Then I laughed, small and nervous. Then it was back to gulping.

      I couldn’t not see Stone ever again. That wasn’t allowed. He had to be in my life. I wanted to tell him not to go, but I couldn’t. He had to go. I understood that, but I didn’t like it. Not at all.

      “You not coming back isn’t an option,” I finally said. “So what are you going to do when you make it back?”

      Stone stared at me long enough to make me fidget before he said, “Work on putting my life back together—all of it.” His eyes never flicked away from me, and I fidgeted some more.

      I’d never been an integral part of Stone’s life, but I couldn’t help reading between the lines and thinking that that was what he was now saying he wanted. His timing really sucked. Facing death was not the primo moment the movies made it out to be for confessing one’s intentions toward another.

      The silence between us dragged on uncomfortably long until Stone filled it by saying, “I meant what I said. It’s not safe for you here.” The tips of his fingers captured mine. “I won’t be here to protect you.” It was him who now seemed torn.

      “Stone, I don’t need protecting,” I countered with the fakest, shakiest smile in the history of my life.

      Stone’s answering smile seemed genuine. “You always need protecting.” And before I had a chance to protest, he leaned forward and planted a single kiss on my temple before turning and walking away.

      I wanted to call him back, but I didn’t. I can’t say why other than I knew Stone had to do it, to face dying in order to move on and earn the chance to live.

      I swiped a tear off my cheek and turned away in time to see Ryan leaving the breakfast alcove at a pace fast enough to make a speed-walker hustle to keep up. He shot me a sidelong glare, but didn’t slow and didn’t detour to come over to me. Instead, he was burning up the distance between him and Stone.

      “Oh, snap,” I whispered. My heart’s quick flutter took that moment to imitate a neurotic butterfly. “Get it together,” I whispered.

      I had things to do. People were counting on me. Mary Bilford was facing an almost certain conviction. She was at risk of losing everything good she’d worked to create in her life—all that she knew, valued, and loved. The cops didn’t believe in her innocence, but I did.

      Something was amiss in paradise, and I was here to prove it.

      I had to find Ian. It was time to strategize.
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      I finally got the chance to collect my breakfast plate and sit down with Ian. The chef had made me poached quail eggs, asparagus, prosciutto-wrapped melon, and a few silver dollar sourdough pancakes dripping with creamed maple syrup. I was in heaven, yet I mentally kicked myself. I should have asked for a special one-of-a-kind cupcake!

      Next time, I promised myself.

      “What did you and Stone talk about?” Ian asked as soon as I’d pulled out the chair next to his and sat down. He had one brow raised and laughter in his eyes.

      “Nothing worth repeating,” I lied.

      The truth was I didn’t want to talk about it. If I talked about it, I’d worry about it. Worrying about Stone would distract me, and being distracted could get me killed. It’d be an awful shame for Stone to live, only to come back to Vegas to learn that I’d died.

      “I want you to be careful about what you say and where you say it,” I warned Ian.

      “Don’t you mean to who I say it?”

      “No, where…” I shoved an entire pancake in my mouth and chewed, trying not to moan with pleasure and failing miserably. Why did I have to love carbs so much? I swallowed the heavenly pancake and then said, “I think the spa has bugs.”

      Ian gasped and jerked, lifting his feet off the ground as he twisted in his seat to look all around him.

      “I don’t mean bug bugs, you dummy,” I hissed. “I’m talking about surveillance devices.”

      “Oh…” Ian got a goofy smile on his face as he sagged in relief. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      “I did… Sort of… I was getting to it… Anyway. Be careful where you say stuff because there could be somebody listening. It could blow our cover.”

      “But couldn’t you be blowing our cover now?” he asked.

      He was right; I could be blowing our cover by telling him—but I still had to tell him. He was in just as much danger as me. I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t warn him and then someone offed him.

      But rather than get into all of that, I simply shrugged. “Have you found anything out yet?” I asked, then took a bite of the prosciutto-wrapped melon. I melted. It was divine. I was never going to eat melon on its own ever again.

      “No,” Ian answered, “but I do have a date!”

      “A date? Already?” Despite his reddish-orange hair and chubby physique, the man was always finding girls to date. I suspected it might have something to do with his trust fund. “We’re not here for your love life,” I chided, but it fell on deaf ears.

      “I’m doing it for the case... for us,” Ian argued.

      Sure he was…

      “Who’s the date with?”

      “Sally, the woman who showed me to my bungalow.”

      My eyes bulged and I choked on a quail egg. “You mean the girl who showed you to your bungalow? Is she even old enough to date? Did you call up her dad and ask permission?”

      “I’ll have you know she’s almost twenty,” Ian said defensively.

      “You mean almost twenty in the way that seventeen is almost twenty?” I wasn’t buying it. That girl had a curfew somewhere.

      “No, as in turning twenty in two and a half months. But enough about me, I want to hear about you.”

      “Me?” I didn’t know what I had to do with anything. We were here to solve a murder, nothing else.

      “I saw the way Stone was looking at you before the two of you ran off together…  and the way you were looking back at Stone.”

      His accusation made me choke on a bite of asparagus. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I claimed. “Stone and I are just friends, and that’s all we’ve ever been.”

      “Yeah? Is that the line you’re gonna feed Ryan?”

      I pointed a finger at Ian and opened my mouth to let loose with a retort that would most likely have him sulking at me for the next week. But at that very moment, a perky, way too happy young woman holding a clipboard planted herself in front of our table.

      “Tiffany Black?”

      “Yes?” There wasn’t any point in denying it.

      “Great!” She smiled so hard it made my cheeks hurt. “Thank goodness I finally found you. We’re late for your first appointment!”

      “Late?” That was the first I was hearing of this. I hadn’t even had a chance to look over the spa’s numerous brochures regarding my options.

      “Yes, Tara, our director of operations, wants to make sure you have the chance to experience the best we have to offer. She’s even assigned me as your very own personal Spa Ambassador. My name’s Nancy.”

      She held her hand out in front of her, waiting for me to take it even though I spent several heartbeats simply staring at it. Finally, I reached out and shook her hand, but that turned out to be a huge mistake.

      As soon as her fingers wrapped themselves around my hand, she was pulling me up out of my seat and away from my once-in-a-lifetime chef’s choice breakfast. When was I ever going to get the chance to eat perfectly poached quail eggs again? Even my stomach growled its unhappiness from being dragged before I was done.

      “Come on,” Nancy said. “We’ve got to hurry. Petra is in very high demand, but she’s managed to fit you.” Nancy was already walking, dragging me along, before the last words even left her mouth.

      I glanced back hopelessly at Ian, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was joyfully sliding my unfinished plate in front of himself. The traitor.

      Here I was being dragged off to what could be my death—but at least Ian would have a good breakfast…
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      “Wait a minute. Let’s talk about this,” I said as I held my hands up in front of me. “It doesn’t have to be this way. You don’t have to do this.” I was standing stark naked at the end of a narrowing concrete tunnel. Below me was a steel grill drain.

      “It’ll be fast, I promise,” said a woman with a maniacal gleam in her eye and a slightly crazed smile dancing on her lips. In front of her stood a metal contraption of sorts into which was hooked a water hose.

      “You’re going to love it,” Nancy, my spa ambassador, chirped. She was smiling too, but hers was more of an insane zealot’s smile rather than the other woman’s psychopathic grin.

      I waved my hands in front of me with the words that I was out, that I quit, on my lips.

      “Be sure to hold your arms wide. Don’t cover yourself,” Nancy said just as the other woman flipped a lever.

      Freezing, ice-cube cold water slammed into me, sending me reeling back several steps. I turned this way and that, but there was no escaping it. The intense pounding went everywhere I did.

      “It improves circulation, collagen production, all-over muscle tone, and aids in the cleansing of your lymphatic system,” the small crazy woman yelled through a bullhorn.

      It sounded like bunk to me. All I knew was that she was a straight up sadist. She was enjoying pulverizing me way too much, and if I got the chance, I was going to pour ten boxes of Jell-O into her toilet bowl before slipping her a mega dose of Ex-Lax.

      By the time they turned off the hose, my body felt like Raggedy Ann, limp and boneless.

      I was still disoriented when Nancy threw a terrycloth robe around my shoulders. She took me by the hand, dragged me out of the hose room and into the bright sunlight, down a short path covered with a manmade jungle, and into another room. Before I realized what was even happening to me, I found myself stark naked again.

      There wasn’t a hose this time. There was just a huge glass-walled standing tub, and I was up to my neck in water. But I wasn’t in there alone...

      “Oh my God... Oh my God!” I screeched. “There’s something in here with me!” I did a little underwater dance trying to fend off whatever I was sharing the space with.

      “Of course there is, silly,” Nancy laughed. “It’s the Garra rufa.”

      “The what-a, what-a?” I asked, trying not to let my panic get the best of me.

      “The Garra rufa. They’re little fish, and they eat allll the dead skin off your body.” Her zealot grin was back.

      The woman had fed me to fish. I was literally fish food.

      I’d hurt her. I’d shave off all her hair. I’d do something!

      Instead, I squealed and clenched down tight. “No! Not there… Not there!”

      After the fish had finished eating a half a pound of dead skin off my body, Nancy had me draped in a robe again, dragging me through obscure little paths until she once again had me in a room naked. This time at least I wasn’t in water. I was lying face down on a massage table. Finally, a treatment I could enjoy.

      The room was dimly lit. A waterfall burbled nearby, and the most calming aroma I’d ever experienced filled the air. I hadn’t enjoyed the previous two spa treatments, but I had to admit that I’d never felt more relaxed in my entire life. My skin was soft and glowing, and I felt somehow new and fresh.

      I quickly sank into an easy, blissful sleep.

      “Who do we have here?” The question was asked by a deep tenor, and it filled the entirety of the dimly lit room.

      My eyes popped open as I pictured my bare butt with its little dimples of cellulite. I had not signed up to show some strange man my bare butt, thank you very much. The other treatments had been bad enough, but a girl still needed her dignity.

      “You’re going to love this,” Nancy whispered reverently into to my ear. “Ed is one of the premiere rolfers in the world!” She patted my shoulder. “I’ll be right outside, give you some privacy.”

      Now she gives me privacy?

      She’d dragged me naked all over the spa and shoved me in front of women to be tortured, but now that she’d delivered me naked to a small, secluded room with a man… she was going to give me privacy!

      I had a mind to go through with writing a spa review after all.

      I’d pull every string I could to get the thing published somewhere. I wouldn’t even stop at blackmail, as long as the whole world got to hear about what a terrible, horrible place Spa Renauld was!

      The small room flooded with light as Nancy opened the door leading outside, and my heart sank when I heard it click shut behind her.

      “Okay, let’s get started,” the unseen man’s deep voice said, again filling the room. A warm towel was put over my backside before I heard him crack his knuckles, followed by the warmth of his touch.

      The words “this isn’t gonna happen” were on my lips for all of two seconds before how good his touch felt reached my brain. My body melted… for a few minutes, anyway. That’s how long it took to get to the pain part of the session.

      Mr. Tenor found a spot an inch below my left shoulder blade. “Mmmm,” he said, appraisingly. What he did next felt good at first but quickly shifted over into discomfort. “Yep, that’s the place. You’re holding something there that needs letting go.”

      In under sixty seconds flat, he had me sobbing like a little baby.

      I don’t know what he did; it hurt but not that much. He repositioned my arm, pressed on the spot, and then a flood of emotions came welling up. It was as though that particular spot was the switch to my emotional floodgates.

      He worked me over from head to foot after that. It must’ve been at least two hours. I stopped caring that I was mostly naked about ten minutes in.

      He pushed and pulled and moved me into this and that position as he made my body do things it didn’t want to do. A few times, I was pretty sure that he was hellbent on dislocating some part of me from the rest of me, but when he was done, I swear, I think I might have been a whole inch taller.

      To her credit, when Nancy came back for me, it was with a very stylish, old-fashioned wooden wheelchair. This was a good thing, because I wasn’t sure my legs had any strength left with which to carry me.

      “You snuggle right in,” Nancy said as she wrapped an exquisitely soft blanket around me.

      We went back outside but didn’t make it into the harsh sunlight. Instead, she took an immediate left down a path I hadn’t even noticed and wheeled me into a softly lit stone building that smelled of earth. There, she parked the wheelchair next to a rectangular cement tub.

      The tub was full of what looked like mud and had a connected partnering tub, which was empty, save for the mud.

      I didn’t complain or struggle against her when Nancy unwrapped me from the blanket, stood me up, and presented a stepping stool for me to climb into the vat of mud. As far as I was concerned, as long as she left me alone and let me lie in peace, she could have laid me down on a bed of broken glass.

      I was done. Spent. A baby could have beaten me at arm wrestling.

      “Wiggle in,” Nancy instructed.

      The mud was much thicker than it looked. It slowly gave way around me: very, very slowly. Nancy had to pile armfuls of the warm, thick, wet earth over the tops of my various parts to help the process along. She didn’t stop until I was covered all the way up to my neck.

      As for my head, it was lying on a perfectly supportive blow-up pillow that was somehow tasteful and not tacky.

      The warm, silky mud felt as good to my tired and worn out body as the bed had that morning. Suffice to say that if Nancy had started out my day by planting me in a great big tub of warm mud, I would’ve had endless complaints and misgivings about it, but now I loved it.

      I didn’t want to move. I wanted to stay right where I was for as long as possible, and if she told me I had to get immediately back out, I think I might’ve started crying again.

      But there was no way I’d admit to Nancy how good it felt. No way. Not if my life depended on it. I wasn’t done sulking about everything the spa zealot had put me through. But she didn’t ask me how I liked it, so she saved me from having to lie. I guessed that possibly made us even. Maybe...

      “You rest,” Nancy softly said with a gentle smile.

      It was still too early to call, but there was a chance that Nancy wasn’t even horrible. Again, it was a very big maybe...

      She was gone a moment later, and I sighed with relief, able to truly relax for the first time. I let the mud’s warmth radiate into the deepest parts of my body. Finally, heaven.

      The sucking sound of mud being shifted pulled me back out of my state of blissful oblivion and forced me to open one eye. The sound had come from the mud vat next to mine.

      I didn’t care enough to move, but I forced my body into motion anyway, twisting my neck so that I could peer into the tub next to me.

      There, the outline of a mud-covered corpse began to take shape.
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      A scream got trapped in my throat as I twisted, reaching for my tub’s edge. I pulled with all my strength to free myself from the mud, but the thick, wet earth had created a full body suction cup. I couldn’t break free. All the while I couldn’t get my eyes to move away from the lifeless body next to me, and terror chilled me to the bone when I saw its mud encrusted hand twitch.

      That scream that had been trapped in my throat poised itself to be heard by every single living soul within the boundaries of Las Vegas when that twitching hand shot out with viper speed to wrapped itself around my arm.

      “My apologies!” the corpse said right before it chuckled. It was the voice of a man.

      I didn’t know whether or not to believe my ears, and I continued to try to pull loose of the mud.

      “I hadn’t meant to startle you,” it went on. “Our overseers will only let us spend so long in these tubs, and I wanted to stay a little longer, so I sank myself down to hide from being seen and made to leave.”

      As I stared into the talking mass of mud that had now sat itself slightly up, I forced myself to see the man beneath the mire.

      “You’re really not a dead person?” I asked with my fingers still clenched to the edge of the tub.

      My strange companion chuckled again. “No, I promise.” His hand slipped away from my arm and nestled itself once more beneath the surface of the mud in his own tub, completely disappearing once more. It was a nice trick. “Where are my manners?” he went on. “I’m Harry Welling.”

      His hand appeared above the mud again and reached across to me in an offer to shake, but I was too stunned to take it. I was looking at Gina Welling’s ex-husband, a man who was very possibly her killer.

      I settled back into my own tub and did nothing to mask my awe-filled curiosity. “You’re the husband of the woman who was killed last night.”

      Even beneath the thin layer of mud that was slowly drying on his face, I could see his good-natured smile fade away.

      “You shouldn’t talk about things you know nothing about,” he snapped, before closing his eyes and leaning his head back against his tub’s edge. He didn’t have a pillow. I guessed it would have given his occupancy away.

      “But I wasn’t talking about anything, not really,” I said in response to his chastisement. “I was making a statement. You were Gina Welling’s husband.”

      His eyes opened again to glare at me. “This is absurd. I’m hiding, don’t you get it? Trying to get away from people like you.”

      “People with inquiring minds who want to know?”

      “People to whom the truth is of no consequence or importance.”

      I wondered how hard I could push before he lost it and went full-blown psycho maniac. I decided to find out—maybe not the smartest thing to do, but when had that ever stopped me. “It’s natural for people to wonder. They want to know if they’re in the company of a cold-blooded killer.”

      “That’s it! I’m leaving. You can have the place to yourself.” He reached for the edge of his own tub but didn’t have any more luck pulling himself free of the heavy wet earth than I had.

      Finally, he gave up and settled back into the vat’s contents where it reclaimed whatever hold on him it had lost during his attempted escape. After a moment of silence with his eyes closed, he said, “I didn’t kill her. I was with somebody else last night. And,” he said opening his eyes and twisting his head to look at me, “she was not my wife. She was my ex-wife.”

      I had him. He couldn’t go anywhere. He might as well have been duct taped to a chair in a basement. I could question him all I liked, and he couldn’t do anything to stop me. Whether or not he answered was up to him.

      “Are you telling me that you scheduled a spa vacation for yourself at the same time and same place that your ex-wife was having her spa vacation? Coincidental much?”

      Harry grunted. It wasn’t a confession of any wrongdoing, but it wasn’t a denial either.

      “Were you still in love with her?” I asked. “I could understand it then. Were you hoping to win her back? But if that was the case, why would you have been with somebody else last night?” I watched his reaction with each and every question, waiting for his eyes to tell me when I had landed on something close to the truth.

      Harry grunted again but otherwise remained silent and still.

      I continued to push. “Or maybe you planned this all out, way in advance. Maybe you decided to kill her here where there would be plenty of other people who could have done it—while you made sure you had a perfect excuse for why you couldn’t have done it.”

      “I’m telling you,” he growled, “I did not kill Gina.”

      It was the first time he’d used her name. I studied his face, looking for a hint that he’d suffered an emotional loss. I couldn’t find one. If he was grieving, I didn’t see it.

      “Then why are you here, Harry?” Why now and why in this place?”

      He cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably. He looked like he wanted to bolt again, but we both knew he wouldn’t have any luck with that.

      I’d almost given up on him answering when he said, “When Gina and I got married, I was a silly fool in love. Stupid, naïve, an idiot. I gave her shares in my company… It was a mistake. Coming here while she was here gave me the chance to talk to her without either of our lawyers getting involved. That’s all I’d wanted. Just to talk.”

      “That’s not all you wanted,” I challenged. “You were stalking her. She had something of yours you wanted back.”

      “I was not stalking her,” Harry fired back, indignant. “And I did not want anything back.”

      I stared at him, disbelief written all over my face.

      “I’m telling the truth,” he said. “I never asked for the shares back.”

      “Then what did you do?”

      He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I offered her more shares.”

      I released of bark of laughter that said I wouldn’t believe that story in a million years.

      “It’s true. I offered her more shares,” Harry said again, emphatically.

      “That doesn’t even make sense. You regretted giving her the shares when you got married, so you offered her more shares?”

      “Gina was a shrewd woman. There was no way I was getting the shares back from her. The company’s doing well, and she knew it wouldn’t be in her best interest to give them back.”

      “So…? How did giving her more shares help you?”

      He shrugged. “I wanted her voting rights. I offered her additional shares in exchange for her voting rights. It was a good deal.”

      “Did she take it?”

      Harry fell silent but eventually answered. “She was thinking about it.”

      “What about now that she’s… gone? Who gets her shares now?”

      Harry shifted uncomfortably again and once more cleared his throat. I waited patiently, and eventually he told me what he was holding back. “I talked to my lawyer this morning. Gina never got around to changing her will.” He took a deep breath, then blew it out. “The stocks are coming back to me. They’re mine.”

      Sounded to me like Harry had an excellent motive. Maybe too good? Too obvious? If I had a great big huge money trail leading back to me—not to mention a history of an intense relationship—would I want to knock that person off?

      But maybe it’d been a crime of passion. Maybe Gina had laughed in his face when he’d made his offer.

      Maybe—just like I’d tried to do—she’d pushed him too far…
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      It’s amazing what a nap, a shower, and a nap—in that order—can do for a person. By the time I had to go meet Ian for dinner, I felt almost human again.

      Dinner was once more at an outside venue, but it wasn’t in the same alcove where breakfast had been. Regardless, the location wasn’t hard to find. All I had to do was follow my ears, nose, and eyes. The soft sound of music coupled with the murmur of happy voices and a soft glow of light drew me ever closer to its center, like a moth.

      Ian had texted me to meet him, and when I arrived I found that he was already there. Unlike the small, intimate tables provided in the breakfast alcove, the dinner tables were roomy and encouraged socializing amongst the spa’s clientele.

      Ian waved when he spotted me. He was sitting at a table with three other couples. The thought that they would mistake my association with Ian as romantic made me a little queasy, but I vowed to set any hasty assumptions straight at the first opportunity I got.

      When I approached the table, all the men stood as I prepared to sit, even Ian, although he only jumped to his feet after seeing the other men do so.

      “Hi, everyone,” I said as I sat down. I could best describe the man next to me as a silver-haired fox, and his suave attention outshone the others when he stepped behind me to assist in scooting my chair in. Women’s lib be damned. I liked the extra TLC.

      There was a collective murmur of hellos as I settled myself and the Silver Fox sat back down.

      I assumed that the woman next to him was his wife. She looked to be in her late 50s with flawless skin and thick dark hair. She was also sporting a couple of black eyes and bandaging across her nose which made her look as though she might be related to the rodent family.

      It couldn’t have been comfortable, but she seemed to have an unease about her that went beyond the swelling and bruising that decorated her face. She repeatedly lifted a hand to touch delicate fingertips to the bandaging.

      Hating to ask the obvious, I said, “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, of course,” she answered with a bashfully self-aware smile.

      “Is it your first time getting plastic surgery?” It wasn’t a question I would have normally been so bold to ask, but we were sitting in a small retreat with a world-renowned reputation for its surgical expertise. If you couldn’t talk about it here, I didn’t know where you could.

      “It is… It was. I kept getting older and my nose kept getting bigger, so I finally decided to do something about it.” Those were her words, but I seemed to pick up some regrets in her expression.

      “Are you having second thoughts?” I was determined to get to the source of her concern.

      “Oh, no! I definitely wanted to get it done… And would have even if I hadn’t gotten it done here, it’s just that…” She shrugged, as if that would fill in the blanks left in her unfinished sentence.

      I let the silence drag out a moment before prompting, “It’s just that…?”

      “Well…” She flashed an uncertain glance at her husband, and he stretched a reassuring arm over her shoulders as he leaned back in his chair. It seemed to be what she needed to continue. “It’s just that after what happened to that poor woman…”

      “The woman who died last night?” I avoided using the word murdered.

      “Yes, her. She’d gotten rhinoplasty, too, but she wasn’t happy with the results. She’d been talking to everyone about it.” Guilt flashed across her face. “At the time I wished she’d just shut up about it—and well, now she has been shut up about it.”

      My brows went up. “You think she was killed to stop her complaining?” I truly hadn’t expected anyone to come right out and say such a thing.

      “It makes sense to me,” the woman sitting next to Mrs. Silver Fox said emphatically. She was a dark-skinned beauty with naturally curly hair that fell in tight ringlets around her pleasantly plump face. She had a youthful glow and vitality about her without being especially youthful.

      The man sitting next to her was of slight build with dark soulful eyes. If I had to guess his heritage, I would say Ecuadorian, and he carried the air of an accountant.

      “I’m Samantha,” the youthful-glow lady said, “and this is my husband, Manny.”

      Neither one of them looked as though they’d had any surgical work performed on them.

      “What are you having done?” Ian asked with mortifying enthusiasm.

      “Oh, honey, you couldn’t pay me to let that butcher they’ve got working here touch me. Have you seen the reviews on him?”

      “Dr. Goldman?” I asked, just to make sure she was talking about the person I thought she was.

      “There’s nobody else. He’s the only surgeon this place has working for them,” she said.

      I had seen the reviews on Dr. Goldman. I’d looked them up online predawn this morning before heading to the spa to check in. I’d read everything available on the spa’s website, and I hadn’t seen any negative reviews on Dr. Goldman. They’d all been beyond glowing.

      “What did the reviews say?” I asked.

      “Here, you can read them for yourself.” Samantha pulled out her cell phone, spent a minute tapping on its face, and then passed it over to me. The website she’d pulled up was not the spa’s website. It was a different one dedicated to the review of plastic surgeons worldwide. She’d navigated the website so that Dr. Zach Goldman’s profile was already up. He was ranked as having 4.7 stars with over six thousand reviews.

      “I don’t know. This looks pretty impressive.”

      “Scroll down,” she instructed. “Look at his most recent reviews.”

      I did as she said and immediately ran into one and two-star scathing reviews. Because of the large number of earlier positive reviews, Dr. Goldman’s overall star rating was still very, very high despite the horrible reviews he’d been getting lately. My eyes went wide when I read one account where a woman claimed to have had to work with two other surgeons to undo the damage done by Dr. Goldman’s original surgery.

      “These are awful,” I said as I passed Samantha’s phone back to her.

      “I know!” Samantha said.

      Mrs. Silver Fox’s fingers once more came up to touch the bandages on her nose. I couldn’t help but feel bad for her. It had to be excruciatingly difficult to wait to see if her plastic surgery had been botched like so many others.

      “I don’t actually think they killed Gina because she was complaining about the results of her nose job,” Mrs. Silver Fox said before clearing her throat. “I think she was killed because they legitimately—as in medical negligence—messed up her surgery and rather than risk further damage to their reputation, they killed her.”

      Ian spoke up. “Isn’t that the same thing as them killing her because she was complaining?”

      “No, I doubt they cared whether she liked the results or not. I think them killing her was all about saving face, if you know what I mean. Maybe they left a hole inside or something. I don’t know. But I do think they killed her because they messed up in a way that was medical and not just opinion based.”

      “Are you concerned for your safety?” I asked. I wondered what she was still doing here. Her recovery didn’t look life-threatening. She could have walked out of the spa’s front doors at any time.

      It was Mr. Silver Fox’s turn to speak up. “I don’t think they killed Gina because she was complaining, or to protect themselves from some sort of medical malfeasance. That just wouldn’t add up. My wife is far from the only person here recovering from plastic surgery, yet nobody else has turned up dead. I think Gina was killed for some other reason.”

      I looked around and did see a lot of bandages. A lot of people were recovering from surgery. A lot of living people. Mr. Silver Fox’s logic made sense—a lot of sense.

      The female half of the third couple at the table spoke for the first time. She was tall, blonde and beautiful, and if she were here to change anything about her body, then she needed to go to a shrink. She could have easily been a runway model. “I think she was having an affair with Tara,” she said with a thick Texas drawl.

      The man with her looked as though he had stepped straight out of a Nerds-R-Us Magazine, complete with black-rimmed glasses and awkwardly parted, unruly hair. He didn’t say anything about his companion’s comment, but he nodded sagely as if he were a person in the know.

      “Why do you say that?” Ian asked with overly enthusiastic interest as he sat forward in his seat. “Did you see them kissing?”

      I wanted to jab him in the ribs and crawl under the table with embarrassment. Instead, I laughed and waved my hand dismissively. “My brother’s such a kidder.”

      “No! I really want to know.”

      Glancing at the other men at the table, it looked like they wanted to know, too.

      “Noooo,” the Texas beauty admitted. “It was only a vibe, really. An angry glance here, delayed exits there. It was the little things, you know?”

      So, I had one vote that Gina was killed in order to cover up medical malfeasance and another vote that Gina had been killed in a fit of jealousy.

      “No, no, no,” Manny said, speaking up for the first time. “I think the woman killed herself.”

      I blinked. Given what I knew about the situation, I couldn’t imagine how Manny had come to that conclusion. “What makes you think so?” I asked.

      “It was that ex-husband of hers, Harry. That’s what makes me think it. I say their marriage ended, Gina was bitter, and she wanted to ruin her ex-husband’s life the way he did hers. So, she killed herself and staged it to look like a murder so that her husband would spend the rest of his days behind bars.”

      I blinked again. His theory had so many holes in it. Yet Manny seemed completely sure of himself.

      He shrugged. “I know that’s what I would do if Sam ever left me,” he said, lifting his wife’s hand to his lips.

      “Awwww,” Samantha cooed as she reached over to hold his face and kiss him. She was wearing a silly grin, and they looked at each other like high school sweethearts over the moon in love.

      I could never understand some people’s relationships. Manny’s unfettered devotion would’ve sent me screaming all the way to the police station, but their reaction to each other did give Manny’s theory more weight. Maybe in a way he was right, and Gina was killed because of some unrequited love that had become so twisted it preferred her dead over the prospect of her loving someone else.

      According to Mary, there had been a someone else—hunky Jasper, male nurse. I hadn’t laid eyes on him yet, but he was at the top of my short list of people to talk to.

      The dinner’s conversation flowed from one topic to the next. I tried to bring it back around to Gina once or twice but a couple of awkward silences eventually told me that I needed to let it go.

      I stood to leave a few minutes after the dessert plates had been served. I’d eaten half of the berry-topped angel food cake and Ian had scarfed down the whole of his dessert in three jaw dislocating bites. He jumped to his feet at the same time that I stood. He’d been glancing at his phone every other minute for the last half hour.

      “It was nice meeting you all,” I said to the group, but Ian was too absorbed in his phone to even offer a polite goodbye.

      He trotted alongside me as I left the dining area and eagerly asked, “How do I look? Do I look okay?”

      I couldn’t understand why he was worrying so much about his appearance, and then I remembered. “You’ve got that date with that high school student.”

      Ian’s expression soured. “I told you. She’s almost twenty.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why are you worried about how you look? Aren’t you just trying to get her to give you information about what happened last night?”

      Ian mumbled as his gaze fell away to the side.

      “You like her!” It came out like a gleeful accusation, a tad harsher than I’d intended.

      “No, I don’t!” Ian shot back. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      But when his cell phone buzzed, he had it in front of his face so fast that the movement was a blur. As he read the incoming message, his eyes got wide and his smile got big. “I’ve gotta go.” He turned to leave as if ready to bolt but then stopped and turned back. “Want me to walk you to your bungalow? Be your bodyguard?”

      He was literally leaning away from me as he made the offer, barely stopping himself from running off to whatever little private nook he and Sally planned to meet.

      “That’s okay,” I said trying not to laugh.

      It was hard not to envy how happy he could get. New beginnings always seemed to be his favorite time in a relationship, and I decided not to do anything to try to steal that happiness away from him.

      Ian was gone in a flash. I hadn’t known he could move that fast.

      As for me, I started the solitary walk back to my bungalow. It was uneventful at first… Okay, it was uneventful the entire way but not completely solitary, because halfway there I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching me. I kept turning to look around but never spotted anyone—until a low, dark figure separated itself from the path-lining brush.

      I nearly fainted with relief when that figure grew a wagging tail.

      “Bridget, is that you? C’mere, girl!”

      The shaggy figure stepped into the light and was either Bridget or Bridget’s twin sister, assuming she had one. She snuffed at my hands and rubbed her head against my thigh while her tail wagged in a wider and wider arc.

      “You want to come home with me tonight?” I asked.

      Bridget answered with a snorting sneeze that I took as a yes, and it was my turn to grin like a silly loon as we made our way to my bungalow.

      I unlocked the door, and Bridget ran inside and made a graceful leap onto the bed. I shut the door behind me and automatically locked it and threw the security bar closed for good measure before joining Bridget on the bed.

      She rolled onto her back and demanded belly rubs, and I dutifully complied.

      But then, I thought I heard something.

      I glanced up at the door, and with an ever so slight turn, my bungalow’s front door doorknob moved.

      My hand froze and my heart stopped. The doorknob gave a minuscule turn, first one way and then the other.

      I forgot to breathe and the edges of my vision dimmed.

      All the warnings Ryan and Stone had made about being vulnerable and on the killer’s turf came flooding back.

      Bridget twisted and rose to her feet, before letting loose with a bark loud enough and close enough to make my ears ring.

      The door handle stopped moving, and I patted Bridget’s side. “You tell ‘em, girl,” I whispered, barely able to get the words out.

      Bridget sat down and leaned against me but never shifted her gaze away from the bungalow’s front door.

      I had my new best friend. Ian could consider himself officially replaced.
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      I woke up on the floor in front of a heavy chair that I’d pushed against the bungalow’s front door. Bridget was curled up in the comfy, cozy chair.

      I eyeballed the bed from where I laid and whimpered. It wasn’t fair. Life had put the most amazing bed I’d ever experienced within my reach, and I’d had to opt to sleep on the cold hard floor instead.

      I stretched and groaned, and Bridget stretched and yawned before jumping down and using her tongue to give me her version of a morning bath. I followed up with the kind I preferred, standing in a shower stall with eight showerheads blasting at me from every direction imaginable.

      My phone had gone dead, but I plugged it in and let it charge while I finished getting ready for my day. It buzzed, chirped, and chimed for a whole minute as various messages uploaded into its electronic synapses. I scrolled through them, listening or reading as needed.

      Mary had left a crying, drunken rant declaring her innocence and demanding to know why I hadn’t already cleared her name. That message was followed by three more apologizing and begging me not to drop her as a client.

      There was a message from Tara letting me know what time my appointment was with Dr. Goldman, and there was a text from Ian letting me know he was headed to the breakfast nook.

      I texted Ian and let him know that I was on my way. I then looked down at my faithful all-night companion.

      “What do you eat? Do I need to feed you?” I asked Bridget as we headed for the front door, but I didn’t need to worry. Bridget was all happy and waggy-tailed until I got the door cracked open, and then she was a giant wiggle worm crashing through the small space.

      Once outside and free, she bounded across the spa’s inner compound with a speed and determination that unexpectedly hurt my feelings.

      “You snore,” I called after her. “And your breath smells funny.”

      Sadly, the flimsy insults didn’t make me feel any better, and it was clear she didn’t care.

      It was an easy, leisurely walk to the breakfast alcove, and my spirits were lifted by the time I got there. I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of my spa ambassador, and that was enough to put a skip in my step… until I got to the breakfast alcove and saw that Ian had already gotten me a plate.

      I frowned and stared at it as I sat down next to him. “What’s this?”

      “Your breakfast!” Ian beamed, obviously proud of himself.

      “Okay, but what is it?”

      “They didn’t have any cupcakes so I had them make you some really thick pancakes and stack them on top of each other.”

      My frown deepened. “And all this… stuff on it?”

      Ian’s smile brightened even more. “Cereal! I wasn’t sure which was your favorite, so I had them crunch a whole bunch of different kinds up and they folded that into some icing for your cup—pancake.”

      I glanced over at the line of chefs standing behind the preparation table. The middle one was purposely looking away and his face was flushed red with what I hoped was embarrassment.

      I swallowed hard as I refocused on my breakfast plate. Picking up a knife and fork, I cut a wedge to discover a surprise of fresh berries stuffed between the layers.

      “Hey, why’d they do that?” Ian complained, crestfallen. “They ruined it!”

      I took a bite and then made a noise of surprise. The cup-pancake was actually good!

      “How did last night go? Did you find anything out?” I asked after swallowing.

      Ian’s eyes instantly turned dreamy. He sighed and sank down into himself with his chin propped in his hand.

      “Ian?” I seemed to have lost him. He’d gone somewhere else.

      “It was great,” he said with a silly smile pulling at his lips.

      “Ian, I didn’t ask how it was. I asked what you learned.”

      “Hmmm?” He asked, perking up. I’d managed to regain an ounce of his attention.

      “What you learned, Ian… about Gina, the woman killed barely one day ago?”

      “Oh, yeah! Her. No, I didn’t learn anything.”

      I wanted to bang my forehead against the table. Instead, I stuffed my mouth full with another bite of the concoction Ian had made for me and closed my eyes to savor the strange goodness of it.

      Words drifted into my awareness. Someone nearby was having a snarky good time talking about Gina and some man making eyes at each other.

      “There you are!” chirped a bright, enthusiastic voice.

      It was the voice of a zealot, and it had picked the worst time possible to interject itself into my consciousness. All other voices were shoved aside, but somehow the muddled name of Harry managed to work its way through. There was only one Harry that I knew of, that of Gina Welling’s ex-husband.

      I allowed one eye and one eye only to pop open and glare at my new arch nemesis. I was determined to allow the other half of my brain to continue enjoying my breakfast.

      “I’m not here. You didn’t find me,” I said around a mouthful of food.

      “Ohhhh, you silly.” Nancy’s laughter was like high-pitched wind chimes and made me wish for duct tape so I could shut her up. She was more terrible than a sadist. She was a sadist who thought she was a saint. Those were the worst.

      “I’m going to stay here this morning, just follow my nose around and take in the general vibe of the place.” It sounded like a reasonable excuse to me to blow off whatever torture session she had set up.

      Nancy looked at her computer tablet with a worried expression, pursed her lips and tsked. “No, no… That won’t do. There’s a very tight schedule if you’re going to fit everything in.” With that announcement, she grabbed my hand and started walking, dragging me behind her like a wayward child.

      My hand flew to the spot where I would normally keep my gun—if I ever actually carried my gun. I was torn between the desire to lie down and throw a screaming tantrum or kick her in the throat. In the end, I did neither and ended up naked again, lying on yet another table. This time hot rocks were applied to the length of my spine, but rather than feel awful, I was lulled into a state of blissful surrender so complete that for a moment I forgot why I was even there as talented fingers massaged away all my cares. I was pretty sure that I even left my body at one point.

      “Sweetheart,” a gentle voice said into my ear.

      Up until that moment, time had ceased to flow. I had no sense of how long I’d been there.

      “Hmmm?” I said, choosing the response that required the least amount of effort on my part. I still felt like I was floating above my body, and I didn’t want to do anything that would risk me re-engaging the flesh suit my parents had given me.

      “Your cell phone keeps buzzing, over and over. Would you like me to get it for you?”

      I could hear the unspoken concern in her voice. She was worried the message trying to get through might be urgent.

      “Mmmm,” I answered, and she thankfully interpreted my answer correctly as yes.

      The masseuse retrieved my phone from my discarded clothes, clicked the screen to life, and then held it beneath my line of sight as I rested face down over the doughnut hole of the massage table’s headrest.

      A line of fuzzy text slowly sharpened into focus. My eyes went bug wide, and I slammed back into full awareness of my body as I stared at it. It was from my Nanna.

      “Found a doozy of a discount. Checking into the spa right now. Let’s go bag us a killer!”
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      I was still checking to make sure I had my clothes on straight when I made it to the front office.

      I’d jumped up so fast from the massage table that I was pretty sure I’d flashed a couple of people on my way out of there. I needed to get to Nanna as fast as possible.

      Both Ryan and Stone had drilled it into my head that staying at Spa Renauld while investigating a murder was not safe. I couldn’t let Nanna put herself in that same kind of jeopardy. I even texted Ian to let him know what was going on, in case I needed to create a human barricade to stop her from entering the spa.

      “This discount expired over six months ago,” Jenna was saying as I came huffing and puffing into the room through the magic invisible door created by the overlapping walls. She had Nanna’s cell phone in her hand, and Nanna was standing over her pointing at the screen.

      “Nope, there’s no expiration date. See?” Nanna countered.

      “Yes, but that particular discount was part of a twenty-fifth-anniversary celebration for the spa. It was only intended for use at the time.”

      “But the coupon doesn’t say that, does it?” Nanna said, tapping her nail against the phone’s screen.

      “We can’t honor it,” Jenna said. “I’m sorry.”

      Nanna stood up straight to her unimpressive height and propped her fists on her hips. She looked like a geriatric version of Wonder Woman. “Are you saying that this spa practices false advertising? I know what this is. You’re pulling a bait and switch. Well, I won’t stand for it.”

      Jenna began to sputter, but Nanna interrupted her. “I might not be a young hipster like you, but I’m not some pushover. You can’t take advantage of me just because I’m older. I’m going to tell everybody about how you’re treating me. I’ve got sixty-seven thousand followers on Twitter and another eighty thousand on Instagram… and they’re all going to hear about this.”

      She stuck her hand out, palm up. It was a silent demand for her phone to be returned to her.

      Wes, Nanna’s husband, sat quietly on the loveseat behind her, the one surrounded by the Jurassic Park-sized ferns. There was the faintest of smiles on his lips and pride shone in his eyes. He and Nanna hadn’t been married for all that long, but I adored him for how much he adored her.

      Rather than give Nanna her phone back, Jenna clutched it to her. “But it’s just a simple misunderstanding.”

      Nanna’s face brightened. “You’ll honor the discount?”

      “Well, no, I can’t.”

      Nanna’s bright face turned into gloomy doom, and she snatched her phone out of Jenna’s hands. She immediately started tapping at its face, mumbling all the while under her breath. I managed to catch words like “ageism” and “cherry picking” and “boycott.”

      Poor Jenna looked as though she were standing in the middle of the tracks facing an oncoming train while being unable to decide which direction to jump. “Please, let’s talk…”

      The air moved; Tara Cress, Director of Operations, breezed past me in her haste to put herself into the middle of the situation.

      “Hello!” Tara exclaimed, with a loud clap of her hands.

      Nanna stopped her tapping and looked up from her phone. “Hello?”

      “It’s so nice to meet you,” Tara said, closing the distance between them with long strides to shake one of Nanna’s hands with both of hers. Rather than let go of Nanna’s hand when the shaking was done, Tara continued to hold onto it, which turned out to be an effective strategy to keep Nanna from continuing on with her social media posting efforts.

      Nanna eyed Tara suspiciously. “You here to discriminate against me too while sprinkling on some sweet coating to make me think you’re actually doing me a favor?”

      I expelled my breath with a silent whoa and a chuckle. My Nanna had moxie. She was owning both of them. But if I’d thought that would ruffle Tara’s feathers, I was wrong.

      “I would never,” Tara exclaimed. “In fact, I would like to gift you with an additional discount on top of the one being offered by that coupon.”

      Nanna arched a brow at her, and then a slow smile pulled at the corners of her lips. “You have my attention. Go on.”

      “Jenna here will set it all up.”

      “Would you like me to schedule you for a surgical consultation, too?” Jenna eagerly asked with her computer tablet poised at the ready.

      “Surgical consultation? For what, to get my appendix out?”

      “Oh, no. I meant for your crow’s feet… or maybe the little waddle under your chin.” Jenna’s eyes were wide and doe-like without an ounce of animosity in her voice. I felt sorry for her about the steaming truckload of trouble that was about to get dumped on top of her head.

      “My what?” Nanna asked, disbelief filling her voice.

      “What’s going on?” someone whispered next to me. It was Ian.

      “That young receptionist just insulted Nanna,” I whispered back.

      Ian’s face transformed into an Oh! expression. “This is gonna be good.” Then he flashed me a look of concern. “She doesn’t have a gun on her, does she?”

      “Your waddle… This part.” Jenna tickled the bit of flesh that connected her chin to her neck with the tip of her finger. She was absolutely, positively clueless about the fact that she was about to die. I’d have to visit Nanna in prison, and it would be all Jenna’s fault.

      “There’s nothing wrong with my waddle! Or my crow’s feet! I will not have my value measured by how many wrinkles I do or do not have! That’s what’s wrong with the world today. People want to think there’s something wrong with change. People change. Their faces get more interesting than the blank slate they started with, and it’s freaking beautiful!”

      “Yes! And you are beautiful!” Tara said before snatching the computer tablet out of Jenna’s hands. She dismissed the stunned girl with a quick tilt of her head toward the door. Jenna bolted. “And you’re so right,” Tara continued to Nanna. “You’re perfect just the way you are.”

      “Now, see, there you go again, sprinkling on the sugar, thinking that will make everything magically okay. Well, it won’t.” Nanna crossed her arms over her chest.

      “No, and it shouldn’t. But I do want to do what I can to make things better between us. You’re important to me, and your experience at this spa is important to me. Will you let me do what I can to make this right?” she asked with a level of sincerity that had me rooting for her.

      “Well, I don’t know. If surgery is all this place is about, then maybe it’s not the place for me.”

      “No, I assure you. Spa Renauld is about the whole-body experience, not only surgical recovery. Just this year alone we’ve added over twenty new treatments designed to bolster the wellness of mind, body, and spirit. It’s a holistic approach that focuses more on feeling good rather than looking good.”

      Nanna narrowed her eyes as if considering whether or not to take offense to Tara’s word phrasing.

      “With the firm belief,” Tara continued quickly, “that those who feel good have a natural radiance about them that makes them look good. Happiness is beautiful.”

      “Hmph,” Nanna said by way of a non-committal acceptance of Tara’s explanation. “So what are you going to do for me to help me afford some of that beautiful happiness? It comes at a premium, no doubt.”

      Tara cleared her throat uneasily. “Yes, well, we do offer many very exclusive services here” —she smiled brightly, turning on the charm—“services that I want you to be able to enjoy without worrying about cost. Because of that, I’m going to honor the coupon you’ve provided plus an additional twenty-five percent off.”

      Nanna’s eyes got wide and her smile got big. “Shake on it?” She put her hand out. “No backsies once you shake on it.”

      Tara laughed. “No, of course not. No backsies.” She shook Nanna’s hand.

      There was no way I was going to be able to stop Nanna from entering the spa now. She was too full of her own awesomeness to listen to me.

      I slipped back out of the office before Tara had a chance to shift her attention to me and ask what I was doing there. She didn’t know that Nanna and I were related, and I wanted to keep it that way.

      Ian and I merged ourselves into Nanna’s entourage when she and Wes were shown to their room. They sadly hadn’t been upgraded all the way to bungalow status, but that left Nanna’s badassery room to grow.

      “Did you see me haggle her down?” Nanna gloated as soon as their spa mascot had gone. Nanna and Wes’s room was like a tranquil and gorgeous feng shui’ed hotel room. It was much smaller than my bungalow, but it was still very, very nice.

      “I did.” My stomach growled. I’d only been able to enjoy a couple of bites of my surprisingly yummy breakfast and my tummy was telling me that it was time for an equally yummy lunch. “Have you eaten? Wanna get lunch?”

      There was a chorus of yeses all around, and we headed out.

      It took a little doing to find it, but we located the lunch nook in a Garden of Eden-type space that used a manmade waterfall as a front wall and door. Wide arches rose up from the ground to create a temporary splash-free tunnel that could be passed through to reach the inner sanctum.

      “How many facelifts does it take to pay for that?” Nanna asked, awed.

      I didn’t know, but it had to have been a lot. The water bill alone would have been hefty.

      We were seated at a table comfortably big enough for the four of us and served with a grace and care that was missing from my usual world of high-volume casinos. The entranceway waterfall provided a sense of privacy from the outside world while avoiding any sense of isolation. It felt like Shangri-La made real just for us, and it made me never want to leave.

      Wes ordered perfectly grilled wild-caught salmon. Nanna ordered a delicious looking eggplant pasta. I got lemon chicken, and Ian got a hamburger with french fries and a hot fudge sundae. Our server blinked at his request but then smiled warmly without an ounce of judgment in sight.

      “This place is amazing,” Nanna exclaimed once our server had gone. “How is it that I’ve been living in and out of Las Vegas for all these years and never came here before? I’d never even heard of this place!”

      To be fair, “this place” hadn’t exactly been within our budget, our budget being that of the not-rich. I’d thought I’d go my whole life without ever setting a foot inside its doors.

      “Think my trust fund manager will let me come back next year?” Ian asked eagerly.

      I really doubted it. His trust fund manager was a miser with an iron fist, but instead of saying that, I shrugged my shoulders and offered up a hope-inducing “maybe,” which earned me the biggest smile ever from Ian. If only he would grow a tail to wag and pant with his tongue lolling out, my image of him would be complete.

      Nanna looked from side to side and then leaned forward and asked in a lowered voice that wasn’t actually particularly quiet, “Tell me about the murder.” She drew out the word murder in a way that begged for the air-splitting follow-up of fake thunder.

      “About that,” I said, “I don’t want you nosing around. Enjoy your vacay! This place is nice! But if you start snooping, then this very nice place is going to become very not safe.”

      Nanna’s gaze went steely. “What are you talking about? Are you telling me you’re in danger?”

      “Well, no…” I did my best to backpedal, but she wasn’t buying it.

      “If I wouldn’t be safe snooping around, that means you’re not safe snooping around. Has someone tried to hurt you?”

      I thought about the handle of my bungalow’s door being turned last night followed by a long, uncomfortable sleep on the floor to ensure no one could walk in on me without my knowing.

      “No,” I said, technically telling the truth, “no one’s tried to hurt me.”

      “But they could!” Nanna pushed. “Nope, I’m not going anywhere. My granddaughter needs me, and I would be a disgrace to my Brutal Bluehairs”—her gang of geriatric hooligans—“if I let something bad happen to you.” She turned to Wes. “Jack Benson let his son, Trent, lose his wife of fifteen years when Trent fell into drinking and gambling their mortgage money away. The group hasn’t invited Jack to lunch since.”

      “We can’t let that happen to you,” Wes said. I couldn’t tell if he was placating her or actually supporting her twisted sense of responsibility.

      “Nanna—”

      “Don’t Nanna me. You cut me out of this investigation and I’ll tell your mother on you.”

      Well, I didn’t want that…

      No, seriously. I didn’t want that. My mom was not as chill and worldly as Nanna. She’d pack up my apartment and move me back home overnight while I was at work at the casino. I’d come home to find my place sub-leased to a previously homeless mother of four who would have nowhere else to go if I tried to make her leave. I’d have no other option than to go home.

      I shivered, doing my best to dispel the horror of the thought.

      “Okay, Nanna. You’re in—but you do everything the way I say! No going off half-cocked on renegade missions.”

      “Sure, sure,” Nanna said, all smiles. “Whatever you say. You’re the boss.”

      My stomach sank. Wes might not have been placating her, but she was definitely placating me. No way, no how would she ever consider me the boss.

      I wondered if Mom would move me back home if Nanna got killed on my watch or if she’d disown me. I honestly wasn’t sure which would be worse.
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      I left Nanna and the others behind and made it to my appointment with the spa’s plastic surgeon, Dr. Goldman. I arrived on time, and best of all, I did it without the pestering oversight of my spa ambassador.

      Ha! Take that, you maniacal zealot! That’s what I wanted to say to her, but I was afraid. She’d schedule me for a stretching exercise, one that included a table with wrist and ankle cuffs. She’d tell me it was the latest treatment, straight from the middle ages.

      Once inside Dr. Goldman’s office, I found myself again naked—mostly.

      “I’m not here for a surgical consult,” I’d told the nurse five different times, but she still told me to strip and shoved a flimsy paper gown into my hands. So when Dr. Goldman came into the room, I was perched at the end of the examination table with a definite cool breeze gliding over the bare skin of my back.

      “And who do we have here?” Dr. Goldman asked when he came into the room. He hadn’t actually needed me to tell him. He had a chart in his hands containing all of the information I’d provided his nurse.

      Dr. Goldman was a large man with a large, bulbous nose who could have probably been a defensive linebacker in his college days. But those days were far behind him now, and I suspected that Dr. Goldman was waving a how-do-you-do hand at sixty. And it wasn’t the kind of sixty you saw in magazines where people aged with the brilliance of a fine wine.

      Nope, his was more the sixty that came after years of self-neglect. His face sported three shaving nicks plus bristly patches showing where he’d simply given up the effort. His midsection was carrying a spare tire to go with an already existing spare tire, and his hands had sausage fingers, thick with age and bloat. But his eyes were sharp and keen. They were like Nanna’s, and they made me feel as though he could see everything... even if I didn’t want him to.

      “Hi, I’m Tiffany Black,” I said, putting on my cheeriest smile.

      “And what can I do for you today, Ms. Black?” Dr. Goldman asked, lifting his attention from the chart and dropping it to his side to give me his direct attention. Again, I felt seen by him. The man had a gift, and I started to understand how it was that the spa had been able to build its entire reputation around him.

      “I’m not actually looking for anything to be cut on. Not looking to change anything.”

      “No? Well, that’s refreshing.” His smile was disarming, and he pulled a tall stool over to prop himself up on it in a half-sitting, half-standing fashion. “If you’re not here to change something, what is it I can do for you? Because that’s what people generally go to doctors for, to change something… get rid of a pesky cough, treat high blood pressure, chase away some pain…”

      A light bulb turned on in my head, and I blurted out, “Pain!”

      The doctor remained silent a moment, waiting for more, and then finally said, “All right, then. That’s a start. Tell me about that.”

      I felt suddenly bashful. I was going to have to lie to the man who could see everything. I wasn’t sure I could pull it off. “Uh, Tara Cress told me I should come see you.”

      There, I started off with a truth. Ease my way into the fibbing.

      “Uh huh,” he said with a nod before falling silent again to let the emptiness of the moment pull the rest out of me.

      “I, uh, had an accident.”

      “Okay…” The man had the patience of a saint.

      I flew into the story that I’d told Tara. “I’m a freelance writer, and I wrote an article about rodeo clowns.”

      Dr. Goldman nodded.

      “But during the research, I got kinda banged up. The bulls…” I let him fill in the blanks so that his own mind deepened the lie for me.

      “Oh, yeah,” Dr. Goldman said, his brows knitting together to create a deep furrow between them. “Mmm, I’ve seen some of those rodeo guys get thrown fifteen feet into the air.” He shook his head in seeming appreciation of what his imagination informed him that I’d been through. “And so now you say you have pain.”

      “Yes, not all the time. It comes and goes. Some days are worse than others.”

      He nodded. “That’s the way it goes with some injuries. Stress the body and it remembers all the earlier stresses, too. Hard to escape that. What have you done about it?”

      The question caught me off guard, and I dropped my eyes to the floor. “Not a whole lot. I didn’t have insurance at the time, so I just took it easy for a few months, avoided activities that made me hurt more.”

      “Done any physical therapy?”

      I looked at him. “Does yoga count?”

      I’d never done yoga in my life. Then again, I wasn’t actually claiming to have ever done yoga. It was another passive lie.

      Dr. Goldman’s face scrunched. “Mmm, if the underlying injury hasn’t been addressed, yoga can sometimes hurt more than help. You really need to see a specialist, but lucky for you, we have someone on staff. I’ll have my nurse set up an appointment.”

      He stood as if to go, and panic rushed in. “And the pain?” I asked in a hurry. “Any tips or tricks on how to handle it… manage it?”

      “Oh, definitely! There’s meditation, and of course, there’s medication. How about a three-month prescription for a mild opioid—only to be taken during flare-ups.”

      “An opioid? Aren’t they addictive?”

      “Yes, if abused, but you said that your pain’s intermittent. Is that correct?”

      I answered with a nod.

      “That’s a good thing,” he continued. “So, when you aren’t in pain, don’t take the drug. That way you won’t build up a tolerance and make it useless and you won’t get addicted.” He shrugged. “But it’s completely up to you. Drugs. No drugs. Your life. Your body.”

      “Oh… Uh, okay.” Everything he was saying was making sense. “I guess I’ll take the drugs.”

      He nodded, turned his back on me, and hunched over a counter. I could tell he was writing something. When he turned around, he handed me a small square piece of paper, and I noticed a tremor in his hand. The scrawl written on the square was illegible, but of course that was common for doctors. “Give that to the nurse,” he said. “She’ll coordinate with Tara Cress to have the medicine delivered to you.”

      “Sure. Thanks.” I couldn’t stop staring at his trembling hand until it disappeared from my sight when he shoved it into the pocket of his lab coat. “Um, if I did want surgery, how would we go about that?”

      His brows went up. “You are wanting work done?”

      “Maybe.” I smiled. “A girl likes to keep her options open.”

      “And what is it about yourself that you think you might want to change?”

      “Uh” —I thought of Gina—“my nose. Do you have much experience with nose jobs?”

      He threw his head back in a hearty bark of laughter. “I’ve lost count. It’s in the thousands.”

      That was a lot of experience!

      “Have you ever made mistakes?”

      Dr. Goldman’s smile fell away. “Well, that’s a smart question. Not everybody asks that question to their plastic surgeons, but they should.” He nodded. “Mistakes do happen, but that’s where the experience really comes in to play. You make a mistake and you fix the mistake so that it doesn’t look like a mistake ever happened.”

      “You cover it up?”

      “No, no… fix it.”

      I fidgeted, adjusting my position, wishing I didn’t have to say what I was about to say. I liked Dr. Goldman. Being around him felt… comfortable. Easy. But what I was going to say next wasn’t easy, but I said it anyway. “Is that what you did with Gina Welling? Fix it?”

      Dr. Goldman’s brows lifted halfway to his hairline and his mouth fell open.

      “I’m not sure I like where this conversation is going,” he said, an edge to his voice. “Ms. Welling was a patient of mine, and I am not at liberty to discuss her case.”

      I decided to push. “Would it still be a breach of trust after someone already killed her?”

      Something about Dr. Goldman changed. I couldn’t see anything different about him, but I no longer felt safe and things no longer felt easy.

      “Young lady, some lines of questions are appropriate inside a doctor’s office. This isn’t one of them.” He turned as if to go.

      “You messed up her surgery,” I said.

      He spun back around. “I fixed her surgery. Fixed it.”

      “Then why wasn’t she happy about the results?”

      “Why is anybody ever anything!” he bellowed. “I didn’t have any control over her mind. She could think whatever she pleased. People come in here thinking that if they get a little nip tuck, all their problems will vanish. Well, that’s not the case! If the problems you have when you walk in that door aren’t physical and only physical—and here’s a hint, they never are—then those same problems are still going to be with you when you walk back out that door. You fight too much with your husband, guess what? A smaller derriere won’t fix that. Can’t get along with your mom? No amount of lipo will make that easier. You want to win your ex-husband back, the shape of your nose had nothing to do with why he left? Newsflash, it won’t be why he comes back.”

      It was my turn to go slack-jawed. “Do you know something about Gina’s marriage?”

      Dr. Goldman’s eyes turned stone cold. “Get out of my office.” He slammed the door behind him on his way out.

      His nurse, now pale, stumbled into the room two seconds later. She plastered a fake, clownish smile on her face, and literally went to work dressing me.

      “Time to go, dear,” was all she said.
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      In the pull and tug of paper gown versus clothes that went on between me and Dr. Goldman’s nurse, I held the little prescription note out before me and she snatched it away. “Yes, yes. I’ll take care of it,” she said before shoving the crinkled note into her pocket.

      She had my trousers on and my shirt pulled haphazardly over my head by the time she began steering me toward the door.

      “My shoes!”

      She stopped, plucked them off the floor, and shoved them into my hands before taking me by the arm and physically shoving me out the clinic’s front door.

      I hopped on one foot and then the other to get my shoes on while righting my clothes and making sure that all my bits and parts were properly covered. That’s when I spotted my spa warden, Nancy, a little down the path with her back to me. She was engrossed in whatever was up on her ever-present tablet.

      “No. No-no-no,” I hissed and half fell, half staggered into the bushes that lined the outside of the doctor’s clinic. I was determined to avoid her. I needed time to explore on my own. But my ruse didn’t fool everybody. I jumped and let loose with a strangled squeal when a wet nose planted itself inside my ear.

      I twisted and plopped over onto my butt to come face to face with an outrageously happy Bridget.

      “No, you’ll give me away!” I whispered, but Bridget didn’t care. She plopped down on her butt, too, and panted her breathy joy all over my face.

      “Somebody there?” called Nancy, and I silently groaned.

      I supposed I could have pretended to be looking for a dropped necklace or something, but that’s when Bridget bounded to my rescue. Literally. She gave me a flat-tongued lick that went from my chin all the way up to my hairline, and then sprang from the bushes where I was hiding.

      “Oh!” gasped Nancy. “You silly girl.” She patted the dog, then looked at her tablet, scowled and shook her head. “We’re going to be late. That woman has no sense of propriety.” With that said, she disappeared inside the clinic’s doors, and Bridget sat down and stared at the bushes. She couldn’t have been more obvious than if she were a flashing neon sign saying “Look here! Here she is!”

      I quickly climbed free of the foliage, and with Bridget by my side, I did a fast running shuffle down the path, around a jungle-strewn curve, and out of sight. I didn’t even slow down when I spotted Ian coming the opposite way. I simply hooked my arm with his, spun him around and pressed on, determined to put as much distance as I could between me and my handler… except that it took only one look at Bridget for Ian to stop in his tracks.

      “Hello, young lady!” he exclaimed, bending over to pet her.

      “Come on! We’ve gotta go.” I dragged him along behind me.

      “Where? Oh! Do you know who killed Gina? Are we running from the killer right now? Do I need to protect you? Because I can. I will. I’ve done it before!”

      “No, no, and no… now keep up. We have to go talk to someone about getting you some plastic surgery.”

      Ian pulled free of my grasp and stopped in the middle of the path. His eyes were wide, and he’d turned paler than his usual pasty self. “It’s my chin, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “My chin.” He slapped his hand over it. “I didn’t think anyone else had noticed.”

      “Noticed what?” I asked, frantic to get him moving again.

      “How defective it is!” he wailed. Next to him, Bridget sat, looked up at him and whined.

      “It’s fine!” I reassured while grabbing his arm and pulling him forward, but he only took a couple of steps.

      “No, it’s not. You already said it’s not.”

      “Your chin is fine! It’s not your chin I need you to get surgery on. It’s your nose!”

      Ian gasped, stumbled back a step, and covered his nose with his other hand. His eyes welled up, and his voice was cartoonish and nasally when he asked, “What’s wrong with my nose?”

      “Nothing,” I answered, exasperated.

      “Then why do I need surgery?” he lamented.

      “You don’t! I just need you to say you do.”

      “I’m so confused.”

      By Ian’s side, Bridget whined, as if sharing in his heartbreak.

      I grabbed Ian’s hand and got him walking again before launching into an explanation. “I just ticked Dr. Goldman off. I’ve got more questions, but he’s not going to want to see me again after the session I just had with him.”

      “What do you need to ask him?”

      “I’m not sure, but there’s something going on with the plastic surgery. Something’s not right. He’s hiding something, I’m sure of it.”

      “And that’s why you need me say I want plastic surgery, so that I can ask him… whatever?”

      “Yes.”

      “And there’s nothing wrong with my nose… or my chin?”

      I looked over at him. I didn’t feel an ounce of attraction for Ian, but he looked fine to me. “You’re perfect.” I was overstating, but I felt bad about adding to his complex.

      Ian’s smile was huge, and my work as reassuring confidant was done.

      Tara had been the person who had pushed me into seeing Dr. Goldman, and she’d been described as Dr. Goldman’s right-hand person, the person who got stuff done. So I set out in search of her. We didn’t have to look very long, and when we found her she was lecturing Nanna. From the looks of it, Nanna had been caught trying to organize a poker game, a game at which she was a lot more than a little good.

      “Here.” I stopped Ian just out of sight from where Tara was lecturing Nanna and began speaking in a loud, exaggerated voice. “But you look fine! Your nose fits your face. Why would you want to change it?”

      Ian’s expression was one of confusion and fear before the lightbulb that went off in his head flashed on his face. He mouthed a silent Oh! and then launched into his part of the bit. “I’m not happy with it,” he said very loudly and very mechanically.

      Our banter went on until an overcurious Tara stuck her own nose around the corner. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.” She turned her attention to Ian. “This might not be in the best interest of the spa to say so, but I think that your sister here is right. Your nose is fine!”

      Ian pouted. “Fine? Not manly… or strong?”

      “Oh, uh, sure. I mean, yes,” Tara said with a quick smile, smoothing over her initial lack of enthusiastic reassurance. “But what I think about it isn’t important, is it? All that matters is whether or not you’re happy with your nose. Ian, are you happy with your nose?”

      And that’s when Tara turned the moment into a sales pitch. The woman was good.

      I turned away so that she couldn’t see my eyeroll, and I was thankful that we were faking Ian’s desire for plastic surgery. I hated her opportunistic preying on his insecurities.

      Ian stammered. “Yes… No… Tiffany! You said it wasn’t that bad!”

      “No, what I said was that it was fine, as in the opposite of bad. Fine.” I was losing him. I could see the uncertainty churning in his eyes. He was now considering actually having it done. I leaped into action. “But even if you wanted to get some work done, you wouldn’t want to get it done here, would you?”

      “Why not?” both Ian and Tara asked in unison.

      “Oh…” I pretended to hedge on the answer before coming out with it. “It’s just that, well, Dr. Goldman’s most recent reviews aren’t what they once were. The ones from five years ago were glowing. The more recent ones, well…” I shrugged, letting her fill in the blanks.

      Tara stiffened. “And where did you see these reviews?”

      They sure as heck wasn’t on the spa’s website. It appeared that all negative reviews had been removed from it. “Online,” I said simply in the vaguest answer ever.

      “Dr. Goldman is at the top of his field, and that unfortunately makes him a target for competitors who want to destroy his reputation in order to poach customers. They’re trying to make themselves look better by making him look worse. But I assure you, there is no one better. Anywhere.”

      “Gina didn’t like her nose,” Ian blurted out.

      Tara’s face flushed with color. “Sometimes clients are looking for fixes to life problems through cosmetic means. When their life isn’t magically all they wanted it to be, they blame the surgery. We try to screen out patients with unhealthy expectations, but a few get through despite our best efforts.”

      “And Gina was one of those people?” I asked.

      “Yes, she was. Sadly. The woman had troubles, as is clear in her outcome.”

      “You mean her murder?” I asked, my tone flat.

      Tara smiled tightly and nodded.

      I loved it. The woman was blaming Gina for getting murdered. I wondered what else she’d be eager to blame a victim for.

      “I don’t know,” Ian mumbled, scuffing the toe of his shoe on the ground. “People have been saying stuff.”

      “What stuff? Who?” Tara all but barked.

      Bridget quietly shifted positions to sit directly on Ian’s feet and lean her shoulder against his legs, putting herself physically in-between Ian and Tara. I was liking that dog more and more.

      “Stuff,” Ian said, shrugging his shoulders. “The people here. They’re nervous.”

      Tara calmed herself with a visible effort and stretched a new smile on her face.

      “Surgery is scary,” she said, her tone calming and light. “Change is scary, but I’d be happy to connect you with people who have had surgery and loved it. Many people.”

      “Any of them recent?” I asked.

      Tara’s smile faltered into a sneer but then recovered, becoming happier and brighter. “The confidentiality of our clientele is of the highest importance to us. Their privacy is a trust we can never betray. Speaking about their experience is always up to them, and we sadly don’t have any control over the timeline of events.”

      That was a really wordy way to say no, none of them would be recent, but I didn’t say as much. I let it go, and with the buzzing of her cell phone, Tara excused herself and went, too.

      “I don’t get it. Is she going to set anything up for me? Do I make an appointment with the doctor or wait to hear from people who’ve already had work done?” Ian asked.

      “I think she’ll come through,” I said, giving Bridget’s head a pat, “just as soon as hell freezes over. If we want to know more about what people think, we’re going to have to go as them ourselves. Ian, it’s time to get nosy.”
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      “That woman is such a party pooper,” Nanna said, materializing from around the corner of the tall foliage. “How’d she ever end up in charge of a happenin’ place like this?”

      “Hi, Nanna!” Ian said.

      “Heya there, sunshine. There are some people in here that I think the two of you should meet.”

      We followed her through the living archway into an area that sported a lagoon-style swimming pool, complete with lounge chairs, huge shade umbrellas, and tall blended drinks. Off to one side sat a group of people in various stages of recovery with a variety of bandages and bruises.

      Nanna sat down in a spot that she must have previously abandoned when having to face off with Tara, because she had a large raspberry daiquiri at the ready. Wes was nowhere in sight.

      “These folks are good friends of mine,” Nanna announced to the group while adding a wink for me. I was relieved that she was keeping our familial relationship on the downlow.

      “Hi,” I said, lifting a hand in a simple wave. “I’m Tiffany and this is Ian.”

      Ian grunted a distracted hello. His fingers were exploring the contours of his chin, and his face was once again scrunched with worry.

      “Ian’s thinking of getting plastic surgery,” I said while settling on the leg section of Nanna’s lounge chair. The chair was big and she was on the small side, so there was plenty of room.

      A burly man in his late forties with a bandage around his head over his ears reached a long arm to drag a chair over for Ian, which Ian gladly accepted. “What you planning on having done?” he asked.

      Ian’s gaze cut surreptitiously to me before he sat in a way that allowed him to casually cover his chin with his hand. “My nose,” he answered, deadpan.

      The man nodded. “Good choice.”

      His answer made me want to hit my head against something. I’d be having to reassure Ian that his nose was fine for months.

      Wanting to get the focus off of Ian, I jumped in. “What did you have done?”

      “My ears,” the big man said. “They’d gotten cauliflower on me from my days in the ring.”

      That explained his muscles. I was pretty sure the guy could bench press me.

      “Are you happy with the results?” I asked.

      He shrugged his thick shoulders. “Don’t know yet. Too much healing needed to tell yet.”

      I glanced around at the rest of the group. A woman older than my mom but younger than Nanna was moving very stiffly and carefully. She moved her arms with great care and barely moved her torso at all when she reached for her drink.

      “Did you have work done?” I asked.

      “I sure did,” she said with a toothy smile. “Had the girls done. My George got put in the ground last spring, and well, I decided it was time for me to live again. But my parts aren’t what they used to be, if you know what I mean, so I decided to get me some sprucing up.”

      “Have you, um, gotten to see the results yet?” I asked.

      Her smile got even bigger. “I sure have, and the girls are glorious. I’m so glad I won that radio show discount or I’d never have been able to get it done here. I’d have had to go south of the border.”

      “Mmmm, I’m wishing I had gone south of the border,” another woman said. She had a stretchy bandage around her head that looked a little like a scuba diving cap. The edges of her face and neck were covered but the front of her face was exposed. Any bruises she had were more the memory of bruises than actual bruises themselves.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked.

      “Dr. Goldman was a fine doctor once upon a time. At least he sure was when I came to him to get work done around seven years ago, but not this time. Not happy at all. Look at me!”

      I did, but I wasn’t sure what it was she was complaining about.

      “I’m all stretched. I look like a mannequin. Not natural at all. Just look at my brows! They’re halfway to my hairline. I look surprised all the time now.”

      “Oh…” I really hadn’t noticed any of that until she pointed it out. Now that she had pointed it out, I couldn’t not see it. “You’d gotten plastic surgery from Dr. Goldman before but this time was different?”

      “Yes. Absolutely, to both. He’s not the same man he was.”

      “And not near as handsome as he used to be,” another woman spoke up. She had bandaging similar to the woman wearing the scuba diving cap but hers focused more on the area around her neck. She tsked. “Used to be such a handsome man. He had this magnetism about him.”

      “You’re telling me,” the other woman said, a wistful smile pulling at her lips.

      “My friend is planning on having work done on her tush but I’m going to tell her to go somewhere else. She’s already got an appointment scheduled here, but I’m going to insist she cancel it. I know her. She won’t be happy with it, not from here.”

      Talk about the once-good doctor went on for quite some time, and I soaked it all up. Other than the woman who’d won the discount package, no one else had anything particularly good to say about the man—other than their memories about previous surgeries with him. It was clear that the man who had helped so many others defeat time and defy aging had run up against that barrier himself… and had lost.

      “There you are!” exclaimed a woman who had me instinctively ducking my head, but it didn’t do any good. I’d been found. “You’re late for your next appointment. We have to go. Hurry… Hurry!” she encouraged when I was slow to get to my feet.

      I was terrified. Some of the treatments had been nice, while others I’d barely survived. “Make sure they serve cupcakes at my funeral,” I told Ian, “if I don’t make it back.”

      “Double fudge,” he promised and waved me off.
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      “That didn’t just happen to me,” I lamented, nearly in tears, as I made my way into my bungalow. My whole body was tingling, and I couldn’t decide if I liked the tingle or if it made me think that my skin was about to slough off. I was sure that any second now I’d be joining the ranks of the rotting dead.

      They’d beaten me with stinging nettles and then covered me in a retch-inducing salve containing pregnant whale urine and yak milk. My skin felt tight and swollen, yet once inside my bathroom in front of a floor length mirror, I hated to see that my skin had never looked more radiant.

      “I hate them!” I now understood why they had therapy animals at the spa. All I wanted to do was to lie on the bed, curl into a ball, and hold onto the happy Bridget for dear life. They’d traumatized me, yet I’d never looked better.

      I was so confused… which made me feel like Ian… which made me feel even worse. At least I had my pain meds in hand. They’d delivered a huge prescription of them straight to me while I was in the middle of my spa session. But I wasn’t in any actual pain. Discomfort, yes. Agony, no. So I left the meds alone.

      My cell phone buzzed where I’d laid it on the bathroom vanity. There was a message from Nanna.

      “Need you. Hurry!”

      “Oh my God.”

      I ran to the bedroom, threw the phone aside, and dressed as fast as I could before rushing out the door. I didn’t even know where I was going.

      I stopped and texted. “Where???”

      The phone buzzed with the reply text.

      “The grotto?” I said, reading it. “I don’t even know where that is! Pre-dinner drinks? I’m not dressed right!”

      I didn’t let that keep my feet from moving, though. I asked everyone I met along the way and they all pointed me in the direction I needed to go.

      The grotto turned out to be at the lagoon where I’d visited with Nanna and the plastic surgery patients earlier in the afternoon. It was nearly nightfall, now, and the sky’s myriad of clouds was painted with a kaleidoscope of blues, yellows, pinks, and reds, yet somehow the grotto managed to be more mesmerizing.

      The rock wall at the back of the lagoon had opened up to expose an inner cave, and a rock walkway leading from the edge of the now blue lit lagoon had lifted from beneath the surface to provide a path over the water to the sanctum within.

      Once inside, I took it all in with a long, lingering sweep of my gaze from one side of the cave to the other. I didn’t care if it was manmade. It was spectacular.

      I did a double take when I spotted Nanna. “Where did she get that dress?” I murmured. She was wearing a full-length deep blue maxi dress with a long slit that fell open on her demurely crossed legs. She looked good—really good. Problem was that she wasn’t with her husband, Wes. She was with Dr. Goldman, and from the look of it, she was using every vice in her flirting arsenal to hold his attention. There were slow blinks, long stares under longer eyelashes, hair twirling, and laughter.

      I groaned when I spotted Wes. He was standing at the bar nursing what looked like a gin and tonic. I’d hoped he wasn’t around to see Nanna’s femme fatale spy act.

      I headed over with intentions of consoling him, but it turned out I didn’t need to worry. His glossy-eyed adoration was back as he watched her from afar. “Isn’t she something else?” he said.

      I glanced over to where Nanna was feeling Dr. Goldman’s bicep. Yep. The words “something else” described her well.

      “What’ll you have?” the bartender asked.

      “Rum and coke, easy on the rum,” I answered. I needed to keep my wits about me, but I needed to blend in, too.

      “Are you really okay with this?” I asked Wes as Nanna’s flirting notched up a level.

      Wes was generally a quiet man, but his smile said a lot. “He might think she’s all about him, but the lady’s going home with me.”

      I took a sip of the rum and coke the bartender placed before me but nearly spit it out when I glanced back toward Nanna. She was going in for the kill by sliding onto Dr. Goldman’s lap. Wes might be able to handle the sight, but I couldn’t!

      I’d planned to circle around until I casually meandered over into their personal space to interject myself into their private conversation, but my feet had other plans. They moved with swift steps in a straight line until I was unceremoniously and uninvitedly plopping my butt down in a chair at their table.

      “Hi,” I said and took another drink of liquid brazen courage.

      Dr. Goldman’s expression soured the instant he saw me, and he redirected Nanna to sit in her own chair—thank goodness.

      “Gwenda, it’s been a pleasure, but it’s time for me to go.”

      “Please, wait,” I said hurriedly, holding up one hand. “I want to apologize for earlier today in your office.”

      There was a distinct lack of trust in Dr. Goldman’s eyes, but at least he wasn’t getting up. I noticed that his drink was almost empty and I waved down a waitress to request him another.

      “Gin and tonic?” I asked to be sure.

      “No, seltzer and lime.”

      His answer surprised me, but I passed the order along to the waitress. He hadn’t offered the information, but I needed to confirm my suspicion. “You don’t drink?”

      “No.”

      Recovering alcoholic? That might explain the botched plastic surgeries and the tremor in his hands I’d seen earlier. He could still be detoxing and have the shakes, but that would have meant that his alcoholism had been pretty extreme.

      It was time to pry, and I decided to use an assumption to get him talking. “How long have you been sober?”

      Annoyance flashed on Dr. Goldman’s face. “I’m not sober. I simply chose not to drink.”

      The waitress came with his new seltzer and lime and took away his old, and I watched carefully as he took a drink. The tremble in his hand was slightly worse than it had been earlier in the day.

      Dr. Goldman slammed his drink back onto the table when he spotted me watching him. His glare was meant to cow me, I was sure, but I didn’t bother.

      If the man wasn’t a drinker, why was his hand trembling?

      A tremble was a terrible affliction for a world-renowned plastic surgeon to have. I assumed a refined and accurate touch was needed in such a profession.

      Silence permeated the space between us until Nanna let loose with the girliest sneeze I’d ever heard.

      She gasped, then, and fluttered her hand in front of her as if she’d embarrassed herself. This was the same woman I’d seen attempt to belch the alphabet after watching a movie in which a kid did it. She’d never cared what people thought of her, and I was sure that hadn’t changed. Instead, the master of manipulation had dispelled the tension that had been growing with a single tiny sound.

      But I didn’t care anything about tension and was more than happy to bring it crashing back. Dr. Goldman had either killed Gina or he was the reason why someone else had killed her. I needed to know what he knew, and I opened my mouth to launch into a verbal attack—but Nanna’s toe slamming into my shin shut my mouth.

      I did my best to cover up the dirty look I shot her with a cough before realizing that she wasn’t even looking at me. I followed the line of her gaze and choked for real. Ian had just walked into the grotto, and an extremely unhappy looking Ryan was close on his heels… and his burning gaze was on me.

      “Excuse me,” I said, standing up. I left without an explanation to intercept Ryan.

      Ian gave me an apologetic face on his way past me to the bar where he joined Wes.

      “See, I’m still alive,” I said as lightheartedly as I could when I reached Ryan, but it didn’t earn me a smile.

      “You shouldn’t be here. You never listen to me,” he said, his expression stony.

      I frowned. “When do you ever listen to me?... Wait a minute. Why are you here?” It was late in the day, they thought they had their murderer, and no one was in crisis. Ryan was working after hours.

      “I need to talk to Dr. Goldman.”

      I narrowed my eyes then smiled slowly. “You don’t have enough evidence against Mary.”

      Ryan shifted his gaze away from Dr. Goldman to me, but he didn’t say anything.

      “You don’t have a case,” I gloated.

      “We’re building a case.”

      “And what’s that case got to do with Dr. Goldman?” There was the obvious, of course. Gina had been killed with the aid of a hypodermic needle.

      “When are you going to admit that you don’t have anything to prove she did it? What was even the motive?”

      It was Ryan’s turn to gloat, and he did it with a self-satisfied smile. “She was having an affair with the victim’s ex-husband, Harry.”

      My mouth fell open, and Ryan’s smile got bigger.

      I doubled down, refusing to give in. “That still doesn’t mean that Mary killed her. If that was a motive for Mary killing Gina, then why wouldn’t be a motive for Harry to have killed her?”

      “Harry has an alibi. A good one.”

      All my defiance left me. I was basing my belief that Mary hadn’t killed Gina on her word and her word alone. Maybe I’d been wrong to trust her.

      “What’s his alibi?” I asked.

      Ryan gave me a sidelong glance from where he had switched his attention to Dr. Goldman. “He was with someone.”

      “At the exact time that Gina was killed?”

      “That’s generally how an alibi works,” he responded, glibly.

      “Who?”

      Ryan didn’t answer, and I suppressed a growl. He wasn’t going to tell me. No doubt he considered the information to be confidential to his investigation. More likely that he simply didn’t want me following up by asking the person questions of my own. No matter. I’d figure out who the mystery person was on my own.

      “Look, we need to talk,” Ryan said, catching me off guard. The egomaniac super cop was gone and it was instead my boyfriend looking down at me.

      “Oh…” My stomach dropped. Something was wrong. “You okay?... We okay?” This wasn’t the time or place for such a conversation, but I didn’t do well with uncertainties. I preferred ripping the Band-Aid right off, even if it took a layer of skin with it.

      Ryan turned to face me. There was a sadness about him I’d never seen before. “Tiffany…”

      Oh, God! He’s going to break up with me right here and now. I hadn’t seen this coming, not at all.

      “I care about you so much.” He used the tip of his finger to tuck a strand of my hair behind my ear. His eyes said he wanted to kiss me, but he wasn’t bending down to do it. Again, wrong time, wrong place.

      Okay, so maybe he wasn’t going to break up with me. “What’s going on, Ryan?”

      His lips pressed together as he held back the words he wasn’t saying, then he looked away, turning his whole body to face Dr. Goldman once more. “This was a mistake,” he said, barely loud enough for me to hear.

      I gulped. “Mistake?” I touched his arm.

      He turned his head to look at me. “Not you. Never you.” He smiled, but it was sad, like his eyes, then it went away altogether. “Tiff, I’m running out of time.”

      “Oh my God, you’re dying!” If the words hadn’t been said on a gasp, the whole grotto would have heard me.

      Ryan chuckled. “No, not yet.”

      Movement in the corner of my eye pulled my attention away and Ryan looked, too. Dr. Goldman was getting up. “We’ll talk… soon,” he said, and then walked away from me, heading for Dr. Goldman.

      I wanted to go after him, to stop him, to make him say what it was that he wasn’t saying… but I didn’t. He had a job to do. I had to let him go.

      I shifted my own thoughts to Mary. I wasn’t sure if she was innocent or not, but I had a job to do, too. My goal was completely counter to Ryan’s—he wanted to prove she’d done it and I wanted to prove she hadn’t—but Ryan and I were walking the same path to our different goals.

      I had to find out who this mystery person was who had claimed to have been with Harry at the time of Gina’s murder.

      I had a hunch that the person was lying. If it was a romantic rendezvous, that would have meant, in one way or another, that Harry had been juggling three different women—Mary, Gina, and Lady X. Of course, his interest in Mary might have been to use her as a fall-gal for Gina’s murder from the very beginning. Maybe the mystery woman was a long-term love interest and not a recent one. Either way, it pointed a finger at Harry’s guilt… and Mary’s innocence.

      I just had to find a way to prove it.
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      Ryan walked out of the grotto with Dr. Goldman without as much as a glance back at me. Ian talked Wes into taking a now rather inebriated Nanna back to their room.

      “Did you find out anything good?” I asked her before they left.

      “Does his shoe size count?” she giggled while leaning on Wes’s arm.

      Her response was disturbing on so many levels. It was one of those moments when I wished I had a rewind function for my brain.

      With Wes and Nanna gone, Ian and I mingled. He took one side of the grotto and I took the other, and we worked our way toward each other. It turned out that most of the people attending the pre-dinner soiree were at the spa for the sake of relaxation and personal care. Quite a few spoke of high-powered lives that came with high powered stress, and I assumed they were using Spa Renauld as an escape. The sad thing was that I wasn’t learning anything new—until I spotted Samantha and Manny, one of the couples Ian and I’d had dinner with last night.

      Samantha waved me over. Her eyes were bright and eager and she wore an excited grin.

      “I hope you’ll forgive me, but I had the opportunity to meet Gwenda earlier today. She’s your grandmother, right?”

      I inwardly groaned. Nanna was supposed to be keeping a low profile. If people found out she was snooping around, her life might end up in sudden danger. That concern made me consider denying any relation or association with her, but I decided against it. If we were camping out in the middle of the lion’s den, to sort of speak, then having some allies could come in super handy.

      I gave Samantha a curt nod, and Samantha’s excitement exploded, quietly. She squealed under her breath and hooked her arm through mine to walk us to a spot a little more secluded.

      “I found something, and I want you to see it,” she whispered. She pulled out her phone and started tapping away at its screen when we reached the grotto’s curved, sloping wall. “Look at this,” she said, handing the phone over. “I think that Gina might’ve written it.”

      When I accepted her phone, I saw that she’d brought up the same review website she’d shown me last night, but this time instead of looking at a long list of reviews, she’d tapped into one specific review. The reviewer’s username was “GinaBlinga.”

      I cringed. “You sure this was her?”

      “Yeah, yeah… Keep reading.”

      I did, and I soon became engrossed in what the review had to say. Stuff like “hack,” “washed up,” and “butcher” popped out. Her review was like a machine gun of words meant to harm and maim, and then I reached the end, where I stopped and stared at a straight up threat. The review said, “Everything you’re selling is a lie, Dr. Goldman, and I can prove it. Your career is about to end in disgrace.”

      Ooof. That would get my attention if I were in his shoes. Dr. Goldman had built a career as one of the best plastic surgeons in the world. It wasn’t so much that he was one of the best plastic surgeons, it was that people thought of him as one of the best. That reputation would live on even after he’d retired. It was his legacy, the way he would be remembered.

      Whoever this reviewer was—whether it was Gina Welling or someone else—that person was threatening to destroy everything Dr. Goldman had worked almost forty years to create.

      I figured a lot of people would kill to protect that. But still, the review could have been left by anybody.

      “What makes you so sure that this was Gina Welling?” I asked Samantha.

      “A couple of things. Look at the date that the review was left.”

      I did. The review was dated only two days prior to Gina Welling’s death. That was a heck of a coincidence, but I wasn’t convinced yet.

      “Anything else?”

      “Mmhmm, look at this.” She clicked on the name GinaBlinga itself, and the screen jumped to the user profile. “Here.” Samantha pointed with a long pearl-colored nail at a spot on the profile. It read “Entrepreneur” in the occupation field.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “That seems like a bit of a stretch.” Gina had owned stock in a company, but I wasn’t sure that would qualify her for that label.

      “Okay, okay,” she said, waving off my concern, “but look at this.” She clicked on the phone again. “GinaBlinga is an individual’s profile, but it ties into a hub of review sites, and visiting a profile lets us see all of the reviews written by that user. And check this out.” Samantha scrolled down.

      There were a lot of reviews for restaurants with names that included the word or some play on the word juice.

      “They’re juice bars from all over the country, even a few international ones… Now look at this.”

      She tapped and brought up a social media site. On it was a picture of Gina with a huge smile, hugging some gal-pals, and they were at the grand opening of a place called Juicy-Tucey, an obvious juice bar.

      “Wow.” I stared at the phone.

      “And!” Samantha exclaimed, “The date of that picture’s post matches the date of a review written for that place.”

      I said it again. “Wow.”

      I was convinced. GinaBlinga was Gina Welling, and she’d outright threatened Dr. Goldman. On top of that, Samantha hadn’t used any fancy techie tricks to put it all together. She’d followed her nose—and her finger—just like anyone else could have. Dr. Goldman could have seen the threatening review and traced the user’s identity backward, straight to Gina Welling.

      It all fit.

      I wondered if Ryan would find the connection proof enough that Dr. Goldman had a strong motive to kill Gina. It’d be a start toward supporting Mary’s innocence, at least.

      In the distance, Ian was speaking animatedly with a small group of women. There was laughter, lingering touches, hair flipping, and lots of head-to-toe gaze drifting going on by the ladies. They were looking at him like he was the lone wildebeest that had been separated from the pack. I wondered if I’d be coming to his aid or doing him a disservice if I interrupted, but to my surprise, he broke away from them and made a beeline for me.

      He was grinning and bouncing on the balls of his feet when he stopped in front of me. Whatever he knew was ready to burst its way out of his chest.

      “What?” I said, finally prompting him.

      “Those women over there all said they thought something was going on between Nurse Jasper and Gina.”

      “Someone had already told us that. Why are you so happy?”

      “Because look!” He pointed over his shoulder without looking behind him. I followed the line of his finger, then squinted. A very handsome man was leaning on his palm, which was flat on a table. At the table was a collection of ladies old enough to be stocking up on compression hose somewhere in the near future, but they wore the blushes of schoolgirls being flirted with by their football team’s star quarterback.

      “Is that Nurse Jasper?” I asked. He was gorgeous, like dump-your-boyfriend gorgeous. He was ‘sell all your belongings and move to a new country after video calling with him once’ gorgeous. He had to have been over six feet, and his shoulders looked like they could carry a girl on each side, but those weren’t even his best features. His face had a rugged charm that belonged in the outback and a smile that could make you dream he’d look at you with promises of forever on his lips.

      “Wow…” I was really saying that word a lot tonight. I needed to find a new word, but when it fit, it fit. The man was… wow.

      “Hey,” Ian said, concerned. “You look funny.” He glanced from me to where I was staring—at Jasper—and back. “Isn’t Ryan a great guy? Ryan’s a great guy. You two make a super cute couple, don’t you think?”

      “Huh?”

      “Yeah, I’ll go talk to Jasper. You stay away from him,” Ian said.

      “What? No!”

      He narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “I’d trust you with him as much as I’d trust you with a sea salt and caramel, double chocolate cupcake three days after starting a low carb diet.”

      Oh, that was cold. “Take that back,” I demanded. “I would never do a low carb diet.”

      I shivered away the fear of not being able to lose myself to the glorious creation that was the cupcake. There had not been a culinary creation before or since that could compare to its greatness.

      “I’m just speaking the truth.”

      “Yeah, and what’s the truth about Sally? Don’t you two have another date tonight?”

      Ian gasped and yanked out his phone to check the time.

      I didn’t let his sudden panic go to waste. “She going to forgive you if you’re late? You know, the early impressions really do set the tone for the whole rest of the relationship…”

      “Gotta go!” he blurted and spun on his heel.

      There was no hiding my smile of triumph—that is, until I remembered that I hadn’t yet told him what I’d learned about Dr. Goldman. I had to walk mighty fast to catch up to Ian and finally caught him at the lagoon’s edge, past the walkway leading into the grotto.

      “Ian,” I called after him.

      He made a face when he turned around and spotted me. “You’re not going to lecture me again, are you? Sally’s a nice person. She hasn’t asked me once about money.”

      Ian’s trust fund tended to attract women of a want-to-know variety when it came to his finances. That Sally hadn’t pressed him on the state of his bank account balance was a good sign. It was a definite step in the right direction after all of the many, many gold diggers who had sunken their expensively manicured claws into him in the past, but I quickly dismissed his concerns with a wave of my hand.

      “No,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Not that, but that’s good. Congratulations. I wanted to tell you about Dr. Goldman. Gina threatened to ruin him. I think he killed her.”

      “With his own equipment?”

      That was odd, but planting that syringe on Mary sure had pulled the suspicion off of him as far as the police were concerned.

      I shrugged. “Maybe it wasn’t planned. Maybe his anger got the better of him and he just did it.”

      Ian’s face scrunched up as he thought. “I guess that would make sense. Then he freaked out and planted the weapon on somebody else once it was done?”

      It was my turn to make a face. While that did make sense, why would he have chosen Mary to frame? I knew that was a question the police would be asking as well.

      “We need more information.” I could hear Ryan’s voice now, telling me Mary was going down.

      “Hold it right there.”

      That hadn’t been Ryan’s voice. I looked into the dim light and saw a stern-faced Marvin come into view. Tara was hot on his heels, and she looked mad.

      “Ms. Black,” she said.

      Uh-oh. If she were wanting to reinforce the perception that we were friends, she’d be calling me by my first name.

      “We need to talk,” Tara said, her tone flat.

      It was time to counter her lack of affection with an overabundance from me.

      “Tara!” I exclaimed, throwing my arms wide and lighting my face with a huge smile. “I was hoping I’d get the chance to talk to you.”

      It was a lie, but I wanted to shift her into a defensive mindset, instead of the freight-train offensive mental state she was currently in.

      Tara’s step faltered, and her pinched, angry expression shifted into one filled with uncertainty. She changed over into troubleshooting mode by the time she reached me, and stood with her hands clasped in front of her. “What can I help you with?”

      Marvin hovered behind her and stared at me with the unwavering gaze of a predator itching to attack.

      I ignored his existence.

      “I just wanted to tell you how well the article is going.” If I reminded her of the public-opinion-skewing media I was supposedly bringing down the pike her way, maybe she wouldn’t rip my head off about whatever had upset her. But my gambit didn’t work, and Tara’s expression became that of a person who had bitten into a rotten spot in what they had thought was a nice piece of fruit.

      “Why are you talking to all the whiner-bees?”

      “The what?”

      “The whiner-bees, the people who like to whine about everything they want to be without any hope of ever feeling like they’ve gotten there—no matter how much others try to help them realize their dreams.”

      “Uhhh…”

      “Don’t you get it? These people will never be happy with their lives because they’re unhappy with themselves, and you’re surrounding yourself with them, talking to them, asking them questions. I want to know why.”

      The woman was direct. I had to admire that.

      “It’s important to the article,” I answered vaguely, putting the onus to fill in the blanks as to why it was important on her.

      “Why?” she asked.

      Darn it!

      Just like that, she’d slammed the ping pong ball back to my side of the table.

      I leaned forward a little and lowered my voice as if about to tell her something confidential. “If I present the magazine with a total fluff piece, they won’t hire me on staff and they’ll shove the article in the back of the magazine without pictures or anything. But if I give them an article that covers all angles yet still makes this spa a place people want to visit, then I’ll be golden and they’ll turn the article into a huge spread, full-page color pictures and the works.” Had to be sure I was dangling a big enough carrot to shut her down, then move on to disarming her worries. “But—and here’s the kicker,” I said, “if I write a piece that makes this a place where people don’t want to go, then I’ll get canned altogether and they won’t run the article at all. A total lose-lose. It’s in my best interest to make this place look good but believably so.”

      Tara’s mouth tightened. I wasn’t sure she was buying my fabricated reasoning. So, I took that moment to put her on the defensive; I hoped that would make her stop being so suspicious of me.

      “Tara,” I said, “something I don’t understand is how you knew some of the people I’d been talking to had negative things to say?”

      “Oh, well, it’s obvious.”

      And time to lob that ping pong ball over to her side of the table, the same way she’d done with me.

      “How was it obvious?” I asked. “Have the staff been tattling on me? Is there maybe some surveillance equipment stashed around the spa grounds?”

      Tara’s expression went purposefully blank. My poker playing Nanna would have loved to have seen Tara do it so that she could study how.

      “Our customers’ privacy is of the utmost importance to us, and we would never do anything to invalidate their trust,” Tara said.

      I imagined a lawyer somewhere bent over their computer writing those very words—to be repeated in the event that question was ever asked. It was an answer that gave no actionable, measurable information. Tara had not answered the question I’d asked. What she did do was choose that moment to turn around and walk away. Marvin, on the other hand, continued to stare at me, dead-eyed.

      I gave him a smile in return and said, “Wanna have a drink?” I hooked a thumb over my shoulder to point back toward the grotto.

      Marvin grunted. I couldn’t tell but I thought it sounded a little jovial, like he’d found humor in the invitation. Then, he turned around and left the same way Tara had gone.

      “That’s right, you keep walking,” Ian mouthed off as soon as Marvin had disappeared from sight, well out of hearing range.

      “You tell ‘em,” I said, giving him a pat on the shoulder.

      Ian stood a little taller. “Some people have to learn their place.”

      I suspected the place Marvin would have selected for Ian was at the bottom of a shallow, unmarked pit, but I kept that to myself.

      Ian turned his attention to me. “What’s next?”
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      “We have to find out more about Gina’s final hours alive,” I said. “I think Nurse Jasper might be able to do that for us.”

      Ian’s gaze shifted over my shoulder to look at the grotto. He then pulled out his phone and frowned. If he went with me back inside that grotto, he’d be blowing off his date with Sally.

      “What was that about early impressions setting the tone for a relationship?” he asked.

      “I thought you said it wasn’t a relationship, that you were only seeing her to gather more information for the case.”

      “Sure. Right. Yeah.” Those were the words that came out of his mouth, but his expression said he was facing the end of the world.

      “It’s okay. Go,” I told him.

      Ian stared immobile at his phone, then looked at me. “Are you going back inside to talk to that nurse guy?”

      I nodded.

      “Then I’m going, too. Partners. All the way.” He shoved his phone back into his pocket without so much as one last look.

      Guilt niggled at me.

      Ian kept claiming that Sally was a nice person, and maybe she really was. If I got in the way of them finding a happily ever after with each other, I’d be forever stuck trying to undo the damage, by finding him another nice person.

      Having him abandon me to go see Sally was a small price to pay compared to being his eternal matchmaker.

      “No,” I said. “You go. Sally might know something without her even realizing she knows it. It could be some key tidbit that turns this whole case around.”

      “You think?” Ian asked, hopeful.

      “I do.” I did not.

      Ian’s resulting grin was contagious, and I found myself smiling, too.

      “Text me if you need anything,” he said, already backing away.

      I nodded, knowing I most likely wouldn’t text him even if the ground opened up and a slimy monster crawled out. “Have fun,” I called, and then he was gone.

      I turned around and headed back into the grotto. Jasper had moved on from the gaggle of old ladies to a woman who could have held her own standing next to Helen Mirren. She was stunning in her easy, self-assured confidence.

      “You’re avoiding me,” a woman hissed from behind, and I spun around to come face to face with an irate Nancy, my spa ambassador.

      I gave her a weak smile. “Hi.”

      “You’re avoiding me,” she hissed again.

      “Mind if we sit? I need to sit.” I moved to the nearest empty table without waiting for an answer and sat down heavily in a chair.

      Nancy stood staring at me, tapping her toe, but then sat as well.

      “Nancy, they beat me with nettles. Nettles, Nancy… Nettles.”

      “And now you look fantastic. I recommend sending the technician a thank you note at your earliest convenience.”

      “Nancy, nettles!”

      Nancy’s shoulders sagged. “I know… But you really do look amazing. You’re glowing.”

      I knew she was right, and I hated it.

      “I’m sorry I ditched you,” I said, feeling a little sorry for her. She was simply doing the job she’d been assigned. I knew that a multitude of heinous acts throughout history had been committed using that same logic, but a disquieting beauty treatment wasn’t really too bad on the scale of atrocious crimes.

      “I get it. You’re not the first,” she confided. “The treatments can be intense, but it’s what people want. They complain—bitterly—when you offer them the same treatment they could get down the road from a gas station at a strip mall. They want the Oooo factor so they can brag about it to their friends later.”

      Nancy had suddenly turned human right before my very eyes. Up until now, she’d been a spa drone. She was opening up to me, and this was my chance to find out what she knew.

      “Did you work with Gina any?” I asked.

      “That woman who died?”

      …was murdered, but I didn’t say it. “Mmhmm,” I answered instead.

      “A little. Not much. She seemed nice. She was opinionated and had her ideas about how she wanted things to be. She was stubborn, but she never got abusive.”

      “Abusive?”

      “Yeah, sometimes people come here and think they can treat the staff like garbage, but she was always polite. Respectful.”

      “What was she stubborn about?”

      Nancy’s mouth pulled to one side while her gaze drifted away as she thought. She refocused on me when she spoke. “I saw her snooping around the doctor’s clinic. At first, she’d simply be there a lot, but I saw her hiding in the bushes there, too. Then I heard she got caught snooping inside the clinic’s access halls after it had closed.”

      “Access halls?”

      “Yeah, there are access hallways—tunnels—between most of the buildings. That way things can get cleaned or restocked without breaking the fantasy of everything magically being perfect all on its own.”

      She had just blown my mind, and she didn’t even realize it.

      “Do any of these, um, access tunnels connect with the wing where most of the staff stays?”

      “Oh yeah, sure.” She seemed oblivious to the importance of what she was sharing with me. Gina could have been killed in one location, her body dumped in another, and the murder weapon moved to a third—all without anyone having a clue that so much was happening.

      “Do the police know about the tunnels?” I asked.

      Nancy shrugged. “I don’t know, but I do know we have to get you back on track with your scheduled appointments. Tara said it was very important that you experience as much as what the spa had to offer as possible.”

      I grimaced. No way, no how did I want any more treatments, but I decided not to turn her down flat. “What is the next treatment?”

      Nancy clicked around on her handy-dandy tablet then said, “Squid ink.”

      “Come again?”

      “Squid ink gets injected along your eyelash line to make them appear bolder and thicker. It’s very effective!”

      “That sounds amazing,” I said. No. No no no. Hell would freeze over first, and I would name my firstborn child after Ian. It would never happen! “I think that would be an incredible experience, but I’m not feeling well.”

      “You’re not?” Nancy asked, her tone turning incriminating rather than sympathetic.

      “Nope, I’m not. I was exposed to someone with a nasty, nasty case of the flu shortly before coming here. There’s an incubation period and all. I thought I was fine, but now I’m not so sure.”

      Nancy didn’t look completely convinced, but she did lean back in her seat, effectively putting more distance between us.

      “And the thing is,” I said, “I could really use some help. Physically. The person who was sick said it hit them hard and fast. They went from feeling fine to lying on the floor in under an hour.”

      Her gaze looked me up and down and she leaned back in her chair even more.

      “Is getting help something I can turn to you for? The person who probably got me sick couldn’t even make it to the bathroom on their own.” I scrunched my face. “And the diarrhea. It was a mess.”

      Nancy jumped up from her chair. “I could assist you. Some. I’ve been trained. A little. Oh … Diarrhea?”

      “Uncontrollable.”

      “Uh, someone with medical experience would be better.” She started tapping on her tablet, I assumed to put in a request for medical aid.

      “What about him?” I asked, pointing to the other side of the grotto.

      “Ohhhh,” Nancy said, dropping her tablet once she saw that I was pointing at Nurse Jasper. She turned back to scowl at me. “You’re not sick, are you?” Pitiless disapproval shone in her eyes.

      “I feel awful,” I said. “Weak and shaky. I’m very concerned.” My best chance to talk to Jasper was almost within my grasp. I held my breath, waiting for Nancy’s answer.
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      Nancy was back to tapping her foot. “So concerned that you’ll need to skip dinner and have all night care, I’m sure.” Her scowl had transformed into a sneer.

      I shrugged my shoulders and gave her a sideways head nod with an apologetic smile.

      “If you think you can walk, head back to your bungalow,” Nancy ordered. “I’ll send Nurse Jasper your way.” That said, she twirled around and stalked away. I wasn’t completely sure but I might have heard the word “tramp” hang in the air behind her.

      Trying not to put too much of a skip in my step—I was supposed to be sick after all—I got up and headed out. Along the way, Bridget fell in beside me. “Well, hello to you,” I said.

      She panted a greeting of her own, but we otherwise walked in silence.

      Once at the bungalow, I opened the door and Bridget bounded in and launched herself on top of the bed. She then did an imitation of a spinning top before settling down to gaze expectantly back at me. Her front legs dangled off the side of the bed at the knee, and she had her paws crossed.

      “You go to doggie finishing school to learn how to be a lady at all times no matter what?”

      She barked once in answer, a sound loud enough to fill every corner of the bungalow.

      I changed out of my clothes into sweatpants and the T-shirt I’d been sleeping in. I then gave my hair a ruffle and pinched my cheeks. It almost felt like getting ready for a hot date, but I was really doing my best to make myself look at least a little flushed and sick. Really.

      A knock sounded at the door, hollow and loud.

      Bridget and I exchanged a look, and then she leaped off the bed and trotted over to the door in front of me to help me greet our new visitor.

      I opened the door and Bridget took off at a dead run across the compound, leaving me forgotten to fend for myself. Survival of the fittest and all that, and she was definitely more fit than me.

      I frowned watching her go, feeling abandoned again.

      Standing in the space she’d shot past was the lost brother of Chris Hemsworth. He had to be. There was no other explanation for how stunning he was.

      The man looked me over from head to toe and then licked his lips. I’m not kidding. He actually licked his lips… and I forgot my name.

      “You’re not what I was expecting,” he said in a low tone that washed over every inch of my skin. “I’m Nurse Jasper. I was told you, uh, needed me.”

      Ryan. Ryan. Ryan. Ryan… Gina.

      Somebody killed Gina. It could have been this guy. That sobering thought did a lot to stamp out the fires of my libido, reducing them to the embers of a neglected campfire.

      I coughed into my fist. “Glad you’re here. I’m not feeling so good.”

      “Oh! You’re actually sick, like sick-sick?”

      “Is there any other kind?”

      I left the door open for him to enter as I headed deeper inside the bungalow. I did a very unladylike crawling climb to get onto the too-high bed, and then plopped down with my legs hanging off the edge. I was sure I didn’t look anywhere near as elegant as Bridget had.

      I heard the bungalow’s door close before Jasper strolled into the room. He had a long bright orange backpack hanging from one shoulder. His build made it look a modest size, but I was sure it would stretch all the way down to my knees if I had it on my back.

      “Where’d that come from?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I had it tucked out of sight next to your door. I usually don’t need it, and it tends to worry people when they see it.”

      “Why? What’s it got?”

      “Medical stuff. Bandages. A few meds. Emergency defibrillator. Odds and ends, just whatever might be needed in a pinch.”

      A cold chill traveled over me. There were probably syringes in that huge medical monstrosity. Syringes just like the one used to kill Gina.

      My ire at Bridget grew. She could have at least stayed so that I didn’t die alone.

      I wouldn’t have expected her to fight him or anything. Okay, that was a lie. It would have been nice if she at least barked at him as he stabbed me in the eye with a five-inch needle.

      Jasper parked himself in front of me and slid the emergency backpack onto the bed next to me.

      That’s when his hands went to my throat. Thankfully, they didn’t wrap around it. Only the tips of his fingers came in contact with my skin. His guiding touch soon had my head tilted back as he gently pressed on the area a little below my jaw.

      “No swelling,” he said. “Any tenderness?”

      I shook my head no.

      “Open your mouth, stick out your tongue, and say ‘ahhhh’ for me,” he directed.

      I did as I was told.

      “Hmmm,” he said.

      “Hmmm?”

      “There’s a little swelling, but that’s not uncommon. They put you through any detoxing regimens?”

      I was so shocked that Nurse Romeo was actually playing nurse that I felt pulled deeper and deeper into the question of whether or not I was actually well. It no longer seemed to matter that I felt fine.

      “Um,” I had to think. “Mud bath, seaweed wrap, salt sauna, and tea soak.” I’d been busier than I thought.

      Jasper’s brows went up. “That could do it. Looks like your lymphatic system is just working overtime. But,” he said, “what’s this I hear about being exposed to someone who had the flu? I’d prefer not to have to order a quarantine, but a quarantine here is a bit more pampered than what you’d find someplace else.”

      He softened the threat with a smile that could steal any woman’s heart. But I had to keep my wits about me. If he quarantined me to my bungalow, I wouldn’t be able to prove Mary’s innocence.

      I needed to turn the conversation around to Jasper’s extracurricular activities and convince him that I wasn’t actually sick.

      “Why did you think I might not need your medical kit?” I asked.

      “Sometimes what a person needs help with has nothing to do with a Band-Aid.” He gave me a wink. “Sometimes a person just needs to talk or ask for some medical advice. I get a lot of that.”

      His answer was so smooth and at the ready. Prepared. I imagined it wasn’t the first time he’d delivered that explanation.

      “Is that what Gina needed to do—talk?”

      His hands fell away from my throat and the debonair twinkle in his eyes went cold.

      “I can’t talk about my former patients. I’m sorry,” he said. He extracted an external thermometer from his alpine-sized kit and ran it over my forehead. “Temp is good. That’s a good sign. Been coughing any? Sneezing? Any sinus drainage?”

      I shook my head no.

      “You’re probably not contagious,” he concluded. “Any pain? Abdominal? Headache? Anywhere else?”

      I again shook my head no. “Does that mean she told you something that’s worth keeping confidential?”

      He let loose a good-natured laugh. “I couldn’t say—as in I really can’t say. Confidentiality is important.”

      “But don’t you even want to know who killed your ex-lover? Or do you not need to know because you already know?”

      The insinuation hung in the air between us. I was accusing him of killing Gina.

      His mouth set into a grim line. “You’re not sick, are you?”

      I shook my head again. “Was Gina sick during those times that you would be alone with her?”

      Jasper began repacking his medical kit. “I told you that I won’t discuss another patient’s medical care,” he said.

      “But it wasn’t medical care. She was your lover.” I wasn’t asking. I was making a statement. Jasper didn’t respond, and I slapped my hand down on his medical kit just as he was getting ready to zip it up. “I know that you hook up with the spa clients. Seems to me that you especially like the older ladies.” They had seemed to be his focus in the grotto. “Gina was, what, about ten years older than you?”

      Jasper yanked the medical kit free from my reach, propped it on the floor, and finished zipping it up. “What exactly is it you want?”

      “I want information. I want to know about Gina’s last night alive.”

      “Well, I can’t help you with that. Gina was my patient. Nothing more.” He stood up to his full imposing height and hoisted the backpack on his shoulder. “And we’re done here.”

      He turned and headed for the door.

      “Don’t you want her killer caught?” I called after him.

      “Makes no difference to me,” he said, “and it doesn’t make one to her either. The woman’s dead.”

      The next thing I heard was the slam of the front door closing. Jasper was gone… and I’d survived.

      “Arrggh,” I groaned and flopped backward on the bed with my arms splayed wide.

      My phone vibrated atop the ornate dresser across the room. I groaned again, hating to move. The bed’s pillowy top had sucked me into its caresses.

      Starting with my fingers before engaging the efforts of my hands, I clawed my way back up to a sitting position and hopped down to the floor.

      I picked up my phone just as it vibrated again. There was a message from Ian.
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      “Date was a bust. Meet you for dinner,” the phone read.

      I suspect should have felt sorry for Ian, but I was having trouble mustering the emotion. He went through women—or maybe it was women who went through him—like most people went through Kleenex. I found it hard to feel too bad when the relationship had a most-likely lifespan of two weeks.

      I caught a twenty-minute cat nap, dressed, primped my hair and face so that I didn’t look like I’d just rolled out of a dumpster, and then headed off to meet Ian for dinner. It was in the same location as last night, and it was just as elegant.

      I stopped at the opening of the ringed space and scanned the outdoor room. My gaze landed on Nanna and Wes at one table before I spotted Ian almost all the way across the room at another, half-standing and waving his arm at me in a huge sweeping arc in the air. Whatever amount of life enthusiasm he had within him left, though, as soon as I reached the table. He slumped down in his chair and visibly pouted.

      As I sat, I wondered if anyone would say anything if I grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him.

      Instead, I introduced myself to the others at the table. There was a Hispanic couple with their adorable daughter in addition to a young Italian couple on their honeymoon. The honeymooners only had eyes for each other, and the Hispanic family had arrived earlier in the afternoon.

      I leaned over to Ian. “Who decides the seating? Do you just grab a table?”

      Ian gave me a listless shake of his head and pulled a tiny tented name tag out from under the edge of his plate. Handcrafted calligraphy spelled his name. I checked under the edge of my own plate and found my own name. I glanced around at a few empty spots among the tables and saw more name tags propped atop the plates there.

      “Was it this way last night?”

      Ian was so blue that the corners of his mouth pulled down while the middle part arched up. If his face had been painted, he’d have been the perfect sad clown. Somehow, he mustered up enough energy to give me another little shake of his head.

      I felt the overseeing hand of Tara at work. She’d stuck Ian and me with people who wouldn’t be able to tell us anything about Gina or Dr. Goldman.

      That made figuring out how to get Jasper to spill whatever it was that he knew about Gina’s final hours alive all the more important. If he knew nothing, why not simply say he knew nothing? Instead, he was refusing to say anything—which had me convinced that he knew something worth not telling.

      I craned my neck so I could spy on Nanna and Wes, but what I saw deflated my hopes that we’d learn anything through them.

      Their entire table was in stitches, laughing, and the person doing her sitting-down stand-up routine was my Nanna. Nobody else had the chance to get a word in edgewise, not that it looked like any of them were trying. Nanna was keeping everyone far too entertained.

      I sighed, and with nothing better to do, I turned my attention to Ian. “What happened? Why so glum?”

      “She found out I’ve had over fifty girlfriends. I thought it was funny…” If possible, Ian’s face got even longer. “She didn’t see the humor. Instead, she called me another holiday funboy and stormed off.”

      It’s true that Ian had had a lot of girlfriends, although I hadn’t realized it had been so many. I’d stopped worrying about Ian getting taken advantage of ages ago. He and love-of-the-day would have one ten-minute meeting with Ian’s trust fund manager and suddenly his new arm candy would suddenly remember she was married or had a calling to do humanitarian work in Zimbabwe, or on occasion would simply call a taxi and leave without so much as a parting word to Ian. Thing was—he always bounced back from losing those women, so much so that I’d started to suspect that the love gene was missing in Ian and that he genuinely mistook it for his crush-of-the-day gene.

      “Is that so bad?” I asked. “For all we know, Sally was involved in Gina’s death too. Maybe you’re dodging a bullet.”

      Ian shot me a heated glare so intense that I involuntarily recoiled. It was a look I’d never seen in him before. He’d always been my happy-go-lucky sidekick.

      What had his object of affection done to him?

      She’d broken Ian!

      While goofy and not particularly grounded in any plane of reality I knew of, he was at least steady and dedicated. Now he wasn’t even that.

      “Too soon?” I asked as way of apology to my earlier comment.

      “Yeah,” he grumbled before pulling out his phone and staring at its messageless face.

      I would have patted his shoulder, but I was afraid he’d bite my hand.

      Dinner came and went. I got sausage and pepper stuffed chicken breast with tarragon sauce. Ian managed to pick his way through a perfectly cooked fillet of sea bass. Dessert was a delectable and light tiramisu. The Italian honeymooners weren’t impressed, but it was incredibly hard for me not to lick my plate. In the end, I settled for happily finishing Ian’s barely touched dessert.

      I leaned back in my chair and enjoyed an after-dinner cognac that had a price point near what I made in a whole evening working as a blackjack dealer. The happy family of three decided to make an early night of it and head back to their bungalow. The newlyweds got up to dance, delighting many, and were soon joined by other couples. But the joy of the reveling pairs seemed to siphon off Ian’s desire to live.

      I pulled my nose out of the oversized glass of cognac that I’d been gently swirling around. “Text her,” I encouraged.

      I honestly didn’t care if the two got together or not. I just needed Ian to bounce back from the state of near-comatose zombie. I needed him to re-engage with life. My ability to continue breathing might depend on it.

      “You think? It won’t be too stalkerish?”

      I considered his question, then took his phone from him and took a selfie of the two of us with me leaning over into his space. I looked cheerful; Ian looked destroyed. I then tapped out a message and hit send.

      “What are you doing?” Ian asked.

      “Writing Sally.” I’d introduced myself as Ian’s sister, said he was lost without her, and asked her to reconsider.

      Ian snatched his phone away and stared at it with eyes ready to bulge out of their sockets.

      His face worked its way through two different shades of red before settling into a blood-pooling mauve. I guessed the purplish hue was from the mix of oxygenated and non-oxygenated blood fighting it out for access to his brain, because the man had quit breathing.

      Ian’s phone chimed with an incoming message, and he sucked a huge gulp of air into his lungs. The dour frown that had threatened to cement itself in place instantly transformed into a toothy ear-to-ear smile.

      “She says I can call her later!”

      Crisis averted.

      Now to get the man’s head back in the game. I leaned in close and kept my voice down. “I think Nurse Jasper knows something about what happened the night Gina was killed.”

      “You don’t think he did it?”

      I shrugged. “He could have. He carries around a huge med kit. It could have syringes in it and who knows what else.”

      “Even if he didn’t use it on her himself, someone could have stolen a syringe from his bag,” Ian said. “He carries the thing around with him, anyone could have had access to it.”

      I sounded a silent cheer in my head. My investigative buddy was back.

      “See,” I said, “we’ve got to get him to talk to us, but I got him alone and he clammed up. He wouldn’t say anything about Gina. Kept claiming patient confidentiality.”

      “You could ask them,” Ian said. He pointed to the table across from ours. It looked like a sorority table. Seated at it was a group of young ladies, each one more beautiful than the last, looking ready to party ‘til dawn. While I was slowly savoring my after-dinner cognac, they were in the process of building a small pyramid with now-empty shot glasses. The thing was impressively large.

      “Why would I ask them?” I asked. It wasn’t that I was against it. I simply didn’t see the connection.

      “They were giggling about Jasper before you got here. I’m not sure, but I think they all took a turn at trying to seduce him but he wasn’t interested. I heard them making fun of… well, I won’t repeat what they said. It wasn’t nice things. It was about some of the, uh, more mature ladies.”

      I craned my neck to look past Ian at the girls. They were in high spirits, three sheets to the wind and all that.

      “Stay here,” I said, then got up from mine and Ian’s table and did a fake woozy weave over to their table.

      I didn’t ask if I could sit but rather plopped myself down in a vacant chair. The noise at the table flipped to deafening silence followed by a just as sudden outburst of cackling laughter. I joined in, and just like that, I was part of the group.

      “I heard one of you girls locked lips with that cutie Jasper,” I said, slurring my words and sloshing my drink around. “I wanna know the deets.”
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      The tallest girl, a dark-skinned beauty, gasped in a breath of shock but the corners of her lips were pulled up at the same time. Despite her drunken state, her eyes were sharp. They turned gleefully mean at the opportunity to spread her preferred brand of gossip. When her gasp fell away, only her chilling smile remained.

      “We thought he had to be gay,” she said. “Tina”—she indicated a small blonde with a pert nose and bright blue eyes—“practically had to visit a family planning clinic from what she tried to do to him while he was treating her sunburn. But he was having none of her. Completely professional no matter what she offered, and honey… she was offering.”

      The table of girls giggled and Tina rolled her eyes. She shrugged and lifted her palms to her shoulders. “He wasn’t wantin’ this.” She did a Vanna White sweep of her hands to indicate the rest of her.

      The first girl continued. “So then Meghyn over there had a go at him and all the same.” She flipped a finger to indicate a stunning Amazonian redhead with porcelain skin. She looked as though she’d jumped straight off a pinup poster.

      Meghyn’s eyes were downcast as she sadly shook her head. She sat back and slow-crossed one long, bare leg over the other before lifting her gaze to meet mine. “I told him no strings attached. He didn’t care.”

      Wow… Jasper wasn’t human. No way.

      A few of the other girls related similar stories. They’d all tried to put the moves on Jasper, and none of them had succeeded. With Jasper being Chris Hemsworth’s secret lost brother and all, I understood the appeal. What I didn’t understand was why Jasper had played so hard to get—as in, not gettable at all.

      “So we figured he must be gay,” the first girl stated again. “That was until Theresa saw him coming out of Louisa Aldritch’s bungalow at three-thirty in the morning last night.” Her smile was more than smug.

      “Who’s Louisa Aldritch?” I asked.

      “Only some ol’ biddy old enough to be my great grandmother.”

      The girls broke out in laughter. It pealed in a strangely off-key cadence, like an ominously squeaky hinge that foretells bad things to come.

      “Sure it wasn’t a medical house call?” I asked, making sure to slur my words.

      I knew better than to think it had been, but the meanness of their gaiety irked me enough to want to throw an ounce of doubt on their fun.

      All but their elected speaker broke out in laughter. She seemed to grow in size as her self-importance swelled. “Only if that house call had him doing tonsil swabs with his tongue,” she answered. “Theresa said the ol’ girl caught him at the door, pulled him back. And he dipped her in a kiss that shoulda made her old bones break.”

      Okay… that was an image that was now stuck in my head. I wondered if I needed to have a talk with Wes about guarding Nanna from Jasper’s selective interests. Nanna had a strong sense of right and wrong, but it tended to exist within a wide band of gray. If she thought she was taking one for the team, she might see nothing wrong with entertaining Jasper beyond asking for help with her sciatica.

      “Where’s this Louisa’s bungalow?” I asked.

      The girls all looked at each other and then at their leader. She pursed her perfect lips, picked up her phone and started typing, multitasking by talking at the same time. “I’ll ask. Theresa’s not here. She had to leave early. Boyfriend drama. Don’t ask.”

      I wouldn’t.

      After stopping her phone tapping, their fearless leader stared expectantly at her phone’s screen.

      She wasn’t disappointed. A returning chime indicated a near-instant reply to her inquiry, but she shook her head.

      “Theresa said that way.” She pointed a finger toward the southeastern quadrant of the spa’s enclosed grounds. “She was lost when she saw them and don’t know more than that.” She then looked at me and narrowed her eyes. “You don’t seem as drunk as you did when you sat down.”

      And she didn’t seem as self-absorbed, unable to notice anything beyond herself.

      I smiled weakly and laughed awkwardly. “Fast metabolism.”

      Her eyes flicked me up and down, no doubt taking in my extra padding of flesh, which belied my so-called “fast” metabolism.

      When she was done judging me, she gave me a dead-fish glare. Everything about her expression said that she was ready for me to tell her my next lie.

      I didn’t disappoint.

      “Ian…” I said, craning my neck. “What was that, Ian?” He hadn’t said a thing, but I plowed on, acting like he had. “Right!” I stood.

      “Gotta go,” I told the girls, but their carefree fun of girls-on-holiday was gone and replaced by girls-turned-hyena-pack.

      It was hard to walk at a normal pace back to where Ian was sitting. All my ancient survival instincts were screaming that the pack would stalk my retreat in preparation of the kill.

      Ian was still staring dreamily at his phone, and I breathed a sigh of relief to have made it back in one piece as I sat down.

      “I know what we need to do,” I said.

      “Offer to meet her parents?” Ian asked without sparing me a glance.

      I shook my head. “No, I think her parents aren’t at the retreat and even if they were, they wouldn’t know.”

      Ian gave me a surprised look, so I went on. “Why would her parents know about her and Jasper?”

      Ian gasped and went pale. “Sally’s having an affair with Jasper?”

      I almost banged my head on the table. Of course Ian’s headspace was filled only with thoughts of Sally!

      “It’s not Sally with Jasper!” I whisper-hissed. “It’s someone else.”

      Ian’s face cleared up and he grinned with relief. “Well, thank God.”

      I knit my brows. “I don’t think that’s something we should thank God for.”

      Ian didn’t say anything, but the happiness didn’t leave his eyes.

      I took a deep breath. “No. I know what we need to do next, as in tonight.”

      “Oh… right. The case. What?” Ian finally put his phone down, giving me his undivided attention.

      I leaned forward to tell him, then considered the possibility of being overheard—by eavesdropping clients or mechanical bugging devices.

      “Follow me,” I ordered and started walking.
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      “What’re we doing?” Ian asked, hurrying to keep up. “I know that look. Will we get arrested? Do I need to call my lawyer first?”

      I stopped in my tracks to consider the question, then shook my head no and kept walking. “I don’t think so—not if we don’t get caught.”

      Tara was already suspicious of my intentions, but she wouldn’t want to invite more police involvement voluntarily. The worst thing that would happen would be that she would kick us out of the spa altogether.

      Of course, that would mean all hopes of Mary’s innocence being proven would fall to nothing. So, while Ian and I weren’t risking that much, Mary was risking everything—even without her being here.

      “That’s not a reassuring answer,” Ian said, catching up. “What’re we doing?”

      “Have you heard the name Louisa Aldritch?”

      “No, should I have?” he asked.

      “Those girls at the table across from us think that Nurse Jasper is having an affair with her. If we can catch him with her, we can blackmail him into coming clean about whatever it is that he knows about the night that Gina was killed. I’m pretty sure he was having an affair with her, too.”

      “Too as in ‘in addition to?’ Or, too as in also, like, he was sleeping with Gina but she’s dead now so he’s moved on to someone else? ‘Cause, if it’s the second, that’s cold.”

      I thought so, too. “I don’t know,” I said in answer to his question. “I can say that Jasper didn’t come off as particularly broken up about her death when I talked to him.”

      “You still haven’t told me what we’re doing. We heading to Louisa’s place to stake it out?”

      “Do you know which bungalow is hers?” I asked.

      We crossed over a small bridge spanning a winding stream that disappeared into the ground. I suspected that the stream water simply got recirculated back through a filter, but it was pretty. Tiny tea lights danced in small eddies that decorated the stream’s edge with shallow pools not part of the main water flow.

      “Not a clue.”

      “Me neither. So that’s step one. Find out where her bungalow is, then stake it out. With any luck, Jasper will hook up with her again tonight.”

      “And how do we find out?”

      “We break into Tara’s office and check the spa’s client roster.”

      We swung by my bungalow, and I dug my lock pick set out of an inconspicuous pocket in my luggage. It was after eleven by the time we got to the side of the spa’s grounds where the head office was located.

      Ian and I walked the spa’s perimeter until we came to a door that stood flush in the fifteen-foot cement wall. It was just a door. Nothing else.

      We couldn’t see a building, but I suspected the building existed on the other side of the wall and the door simply acted as a pass through. That would allow worker bees the opportunity to come and go from the spa without traveling through the front office space.

      I bent down to take a look at the innocuous door’s lock, holding my breath that it was a mechanical lock and not accessed by keycard. I hissed when I got my answer.

      “What?” Ian asked.

      “We might not be able to get in. It’s an electronic lock.” My brain scrambled for how we could get past it. “We could climb the wall, get to the outside, and break inside through a window or the ventilation system.”

      Ian gave the door’s long handle a tug. The door opened.

      “Or yeah, that works too. If ya wanna get all simple with it...”

      I pushed my embarrassment aside, and Ian flashed me a smile.

      Inside, Ian and I walked in silence through unremarkable and indistinguishable hallways that quickly turned into a labyrinth of lostness.

      “If you were a bigwig director,” I asked Ian in a low whisper, “where would your office be?”

      Ian thought a moment, then said, “Someplace with a window.”

      That made sense to me, and we adjusted our search pattern to focus on what we hoped would be the offices bordering the building’s outside walls. That’s when we got lucky… or unlucky, depending on how you wanted to view it.

      Rounding the corner, we spotted a large office with a wall made of glass. Tara was inside, and so was Marvin.

      I backpedaled, bumping into Ian, and then we practically fell over each other ducking back out of sight.

      “What?” Ian whispered.

      I peered my head around the corner, and Ian did the same.

      Tara was pacing and talking avidly with gesticulating hands while Marvin stood stoically, taking it all in.

      I couldn’t hear what they were saying; I reminded myself for the umpteenth time that I needed to learn how to read lips.

      “Can you hear anything?” I whisper-asked Ian.

      He shook his head no.

      Standing up straight, I walked quickly over to the same side of the hall as Tara’s office.

      I hoped that the angle of vision necessary would keep me out of sight.

      Ian gave me a bug-eyed look. He clearly wanted to ask what I thought I was doing, and I waved for him to stay put.

      I might as well have saved the energy the gesture cost me. Within seconds, Ian was tiptoeing across the hall.

      When he came to the same wall where I was, he did a cat burglar lean against it. Moving as silently as we could, we inched our way forward.

      The silence from within Tara’s office turned into the soft murmur of a voice.

      Unfortunately, I still couldn’t understand what she was saying.

      As we inched a little closer still, words started standing out.

      “Quiet… Arrogant… Day.”

      None of it was making any sense.

      Suddenly, Tara’s office door swung open.

      I froze with my whole body plastered against the wall.

      Quickly, I pivoted to take on a more natural stance—just as Marvin stepped out into the hallway.

      He froze when he saw me, but I put on my biggest smile.

      “Thank goodness you’re here,” I exclaimed.

      Tara appeared at Marvin’s elbow in an instant. I thought her face might split in half and snakes would crawl out. She was that angry. “How did you get in here?”

      I put on my clueless face. “Uh, the door was open.”

      Tara shot Marvin a glare that could have wilted an oak tree. He looked away with a mixture of chagrin and annoyance.

      “I was hoping to find someone,” I said. “I need some help.”

      “And you thought that midnight was an appropriate time to go looking for that help?” Tara asked. “Is it an emergency? Is somebody’s life at risk?”

      I saw the regret at her choice of words flash across her face. An extra layer of frustration at me settled in on top of that.

      “No, no… nothing like that,” I assured her. “I overheard someone talking about Louisa Aldritch. She and I are old friends. I had no idea she was here or how long she’ll be staying. I wanted to find out where she was staying so I could catch her early in the morning.”

      The muscles of Tara’s jaw clenched as her eyes narrowed. “Client information is confidential. Yours. Hers. Everyone’s. If you have any further questions or concerns, you can follow up by speaking with your spa ambassador or going to the spa’s front lobby to get assistance… tomorrow. Good night, Ms. Black, and take your brother with you.” She turned to Marvin. “I need to speak to you.”

      I caught the faintest hint of an eyeroll from Marvin, but he didn’t say anything.

      Ian and I waved and headed back the way we’d come.

      As soon as we got around the corner, I was on my knees in front of the nearest office door. I had the lock picked in under a minute, and Ian and I hurried through the door.

      We’d had the door closed with our ears pressed against it for only a few heartbeats when the heavy cadence of Marvin footsteps moved past before fading away.

      I blew out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “Now we just need to wait for Tara to leave,” I whispered to Ian. I was pretty shocked to find her working so late.

      Why is it that breathing becomes so loud when you’re trying to be silent?

      That was the way it was with us. And when I was overtaken with a sneeze, I nearly blew out my eardrums trying to hold it in.

      It took a while, but the sound of footsteps grew and then faded again.

      Ian opened the door with an extremely slow turn of its handle.

      We both peeked out.

      The hall was clear.

      Neither of us spoke as we headed toward Tara’s office, but I was again slamming on the brakes when I rounded the corner.

      The light was still on in her office.

      Her door was wide open, and someone wearing a gray hoodie was heading inside. Tara was still inside as well.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I hissed. It’d be dawn before we made it to Louisa Aldritch’s room, given how hard Tara seemed to work. We’d been here two days already. Time was slipping away. We were facing what could be our only shot at blackmailing Jasper for information.

      Ian dragged me out of sight by the back of my shirt, and we hid away once more in the small office we’d vacated.

      Thankfully we didn’t have to wait very long before we heard the sound of footsteps passing by, soon followed by a second set of footsteps.

      This was our chance.
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      We left the tiny office again.

      I was more careful this time when I stuck my head around the corner. The extra care was unnecessary, though. The light in Tara’s office was off, and her door was closed.

      I had the lock on her door picked fast enough to be a personal best.

      “Should we flip on the light?” Ian asked.

      “No, I’ll use my phone’s flashlight. Close the door behind us.”

      Tara’s office was pretty sparse. Her desk was clear even of the smallest knickknacks and devoid of personal trinkets. There weren’t any filing cabinets. There was just a desk big enough to double as a door if it were stood up on its end, and a high-backed chair. At least the desk did have a computer instead of one of the tablets everyone carried around. Those things seemed to be accessed with a thumbprint, and it was hard to work around that type of security.

      I pulled on the various drawers of Tara’s desk. They jiggled but didn’t slide out, though I knew I could pick the locks. Before doing that, though, I dropped to my knees and crawled under the desk.

      “What are you doing?” Ian appeared, bent over, in the spot usually reserved for the desk’s chair.

      Craning my neck, I shone my phone’s bright light at the underside of the desk.

      “Gotcha!” I said when I spotted a piece of paper that had been taped to the darkly stained wood. I opened the folded sheet to discover exactly what I was hoping for. “I found her passwords.”

      The door handle to Tara’s office jiggled, and Ian instantly fell to his knees and joined me under Tara’s desk. I pressed my phone’s light against my chest to snuff out its glow.

      I held my breath waiting for the door to open and the light to flick on, but that moment didn’t come. The seconds ticked on.

      “Is it Tara?” I asked Ian in a barely audible whisper.

      He crawled out from under the desk then lay down on his belly, stretching toward the desk’s edge. He was back a moment later. “It’s Marvin.”

      “What’s he doing?”

      Ian shrugged.

      I did what he had done and stretched out on my belly to peer around the edge of the desk out at the front wall of glass. Sure enough, there was Marvin. He was leaning against the far wall with one ankle crossed over the other. His arms were crossed over his chest, head leaned back against the wall and eyes closed.

      I crawled back under the desk. “I think he’s taking a nap!”

      “What now? We’re stuck.”

      My phone dinged with an incoming message. I hissed at the sound it made and buried its speakers against my shirt in an attempt to shut it up. I waited for a second ding, but none came. I checked the phone’s face and read the message that had come in. It was from Stone.

      “First meeting done. Still alive.”

      Relief flooded me, even threatening to well up my eyes, but I got myself back in check.

      “Who was that?” Ian asked.

      “Stone.” I switched the phone to vibrate, turning the text alert chime off.

      “Can he help?”

      No way, no how was I going to ask Stone for help. He had enough on his plate. He didn’t need me adding to it.

      I shook my head but began typing on my phone anyway. “Not Stone, but we know someone else.”

      I hit send, trusting that Nanna would still be awake. I held my breath and then did a silent cheer when the phone lit with Nanna’s reply.

      “Nanna’s on her way. She’s going to provide a distraction.”

      “You think the door’s still open?”

      My heart sank, and I sank my forehead into my hands.

      I shot Nanna a text, telling her not to bother coming, but I got an immediate reply back.

      “My granddaughter needs her Nanna! Don’t bother me again.”

      All righty then…

      The worst thing that would happen was that Marvin would stay out there all night long, morning would come, and Tara would show up. We’d get caught and kicked out of the spa. But then Mary would likely go to prison for a crime she probably didn’t commit.

      I crawled my way out from under the desk, climbed up on the chair, and did an impression of a very, very short person. I kept a close eye on Marvin as I adjusted the chair’s position to sit in front of Tara’s computer.

      “What are you doing?” Ian yell-whispered. “You’ll get us caught!”

      “Then we get caught. That doesn’t mean we quit trying.”

      I unfolded Tara’s password list and squinted at the scrawled words. I could just make out the last one on the list. Giving the computer’s mouse a nudge, I brought the screen to life and typed in the word.

      Bingo!

      The login screen transformed into a blank desktop that wasn’t any more help than the login screen had been.

      I stuck my head back under the desk. “I don’t know where to find the client roster information.”

      “What database software are they using?”

      I returned to my incredibly slumped sitting up position, stared at the monitor, and then bent back down, and shrugged.

      “Switch places with me,” Ian said.

      I slid out of the chair and Ian crawled into it. He tapped at the keyboard with a speed that made me think he was simply sliding his hand back and forth over the keys, but then he said, “Found it.”

      “You found which bungalow Louisa’s in?”

      “No, found the database they use. Hang on.”

      After some more tapping, the bold flash of Ian’s camera phone lit the room for only a moment before he rejoined me under the desk.

      “Did you get it?”

      “Yeah, took a picture of it.” He showed me. The image was a mix of shadows and glare, but when I enlarged it with the swipe of my fingers, all the information we needed was there. “Great!”

      Now we just had to get out of Tara’s office.

      I crawled on my belly to peek around the edge of the desk again. Marvin was still there, still doing his standing snooze. I couldn’t tell if he were merely resting or for reals asleep.

      I lay there for I don’t know how long, watching and waiting with my phone right under my nose, not telling me a thing. That’s when I had to blink and sit up slightly.

      “Oh my God,” I said, barely containing the level of my voice.

      “What is it? What’s happening?”

      “Bridget just ran by.” And Marvin was finally awake. He stared after where she’d disappeared out of sight from my viewpoint.

      “The girl from the nail salon?” Ian asked.

      “Nail salon? What were you doing there?”

      “Hey, the word mani-pedi has the word man in it. That’s all I’m saying.”

      I couldn’t stop my pout. I hadn’t even had a mani-pedi. With my luck, they’d shove toothpicks under my nails if I asked for one. “No, no… Bridget the dog.”

      “Ohhh! I remember her. What’s she doing here?”

      “I don’t know, but Marvin just ran after her!”

      I jumped to my feet and Ian scrambled out from under the desk and got to his. That’s when Nanna rushed into view, wearing a floor-length quilted robe and fuzzy high heel bedroom slippers. She made a mad windmill wave at us through the glass front when she spotted us, and Ian and I hurried out.

      “Where’d you find Bridget?” I asked, hooking Nanna around the waist to get us walking in the opposite direction from the one Marvin had gone.

      “Who’s Bridget?”

      “The dog.”

      “Oh, her! She was sitting outside that door you told me about. As soon as I got it open, she darted in like a rocket. It was everything I could do to keep up. I figured she knew more than me about where she was going, so I followed.”

      I was going to give that dog a cookie. Heck, I was going to give her a steak with a cookie crumbled on top!

      “How’d you get the door open?” Ian asked.

      “Crowbar. How’d you get it open?”

      “How in the world? No, never mind,” I said. So many questions… So little time. “We gotta get out of here.”

      The night air was downright nippy by the time we made it back outside. The sky was clear, and the stars were bright.

      “What’s next?” Nanna asked.
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      I looked at the clock on my phone. It was already nearly one in the morning.

      Ian and I had to hurry if we hoped to have any luck catching Jasper coming out of Louisa Aldritch’s bungalow.

      I gave Nanna a kiss on the cheek. “We’ve gotta go. You good to make it back to your room?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Go!” She shooed us off, and Ian and I took off at a fast jog.

      Every time we broke into an area that was easily viewed from other places on the compound, we dropped back down to a brisk walk. But as soon as the cover allowed, we broke back out into a run.

      We didn’t need to rush after all, though. Everything was quiet when we reached Louisa’s bungalow.

      “Maybe we missed him,” Ian offered.

      I let my legs fold beneath me and sat down heavily on the ground before stretching out on the cold, hard cobblestone path. The stars made pathways through the heavens, and I did my best to lose myself in them.

      Ian sat down on the ground next to me with his knee at my elbow, facing me.

      “This was our best chance,” I said. “We’ve been here two whole days and haven’t learned a thing, at least not anything useful. Nothing that will save Mary. No one’s had a thing to say about Gina, other than the fact she didn’t like her nose job.”

      “... And had threatened to destroy Dr. Goldman,” Ian added.

      “Mmm, that is true.” Somewhere nearby, a bird sang its nighttime song. “So Dr. Goldman could have wanted Gina dead in order to protect his professional interests.”

      “And what was it you told me about her ex… Harry?”

      “Yeah, Harry. He wanted Gina to sign over the voting rights to the shares she owned in his company.”

      “That’s what he said.”

      “Mmm, he also said that now that she’s dead, he’s set to inherit the shares he regretted giving her when they got together.”

      “Do we have anything else?”

      “Well, there is the way she died, overdosed with… something.”

      “Do we know with what yet?”

      I shook my head no. “I could ask Ryan, but I honestly don’t think he’d tell me. He’s been acting weird.”

      “Weird how?”

      “He wants to talk to me.” I fell silent, letting the pressure of the unspoken thoughts build in my head until I couldn’t contain them anymore. “I think he wants to break up with me.”

      “Noooo!”

      “Yeah… He gets so mad at me, and then it’s like he remembers there’s no point bothering getting mad. I don’t want him to break up with me.”

      “So you’re avoiding him?”

      I couldn’t actually claim to be doing that. It was more that I’d simply been busy, working the case. I had a job to do, just like him. Whether he respected that or not was up to him. People did depend on me.

      The sound of a nearby door opening had me springing up to a sitting position, and Ian twisted at the waist to see what was happening.

      I pulled out my phone as fast as I could, brought up the camera, and hit record. I doubted that anything would come through in the low light, but it was better than the alternative of not having any leverage over Jasper at all.

      Just as the girls had described—and presumably just like the night before—Jasper came out of the bungalow and the woman within followed him out. She was tall, slender, and had the grace and composure of someone used to ruling her world. She was also at least thirty years older than Jasper.

      The woman, whom I assumed to be Louisa Aldritch, pulled Jasper back to her. He didn’t fight. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her and bent her backward in a kiss that belonged on the silver screen.

      While I couldn’t hear what was being said, things seemed to be shared between them before Louisa managed to tear herself away and disappear back inside her home away from home. Her door closed with a soft click.

      Jasper rolled his shoulders and stretched his long, strong arms to the sky before stepping over to the nearby shrubs. His medical kit appeared a moment later as he hoisted it to his back and began walking up the path toward where Ian and I sat.

      I stopped the recording and slowly stood. Jasper stopped and stared. I waved my phone in the air.

      “I got video of, um, whatever that was. The video backs up to the cloud. Destroying my phone won’t help.”

      I felt Ian step up to my side.

      “What do you want?” Jasper asked.

      “We want to talk.”

      “And if I don’t want to talk?”

      “Then this video goes to your boss, or your boss’s boss. Whoever will listen that’s willing to fire you.”

      Jasper growled, and I thought of my long-neglected krav maga lessons. Jasper was about the size of Ian and me put together. With luck, we’d be able to fend him off in a fight-for-your-life brawl, but I’d rather avoid that.

      “Just talk,” I assured him. “We don’t want to cause trouble for you.” Unless of course he’d been the one to kill Gina—then we wanted to ruin his entire future.

      “Fine, but not out here,” Jasper said, adjusting the heavy pack on his shoulder.

      “We can head to my bungalow,” I said. “You can leave the pack outside.” Along with all the syringes in it.

      I pointed in the direction we needed to go and insinuated that Jasper should lead the way. He did without complaint, and we walked in silence.

      Only the warbling bird chattered as we made our way through the winding compound. And as requested, once we got there, Jasper stowed his medical kit out of sight.

      Bridget was waiting by my bungalow’s door. She was the happiest sight I’d seen in days, and I cooed over her for distracting Marvin. I scrunched her soft fur in my hands and gave her forehead a kiss before opening the door.

      She bounded inside, and the rest of us followed her in. She claimed her usual spot on my bed, and I turned my focus to creating an atmosphere with a little less hostility.

      We needed Jasper to tell us the truth, whatever that was, but it wasn’t like we had a lie detector tucked away that we could pull out. He needed to understand that we meant him no harm, you know, as long as he wasn’t a cold-blooded killer looking to add to his body count.

      “Please, sit.” I indicated a cluster of comfy chairs designed for lounging near the glass doors leading to a private porch.

      Jasper sat on a loveseat meant for two and stretched his long legs out before him. Ian sat in a chair across from him and stared. The pair of them had the look of a prairie dog watching over a water buffalo.

      I scrounged around in the mini-fridge tucked under the kitchenette’s small counter and pulled out some glass bottled water before finding some stone ground crackers and grapes to provide as snacks. I laid out the offerings on the low table that sat as a centerpiece to the sitting area, and broke the ice by taking some food for myself. I settled onto the love seat next to Jasper, sitting sideways with my knees drawn up into the seat.

      There was a moment of quiet hesitation by Jasper, but then he broke off a stem of grapes and began pulling the grapes free and popping them in his mouth, one by one. A tension once palpable in the room seemed to relax.

      “So you and Louisa Aldritch?” I asked as a way to get things going.

      “Mmhmm,” Jasper said, not volunteering any information.

      “You’re having an affair?” I asked. I knew the answer. I just wanted him to say it. As soon as he started vocalizing his situation, he’d be more likely to share other information as well.

      “No,” Jasper answered.

      My brows went up, and I waved my phone at him again. Jasper didn’t react to it but instead kept popping grapes into his mouth.

      “Did you have sex with her?” Ian asked.

      Jasper chewed his grapes with his eyes averted. I could see him working through a decision. Finally, he spoke. “Put your phone under the couch cushion,” he instructed.

      “Huh?”

      “No more secretly recording me. You wanna talk? Get rid of your phone.” He turned to Ian. “You, too.”

      Ian handed his phone over to me, and I slid both his and mine under the couch cushion. It was a smart thing for Jasper to request. From under there, the cameras would be useless and any vocals would be completely muffled.

      “Were you having sex with Louisa?” Ian asked again.

      “Yes,” Jasper answered.

      “How is that different than having an affair?” I asked.

      “No relationship. We’re just two consenting adults, hooking up. Random. No strings attached.”

      “Okay, so how come all your no-strings-attached hookups happen with women old enough to be your mother?” I asked.

      Jasper cringed, then shrugged. “They’re nice ladies, and they understand the game. Nobody’s fooling anybody. There’s no happily-ever-afters and no call-me-tomorrows. One and done.”

      “But it wasn’t one and done,” I challenged. “You were with Louisa Aldritch last night.”

      Jasper’s expression tightened in annoyance. “You got spies or something?”

      “Just answer the question,” I said.

      “Yeah, Louisa and I were together last night, too.”

      “What do you get out of it?” Ian asked. “Why not do one-and-dones with the younger model-types who also want you?”

      Jasper shrugged. “Young girls—hot girls—everything’s all about them. They wanna know what I can do for them.”

      I put it together. “And you wanna know what the older ladies can do for you…”

      Jasper gave me a smug, self-satisfied smile and popped another grape in his mouth.

      “So what do they do for you?” Ian asked.

      “Mm, this and that,” Jasper answered.

      “Does ‘this and that’ go by any other names? Cash, expensive watches, stock tips?”

      “Yeah,” Jasper said again, his smile getting bigger. “This and that.”

      “Did you have sex with Gina?” Ian asked. I appreciated his directness. No ambiguity possible.

      Jasper took a deep breath, pressed his lips together then nodded. “Yes.”

      “And what did she give you?” I asked.

      “Does it matter?” Jasper challenged.

      “Maybe. What did she give you?”

      His gaze shifted away, and I could see him fight against telling us, but then he caved. “Cash.”

      A myriad of words came to mind—and I suspected they came to Jasper’s mind as well—none of which would be considered flattering in polite conversation. From the way he was acting, it was my guess that Jasper was not comfortable with thinking of himself in that way.

      I pushed. “She paid you for sex.”

      Jasper’s expression darkened. “What’s any of this got to do with Gina’s death?”

      That was a good question, one for which I didn’t have an answer. So, I had to keep digging.

      “Did you have sex with Gina on the night she was killed?” I asked.

      “No, I did not.” He said it in the same tone and with the same emphasis as if he were sitting on a witness stand, speaking into a courtroom microphone. The only thing missing was a pause for him to sit forward and pivot to look directly at the jury as he said it.

      Ian picked up a cracker from the table and threw it at Jasper.

      “Hey, what gives?” Jasper exclaimed.

      “Quit hedging,” Ian said.

      “I’m not!”

      “Why are we even bothering?” Ian asked me. “We should just turn the video of him coming out of Louisa’s bungalow over to the spa’s management and be done with him.”

      “No, look. Wait,” Jasper said. “It’s true that Gina and I had been hooking up, but we didn’t have sex the night she was killed. We’d been supposed to get together, but she texted and canceled. The last time I saw Gina alive was a good fourteen hours before her body was found.”

      “No, too convenient,” I said.

      “It’s true. Look. I can prove it.” He pulled his phone out, tapped at its face, then handed it over. On its screen was a message log from “Sexy,” and a message saying, “Have to cancel. Sorry, babes.”

      “This means nothing,” I said, offering the phone back to him.

      “No, look.” He didn’t take the phone from me, but he did swipe his finger over the face to scroll up in the message log. “There. See?”

      His scrolling had revealed a very revealing picture that “Sexy” had sent him. It was Gina. He really had gotten a message from her canceling their plans.

      “This still doesn’t mean anything,” I said, handing him back his phone. “You getting a text canceling your plans together doesn’t mean you still didn’t end up seeing her later that night.”

      “Yeah… Seeing her and killing her,” Ian added.

      “Don’t you get it?” Jasper said. “If she canceled with me, it was probably because she had plans to meet up with somebody else. Whoever that person was, they’re probably the person who killed her. Find them, find her killer. But, it wasn’t me!” He slapped his chest for emphasis. “I get things from sleeping with women who are alive. What would hurting Gina do for me? Nothing.”

      He sat back, his air of arrogance returned. As far as he was concerned, he’d won the debate and his name had been cleared of all suspicion.

      “Were you hooking up with anyone else during the time you were seeing Gina?” I asked. There was always the chance that another woman killed Gina out of jealousy over Jasper.

      “Nope, it’s a rule of mine. One at a time. Keeps things simple. No one to cross anyone else’s path.”

      “Why would you care?” Ian asked. “It’s not like you were building a future with them, and once they left the spa, you were, I assume, done. So why not juggle more than one woman?”

      Jasper cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I’m good at my job, man. This here, this is the life. Pay is good, benefits are fantastic, the hours are great. If I start fooling around with more than one woman and the two figure it out and have a showdown, all of this could go away. I don’t want that.”

      I believed him.

      “Tell us something we can use,” I pressed. “Tell us something that will help us catch her killer.”

      Jasper’s brows drew together as he thought. “Marvin.”

      My own brows shot up to my hairline. “Marvin?”

      “Yeah, he might know something.”

      I blew out a breath of air. I really had thought he was going somewhere else with that.

      “What makes you think he might know something?” Ian asked.

      Jasper shrugged. “I’m good at my job. Marvin’s good at his job. The guy notices stuff.”

      “Really?” I asked, disbelieving. I thought about Marvin leaving the access door to the offices unlocked and the way he’d lounged against the wall, taking a nap.

      “Yeah, really.”

      “You don’t think he’s the killer?” I asked.

      “What would he have had to gain?” Jasper shot back.

      “A paycheck…?” I offered.

      “Oh…” Jasper took a pause as he thought, then he shook his head as if clearing all the thoughts away. “No, man.” Then he paused again, and worry crept onto his face. “Look, just talk to him, okay? He’s like the furniture. He can be standing right there, and people don’t notice him. So he hears stuff, knows stuff.”

      “Does he know about your, uh, side job?” I asked.

      Jasper grimaced. “I think he does, but he’s never said anything. I think that if whatever’s going on doesn’t bother anything, then it suits him to just pretend it didn’t happen. I don’t know. Less paperwork.”

      But Gina’s death had bothered something. It had bothered a lot of things, like an entire police department.

      “Anything else?” Ian asked.

      “Tell us about Dr. Goldman,” I prompted before Jasper had a chance to answer Ian.

      “What’s to tell? He’s a surgeon. He looks at naked bodies for a living and cuts on people.”

      Gina hadn’t been cut. She’d had something injected into her system. I considered whether that should make Dr. Goldman less of a suspect, and I decided no.

      I thought about his long list of reviews and the onslaught of recent negative reviews.

      “But something’s changed about him, hasn’t it?” I asked.

      Jasper shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve only been here for five and a half years. He seems the same as he always has to me.”

      “What about people complaining about his surgeries?” Ian asked. “Is that new?”

      “Well, those really weren’t his surgeries, were they?” He grimaced, seeming to instantly regret the words.

      “What?” I asked.

      Jasper’s gaze searched the ceiling as he shook his head. “This didn’t come from me. I never said a word.”

      “Okay…”

      His gaze fell to meet mine. “I don’t know what’s going on. At first I thought they were quietly shopping for a replacement surgeon for him. It was on the hush-hush, but they’ve been bringing in other surgeons to do the surgeries with him for months. They don’t tell anybody. As far as the patients know, Dr. Goldman and Dr. Goldman alone is the one who performs all the operations.”

      I took in what he was saying and let the resulting thoughts chase each other around the insides of my head. When they got tired and slowed down, I asked, “You said ‘at first’ you thought… What do you think is going on now?”

      Jasper shrugged and pressed his lips together. “I don’t know… Maybe they’ve turned his clinic into a teaching hospital? I mean, the guy’s world famous. A legend. For real. He’s da man. He walks into a room full of plastic surgeons and they all stop talking and then start applauding. He’s that guy.”

      Wow… I had not realized that.

      Jasper continued. “It makes sense that they would capitalize on his reputation by having private one-on-one mentoring sessions. The spa could make a fortune from that alone.”

      All of a sudden Gina’s threat to destroy Dr. Goldman’s entire career took on new layers. Maybe her beef with him extended far beyond an unhappiness with the result of her own rhinoplasty. Maybe it had been his abuse of patient trust that had pushed her over the edge.

      “We done here?” Jasper asked, moving as if to stand.

      “No, what can you tell me about Harry?”

      Jasper stayed sitting. “Harry who?”

      “Harry, Gina’s ex-husband.”

      “Oh… him.” Jasper crossed one leg over his knee. “He’s just an impudent old man. Gina called him the old useless dud.”

      “Impudent?”

      “I don’t know. Gina was ticked he was here, and she was talking trash about him, how he was bad in bed and impudent.”

      We stared at him a split-second.

      Ian said, “Don’t you mean ‘impotent’?”

      Jasper blinked at us. “Huh? Oh. That makes more sense!”

      I shook my head, trying to get the images out of my mind. “But wasn’t he with another girl that night?”

      Jasper tilted his head. “Yeah. He brought some girl with him, and that seemed to really push her buttons, but I think the girl’s a prostitute… or escort or whatever.”

      “Really? Why?” A bit of the pot calling the kettle black at all, for sure.

      “Overheard her on the phone. She was talking real sweat to someone—calling them baby and all that—and scheduling a two-week trip to Tokyo.”

      “I don’t get it. So she had travel plans,” Ian said.

      “No, scheduling as in fitting them into her schedule. She’ll be the companion for some bigwig who doesn’t want to face two weeks in a foreign country without a friendly and familiar sight on his arm.”

      Ohhh…

      “Now you know as much as I do.” Jasper stood. “We good? You gonna tell anyone about, you know…?”
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      Was I going to tell anyone about Jasper’s side gig of making old ladies smile for the sake of a little bit of extra coin in his bank account?

      “Stay away from Gwenda”—aka my Nanna—“and we’re good.”

      I stood and Jasper extended his hand to shake on it. I had to admit it did have the feel of a more formal agreement after that.

      Ian showed himself out with Jasper, and Bridget and I went to sleep. I pampered myself by actually sleeping on the bed. Turned out Bridget was a blanket hog, but I could deal.

      Sleep was good. Amazing, even. Waking up... not so much.

      A constant, blaring noise that wouldn’t go away dragged me from an unconscious state into a state somewhere short of actual wakefulness. I couldn’t move my legs, and my eyelids felt as though they had boulders weighing them down. I tried to speak, but only garbled noise reached my ears. It joined the incredibly loud snoring that seemed to fill every crevice of my brain, making it hard to even think.

      I got one eye open a crevice, then got the other one open to half-mast.

      “Bridget?” She was draped over my legs, pinning me down, and she was the one who was snoring. “Bridget!”

      I jiggled my body but she didn’t wake up.

      The room was spinning. My head was swimming with a pounding throb to match my heartbeat, and my eyesight kept fluctuating in and out of focus.

      Something was wrong. Unnaturally wrong.

      I squirmed my way out from under Bridget, then slid my feet to the floor. The note that I wanted to stand didn’t reach my legs, though. They didn’t even try to support me.

      I crawled across the floor to the sliding glass doors which led to my private patio and opened them just enough to stick my head through to the outside up to my shoulders.

      I sucked in first a shallow breath, then a deeper one. My head instantly started to clear. My legs began to work. Someone had gassed the bungalow in an attempt to kill me—I was sure of it.

      I shoved the sliding glass door open as wide as it would go, then stumbled back to the bed.

      I shook Bridget. The only response I got was a loud snort snore.

      “Come on, girl.”

      I grabbed my cell phone and then gathered her surprisingly heavy body into my arms and staggered like a drunk person back out to the patio.

      Bridget went on a cushioned outdoor sofa, and I plopped down on the terracotta tile-covered ground. I rested my head against the sofa’s edge and willed my head to stop spinning. Bridget went from fully asleep to hyper awake thirty seconds later, and she thanked me for carrying her out of the bungalow by crawling on top of me.

      “Not again,” I lamented. I tried to push her off, but she must have willed her weight to triple because I couldn’t budge her. I finally rolled like a turtle on its back to slide her off and to get back on my feet.

      I checked my cell phone. I had a missed call. I clicked into my voicemail and played a message from Nanna.

      “Breakfast in twenty! I want to see you before Wes and I gotta go.”

      I groaned. The call had come in fourteen minutes ago.

      Telling Bridget to stay outside—it didn’t work—I rushed through the bungalow to grab clothes and a hairbrush and then got dressed out on the private patio. Its tall wooden fence protected me from all but the most determined of curious eyes.

      Then, leaving the sliding glass doors open so that the place could continue to air out, I hot-footed it through the bungalow to the front door. I opened it, and as always, Bridget turned into a wiggle worm on crack to push out… but then she stopped, sat and looked to me, waiting instead of running away.

      “Well, look at you.” She had me smiling from ear to ear.

      We got to the breakfast nook only a few minutes late. Bridget sat under the table. My plate was stacked to the brim with perfectly seasoned chicken apple sausage, creamy parsnip and butternut squash mash, and a fluffy, mind-blowing wild mushroom omelet carrying hints of soy sauce and honey. I’d be ruined for the rest of my life. Food beyond the spa’s walls would simply never compare.

      “What’s with you and that dog?” Ian asked as he caught me slipping Bridget a sausage link.

      “She likes me.”

      Ian gave me a look.

      “I’m very likable!”

      “Yes you are, sweetie,” Nanna encouraged. “Here, you can give her a piece of my bacon.”

      Bridget gobbled it down.

      “You guys taking off right after breakfast?” I asked.

      “That depends,” Nanna said. “Do you need any more help? I’ve been looking up some tricks. I think I could take that Marvin guy out with a Vulcan nerve pinch.” She tapped her thumb and two of her fingers together in demonstration.

      I laughed, but then stopped when she flashed me a glare that said she wasn’t kidding.

      “That’s real stuff, right there. I tried it out on Wes.”

      “Did it work?” Ian asked, suddenly very interested.

      “It almost did!” Nanna declared, and Wes nodded.

      “It’s okay, Nanna. You were a huge help last night, but we’ve got this covered now.” I desperately wanted her to leave. I’d never get over it if something happened to her because of me. That meant no way, no how could I tell her about someone trying to vape me to death last night. She’d never leave if she knew.

      “Okay, but I want us to have dinner in a couple of nights. Will you be done with the case by then?”

      “I think so.”

      I hoped so.

      I was quickly running out of time to be at the spa. I was convinced that the answer to Gina’s murder was here. If I had to leave before it was solved, I might never find out the truth.

      We ate our breakfast, sharing stories and enjoying each other’s company.

      When I ran out of sausages, Bridget trotted away, carefree and happy. I slumped in my chair and pouted when she stopped to let someone else pet her on their way into the breakfast nook. But I shook it off when Ian shot me another funny look.

      With breakfast done and our bellies full, Ian and I saw Nanna and Wes off by walking them to the front lobby and giving them hugs. No one was around to see, but it didn’t matter anyway. They were leaving the lion’s den. Surviving was now on Ian and me if we wanted to see them again.

      “What next?” Ian asked when they were gone.

      “I was just thinking about what Jasper told us. He thinks Harry’s companion is a paid escort.”

      “Yeah?”

      “He’s claiming to have been with her the night of Gina’s death. But if she’s a paid escort, maybe she’s being paid to lie about whether or not she was with him that night.”

      But that was the moment my personal demon materialized from the ground and stared me down with an enormous, gleaming smile. “There you are!”

      I groaned, then said, “Morning, Nancy.” My smile was much weaker than hers. One could even say it was maudlin. I could not face another spa treatment. There was no way.

      “You’re looking chipper this morning? That pesky flu of yours clear itself away?”

      I paused in my answer as I thought of the gas that had filled the space where I’d slept.

      Maybe we’d been hunting the wrong kind of creature. People who killed for a reason had logic behind their motives. But maybe we were dealing with a serial killer who simply enjoyed the hunt… and the kill. If that was the case, my vote was on Nancy.

      She was evil. I hated her, so she had to be. Otherwise that might make me a bad person, and I wasn’t ready for that much self-knowledge.

      “I’m feeling fine,” I answered a bit testily. “No thanks to you, I’m sure.”

      Something about my tone, words, and the way I was looking at her made Nancy’s plastered on smile slip for a fraction of a second, but then it was back, full brilliance. She laughed, but it was awkward and forced. “Jasper didn’t help?”

      “That’s still to be determined.” I no longer bothered to soften what I had to say with a smile and instead let my best dead stare out to play.

      She laughed again, with less confidence this time. “Well, we’ve got a busy morning ahead of us. We’ve got cryotherapy—that’s where they immerse you in arctic cold temperatures for a few minutes. Very refreshing. Then there’s the fire massage, where they put an herbal alcohol-soaked gauze over your skin and set it ablaze. It’s amazing to watch!”

      I was sure it was amazing to watch.

      “What else?” I asked, my voice flat.

      “Mmm, let’s see.” She flipped her finger over the face of her tablet. “There’s a hay bath, where you’re covered in hay, then there’s the cactus massage, where cactus paddles are rubbed over your skin. A placenta facial.” She grimaced. “That one’s kind of self-explanatory. Ohhh”—she got excited—“then you have a snail slime moisture session! I know it sounds odd, but they let hundreds of snails crawl over you, and when it’s over, you’ve got the skin of a young baby.”

      “You’re a sadist.”

      “Huh?” Nancy said, looking up from her tablet.

      “I said you’re a sadist. Stay away from me.”

      Nancy’s eyes got big and round, then they filled with tears as her bottom lip started quivering. She snuffled uncontrollably and appeared on the verge of a bar-none breakdown.

      “I can’t believe you’d be so mean to her!” Ian exclaimed, stepping in to console her by wrapping an arm around her shoulders. She pressed her face into his armpit and sobbed in heart-wrenching wails.

      “You broke your spa ambassador,” Ian hissed reproachfully.

      I rolled my eyes. “She’s not broken. She’s faking.”

      Nancy’s tearful wails doubled down, and Ian gave me a hate glare.

      “Fix her,” he mouthed.

      Argh!

      I took Nancy by her shoulders, pulled her away from Ian and let her collapse against me. Her nose was running in a small river down her chin and her mascara was doing an abstract impression of stalactites. She buried her face against my shirt and let it all soak in.

      “There, there,” I said, patting her back with all the love and care present in the heart of those cold, slimy snails she wanted to have put all over me. “You’re okay.”

      I gave her a minute, and then I gripped her by the shoulders and pushed her away. She tried to get back to me, but I kept her held firm at my full arm’s length.

      “It’s not my fault,” Nancy cried. “It’s you. Most people love these treatments. They pay hundreds of dollars for them. I can’t even afford them! I only get to watch!” She cried even harder.

      A light bulb went off in my head. “Nancy! That’s it!” I exclaimed.

      “What’s it?” she sob-asked.

      “You go in my place. You go, and then write up a detailed description of your experience.”

      Nancy’s sobs were quickly replaced by jerky breaths, and her tears dried up. “Really? You’d let me do that?”

      “Let you? I insist. Getting one person’s opinion on all that the spa has to offer creates the chance of a biased report. I need my article to include more points of view. You would be doing me a favor.”

      “Yes, yes! And, it would help the spa, too, right? So me doing it, it’s work-related.”

      “Exactly! Now, you go in my place, and you’d better hurry. You’ve got lots to do!”

      She threw her whole body at me in a hug that threatened to choke me. It took real effort to pry her off. “Go… Go,” I encouraged, and she ran off.

      I looked at Ian. He was looking at me. “Am I passable?” I asked, waving a hand down my shirt.

      “Eh,” was his answer, and that was good enough for me.

      We headed off in search of Harry and found him at the lagoon. He was lounging in the water with a swim model pressed against him, playing lady-nips-a-lot on his earlobe. She was half his age, at best.

      He made a sour face when he saw me. “You again?”

      “Hi, Harry. We need to talk.”
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      Harry looked me up and down. “At least you clean up good.”

      The last time he’d seen me was in the mud baths.

      “Hey,” the girl with him said in complaint as she pulled his face around to look at her, away from me. She had the schoolgirl pout down to a T.

      “Just an expression, honey,” Harry said with a chuckle before giving her a kiss.

      “We need to talk,” I said again, and then added, “about Gina.”

      Harry ignored me, all eyes for his paid-for girl.

      “Hey, honey,” I said, using the same term of endearment he’d given her, “did you know your main squeeze there is under investigation for the murder of his ex-wife?”

      “That’s not true!” she shot back, giving me a death glare. “He was with me all night.”

      “Really? Because I met someone who said otherwise.” It was a bluff, totally and completely. Lucky for me, it worked.

      Honey’s confident glare fell away and she turned a worried face to Harry.

      “Why don’t you go get us some drinks, babe?” Harry said, giving her a reassuring kiss on her nose.

      Still pouting, she peeled herself off of him, climbed out of the water, and gave me a viperish glare as she sashayed past.

      “You’ve got until she gets back,” Harry said. “Make it count.”

      “She your prostitute?” Ian asked.

      Harry winced. “Such an old-fashioned word, don’t you think?”

      He didn’t answer the question, but I let that slide.

      “And you were with her the night Gina was murdered… the girl you pay to do whatever you want.” I glanced over my shoulder in the direction Honey had gone and then back at Harry. “I bet if pressed, she’d start to question whether or not her memory on the issue was correct.”

      “Now see here, I don’t know what you’re playing at but leave her alone. She’s a nice girl.”

      “A nice prostitute,” Ian corrected for him.

      “A nice girl,” Harry said again, with emphasis.

      “And you brought her with you when you came to the spa?”

      “I did.”

      “Even though you and Mary were a hot and heavy item?”

      “No, I hadn’t met Mary yet. We didn’t meet until after I arrived.” He shrugged. “Turned out she was my kinda gal, so I got Marny there her own room so that Mary and I could have the chance to, uh, get to know each other a little better.”

      “And did Marny mind?”

      “Not at all. Like I said, she’s a nice girl. Good head on her shoulders. Knows what she wants. I appreciate those qualities in anyone… no matter what their profession may be,” he added pointedly.

      “If you and Mary were hitting it off so great, how come you were with Marny the night Gina was killed?” Ian challenged.

      Harry shrugged nonchalantly. “Mary canceled, so I spent the evening with Marny.”

      Wait a minute… Gina had canceled with Jasper that same night. Could the two of them have had plans to meet up with each other?

      “You went out of your way to talk to Gina every chance you got, didn’t you?” I asked.

      “So what if I did?” Harry asked, defensive. “I had reasons. I told you. I wasn’t even trying to take anything away from her that she would miss. I wanted her stock’s voting rights, and I was willing to trade for them. A more than fair trade, too.”

      “But she didn’t give them up to you,” Ian countered.

      “That doesn’t matter. She had a good head for business, and she wouldn’t have done anything to hurt the company that was paying her bills.”

      “Except maybe aid in a hostile takeover?” Ian asked.

      Harry paled. “What? She wouldn’t have…” His mouth hung open; his eyes were wide. It was obvious that what Ian was saying was news to him.

      Ian shrugged and looked at me. “I took a shot.”

      “So you didn’t hear anything about a hostile takeover?” he asked.

      “Nope.”

      Maybe Nancy wasn’t the sadistic one in my midst. That was ice cold.

      “Wait… Wait!” Harry said. “What have you heard? Is someone trying to take over my company?”

      “We done here?” Ian asked me.

      I nodded my head, and we turned to go just as Marny was returning with their drinks.

      “Wait!” Harry hollered behind us.

      I spun around and mouthed “Our time is up” while pointing at his paid girl. Then I held up sorry hands, turned around and walked out with Ian.

      “Ideas on where to go from here?” I asked Ian once we’d gotten outside the lagoon’s area.

      He thought a moment. “Dr. Goldman could have killed Gina—or had reason to have someone kill Gina for him. Jasper said the spa’s been sneaking other surgeons in to do surgeries that were supposed to have been done by him.”

      I wondered how much the malpractice payout would be if he or the spa had gotten sued over it. From what Jasper had said, the spa’s management was in on the deception.

      “I bet there’s a money trail,” Ian added.

      My brows went up. “Ohhh… I like that.”

      We headed for Dr. Goldman’s office. Once there, we hid in the nearby shrubs and waited.

      As hoped, Dr. Goldman and his bullish nurse soon headed out to lunch. With them out of sight, Ian and I headed for his office.

      The outer door had a keycard entry, but it was unlocked. That door gave access to a lobby that sported a door with a manual lock. I pulled out my lockpick kit and dropped to my knees while Ian stood at the main entrance on lookout.

      “Stay out here,” I told Ian after I got the door open. “Stall if anybody comes back.”

      Once inside the inner sanctum, I did a quick sweep from door to door until I found Dr. Goldman’s personal office. It shared a wall with the lobby.

      “Passwords, passwords,” I chanted to myself as I hurried over to Dr. Goldman’s desk. But I didn’t need to worry after all. His computer was on and the screen wasn’t even locked.

      I sat down in his chair and started clicking. I clicked on every icon visible, all three of them, and it got me nowhere.

      Sitting back in the chair my mind raced as to what to do. There had to be some kind of evidence that they’d been bringing in other surgeons. Just like Ian had said, a money trail—either with money going in or going out.

      But Dr. Goldman was old, which meant that he might have been old school with some of his tracking methods. I started pulling out drawers and rifling through hanging folders. Then I switched to the other side of his desk. Those drawers were much shallower than the others, and the items inside were loose instead of standing rows of documents.

      I picked up a thick notebook bound in soft leather with a strap buckling it closed. I stood the notebook on the back of its spine and released my hold so that it flopped open on its own. It was a calendar and business diary.

      I held my breath as I flipped through its pages. Various days contained various names. Eugene Sumners. Michael Brenwick, Amanda Rowling.

      Opening a browser on Dr. Goldman’s computer, I brought up a search engine and started typing in the names. The results had me throwing my arms into the air in a silent cheer.

      But the sound of voices coming through the walls wasn’t so silent.

      I got up from Dr. Goldman’s desk and put my ear against the wall.

      I could barely make out Ian’s voice… yep, and there was Dr. Goldman’s.

      I closed drawers, shoved the calendar diary into the waistband of my pants, and rushed out of Dr. Goldman’s office.

      I ducked around the corner into the receptionist’s area, hoping that Dr. Goldman wouldn’t notice me when he eventually barreled through.

      Ian’s voice reached my ears, loud and clear—and sounding somewhat horrified.

      He was saying, “And when I first wake up, my arm is sometimes bent all the way back like this!”

      “Oh!” Dr. Goldman exclaimed, clearly unnerved by whatever it was that Ian had shown him. “It’s not supposed to do that. You really should have that looked at.”

      “Yes, well, you’re a doctor. I thought you could look at it.”

      “A surgeon. I’m a surgeon, not a… miracle worker.”

      I slapped a hand over my mouth to stifle my gasped chuckle.

      “It’s not that bad,” Ian lamented, clearly put off by Dr. Goldman’s candor.

      “It’s bad,” Dr. Goldman said.

      I had no idea what Ian had shown him, but I had to find out.

      “Now if you’ll excuse me,” he continued.

      “No, wait!” Ian exclaimed. “I haven’t even shown you my trick knee yet.”

      “Does it do what your elbow does?”

      “Not quite. Here, look. Let me roll up my pantleg.”

      There was a moment of silence before Dr. Goldman exclaimed, “Oh, God!”

      “No, it’s okay! It doesn’t even hurt!”

      “Stop doing that!”

      I couldn’t help myself. I had to see what was going on.

      I inched my way to the door leading to the lobby, gently turned the handle while leaning in close to peek through the resulting crack—and then got clocked in the head with the sharp edge of the door.

      Reeling from the pain, I fell backward, landing right on my tush.

      “What’s going on here?” Dr. Goldman asked, and then his gaze fell to my bulging belly, which was well covered by my shirt. “Oh my God, are you pregnant? Don’t move. Lay right there. Do. Not. Move.”

      He started to rush past me on his way to one of the examination rooms, I assumed to retrieve some item with which to offer me aid.

      “Dr. Goldman, it’s okay,” I said as I started to get up.

      “No, no… don’t move. Stay down.” His hands were on my shoulders in an attempt to gently encourage me to stay where I was.

      “It’s okay, Dr. Goldman. The only thing I’m pregnant with is this.” I lifted my shirt and pulled his planner out of my pants.

      Dr. Goldman stood up, releasing me. His tone turned flat. “What are you doing with that? I’m calling the police.”

      “I think that’d be a great idea,” I said while climbing to my feet. “Maybe then we can get some official paperwork started to document your medical malfeasance.”

      “My what!” It wasn’t a question. It was outrage.

      I spoke slower this time. “Med-i-cal Mal-fea-sance.” I wiggled the calendar diary in the air.

      Dr. Goldman looked as though he was thinking of trying to snatch it away, but then the big man deflated. “I think we should take this in my office. I need to sit down.”

      Once inside, he sat behind his desk, and Ian and I sat in cushy padded chairs opposite him.

      When he didn’t say anything, I said, “Tell us what’s going on.”

      I kept my voice sympathetic. He’d tried to help a fallen pregnant lady even after she’d clearly broken into his offices. Someone like that couldn’t be all bad. Maybe someone like that wasn’t even a killer…

      Dr. Goldman’s hand shook as he reached up to remove his glasses and wipe at the inside corners of his eyes. They still shook when he put the glasses back in place and let his hands disappear out of sight below the edge of the desk.

      “What’s up with that?” I asked. “The shaking.”

      “Parkinson’s.”

      It was one word, yet it was devastating on so many levels.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      But Ian blurted caustic and fast on the heels of those words, “Should you be operating?”

      “No, I shouldn’t,” Dr. Goldman answered, “and that’s why I don’t.”

      “You don’t?” Gina’s surgery came to mind along with a whole host of other people we’d met—all wearing the bandages and bruises of having been recently operated on. “There are a lot of people at the spa who think otherwise.”

      The doctor took a deep breath and closed his eyes as he blew it out. He looked tired, worn out and used up. His pallor had a yellow tinge in places, and his eyes had puffy, dark circles under them.

      He was nodding when he opened his eyes again. “That’s true, and I regret that. I will always regret that, but I wanted to leave the spa in good standing when I went.” He shrugged. “Who is there to replace you when you are—were—the best?”

      Those were the words that came out of his mouth, and yet they somehow seemed void of boast. I remembered what Jasper had said about the doctor, how he was revered even among the elite of his field. His greatness had become a burden instead of the asset it had once been.

      “You haven’t operated on anyone… in how long?” I asked.

      He cringed and shifted uncomfortably. “Gina Welling. I operated on her, but she’d been the first in eighteen months. Another surgeon was lead, but…” The doctor shook his head.

      “But what?” Ian asked.

      “Gina had scar tissue we hadn’t known about. The lead surgeon used the wrong protocol to deal with it, and the result was going to be bad. Very bad. I kicked him out of the room and finished the surgery myself. I was able to fix the problem, but there was no way to give her the finished look she and I had discussed.”

      “But your hands,” Ian said, “they shake.”

      The doctor rested a forearm against the edge of the desk and leaned into it. The tremble in his hand disappeared… almost. “It’s not an optimal solution,” he said, “but I was able to get the job done. And I was lucky. I was having an exceptionally good day that day, so the tremor was nearly absent during Gina’s surgery.”

      He dropped his hand back out of sight once more. He stared down at them, and I could see the sense of betrayal in his eyes. He’d spent his whole life training the very implements that would eventually fail him.

      “I’m sorry, Dr. Goldman,” I said. It was tragic.

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve had a good run. I plan to teach after this. Lecture. I’ll be able to pass my knowledge on to others.”

      “But then others will know you’re sick,” Ian said.

      The doctor shrugged. “So what? I have a disease. I’m not dead, and I have valuable insight and knowledge of techniques that can help others. This is a change, not an end.”

      Okay, now I wanted to give the man a great big teary hug. He was quickly changing from murderer to hero in my eyes. But I’d been glamoured by more than one conman in my life, so I pushed some more.

      “And if people find out you lied about who was doing the surgeries here?”

      “Mmm.” His face flashed with actual pain. “A fabled lesson for others on what not to do. I’m done hiding from the world, Ms. Black. The knocks I get from the truth coming out will be a small price to pay for the peace it gives my soul.”

      Yep, I was convinced. He wasn’t a killer.

      “Dr. Goldman, did you kill Gina Welling?” Ian asked. I wanted to smack Ian on the head, but I watched Dr. Goldman for confirmation instead.

      “I did not. I would not. No matter what she had to say about me. I’m a selfish man. I like my life the way it is, Parkinson’s aside. Teaching has always been part of the plan. I’m just switching over to it sooner than expected.”

      “Who do you think might have killed Gina?” I asked.

      “Don’t know. If I’d had an inkling, I would have told the police.”

      “What about that nurse of yours?” I asked. I could see her doing somebody in.

      “She’s got grandbabies.”

      I stared, and then when he didn’t say anything else, I asked, “And?”

      “And she likes to spend time with them. There’s no way she’d ever do anything to jeopardize that.”

      “Not even to protect you?” I asked.

      He laughed. “Not a chance. The woman’s got skin as thick as a rhino’s, and she expects everyone around her to be the same. She heard about Gina being unhappy with her nose—and it bothered me that I’d failed her—but Nurse Pruitt told me to shake it off and get over it. Her words exactly. Besides that, she’s retiring when I retire—in a month. I know her. She’ll walk out of here and never look back. She’s all about what’s coming next.” He looked wistful. “I’ve learned a lot of life lessons from that woman.”

      All we were getting from talking to Dr. Goldman was a bunch of dead ends, no pun intended.

      I mentally reached for the next name on my list.

      “What about Nurse Jasper?”

      He shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Mary Bilford?”

      He shrugged again.

      “What about Tara?”

      “Ahhh! That one’s got her head on straight. Efficient. Keeps track of everything and keeps this place running smooth. I’ve seen this place go through a lot of general managers. She’s been one of the best.”

      Exasperated, I asked, “Can you say anything bad about anybody?”

      The doc thought a moment. “I saw Marvin almost drown a man once.”

      Well, hello!

      “Go on…” I caught myself scooting up to the edge of my seat and made myself sit back again.

      “It was late. No one else was around. I was some distance away, but I looked over to see Marvin hold a guy’s head under water over the edge of one of the cement fountains. The guy was struggling, kicking, then started giving up. I broke into a run to stop it, but that’s when Marvin pulled the guy up.”

      “Did Marvin see you coming?” I asked.

      Dr. Goldman gave a small shake of his head. “I don’t think so. Don’t think he ever knew I was there.”

      “What happened next.”

      “Marvin let the guy stumble off. He weaved around a bit at first, then got more sure of himself and started jogging. Didn’t seem hurt other than nearly drowning.”

      “Did you tell anyone?” Ian asked.

      “I told Mary since she’s head of staffing.”

      “Did anything ever come of it?” I asked.

      “Nope. Not a thing, least not that I know of. Maybe they docked his pay.”

      Such a harsh reaction to almost killing a client. I could tell this place took safety seriously.

      “Now, if there are no other questions…” the doctor said.

      “Actually, I do have one…” An important one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is any of your medical equipment missing?” I asked. I didn’t mention the syringes. They weren’t the only thing I was interested in. I was wondering about canisters of sleeping gas.

      “The police asked us the same question. My nurse handles inventory and stocking, but she didn’t report anything missing.”

      “Can you personally verify that?”

      “Me?” he asked, surprised. “No. Not really.”

      “Why not?” Ian asked.

      “It’s her inventory system. A thorough audit to check it isn’t something I’m willing to initiate. Especially not for the sake of two people who broke into my medical offices less than half an hour ago.”

      I could see his point. I considered coming clean about being a private investigator but decided it wouldn’t get us any different results.

      Ian and I showed ourselves out.

      Outside, I asked Ian, “You think Marvin could be Mary’s personal henchman?”

      “Really? You got that from that?” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder to indicate the conversation we’d just left.

      “And you didn’t?”

      He gave a noncommittal shrug. “Ineptitude? Complacency? Sure, but I’m not so sure about the henchman part.”

      “Why not?”

      “Mary was having an affair with a client.”

      He didn’t say anything more, so finally I asked, “So?”

      “So, she was breaking the rules. That means she wasn’t taking her job and her role here very seriously.”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t considered that. “Yeah, it’s not like her and Harry had known each other. They’d just met. So she was willing to risk her entire career here for what amounted to a fling.”

      Ian went quiet with a thoughtful expression.

      “What?” I prodded.

      “What if she were looking for more than a fling?”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Harry’s a wealthy man. Maybe Mary was fishing in her own personal pond for a rich husband. If that was the case, her choices might not be a reflection of how seriously she took her job.”

      Oh, again.

      “Ian, you’re making my brain hurt. Pick a side of the fence and stand on it.”

      We started walking.

      “What next?” Ian asked.

      We were quickly running out of time here at the spa. At this point, every minute counted. We no longer had the luxury of being subtle.

      “We need to talk to Marvin,” I said.

      And that’s what we set out to do. We must have walked for four miles in a winding path that wove back and forth across itself as we looked everywhere we could think of. Eventually we started asking people if they’d seen him. Finally, someone pointed to some distance behind us and said, “Isn’t that him?”

      I turned around and stared. There was Marvin, standing against the tall hedge next to the yoga center’s entrance with his hands clasped together in front of him. He stood motionless, like a sentry, yet his beady little eyes were looking directly at us.

      “Thanks!” Ian said, and took a step in Marvin’s direction.

      “Wait.” I didn’t move to go with him.

      “What?”

      “Walk with me.” I headed off at an angle away from Marvin that would take us out another hole in the tall hedge at the far end of the enclosure. Once outside, I put some distance between us and the opening we’d passed through before turning around to watch.

      “What are we doing?” Ian asked.

      “Wait for it.” I kept my eyes locked on the spot, sure Marvin would follow us through at any moment.

      “But Marvin’s staring at us.”

      “Huh?” I looked to Ian, then shifted my gaze to where he was looking.

      Instead of following us through the hedge hole we’d exited through, Marvin had gone out the one he’d been standing next to, and walked this way.

      But he wasn’t walking anymore. Instead, he was standing with his shoulder against the hedge, staring at us the way a person might do a pot they wanted to boil.

      “Come on, let’s go talk to him,” Ian said.

      “No, not yet. Come with me.” I started walking.

      Where didn’t really matter as long as it put Marvin behind us. We went to the breakfast nook and got danishes.

      Marvin silently appeared.

      We went to the lagoon and soaked our feet in the cool water.

      Marvin materialized, just out of sight of our periphery.

      We walked down a long, winding corridor of tall plants and tucked statues that led to a pink salt meditation garden. Once inside, I positioned Marvin on one side of the entrance and I hid on the other side.

      We waited. Then we waited some more, but Marvin didn’t show.

      I made a what-the-heck hand gesture and googly-eyed face. That’s when Ian went rogue.

      “I told you I’ve had enough of this,” he said in a heated tone.

      His anger surprised me.

      No, it shocked me.

      He’d always been my overeager sidekick. He’d been the proverbial sunshine on an otherwise rainy day.

      If we were walking through a poo-infested park, he’d talk about how great the grass was going to grow. I hated his optimism… but I was hating Ian 2.0 even more.

      Instead of expressing any of that, all I could manage was a disbelieving, “What?”

      “You’ve sold me a bill of lies and I’m done with it. In fact, I’m done with you.” He came at me.

      He lunged at me and wrapped his surprisingly strong hands around my neck.

      That’s when I saw a flash of the old Ian in his eyes, and he animatedly mouthed the word “scream.”

      I finally clued into our un-planned plan. The sound that next came out of my mouth was harsh and spine-chilling.

      In the next instant, Ian’s hand was ripped away from my neck, but not because it had been slapped aside.

      No, it was ripped away when Marvin dashed in at lightning speed, grabbed Ian by the back of his shirt collar and slammed him to the ground. Marvin then fell to one knee and drove it straight into the center of Ian’s chest.

      Air exploded from Ian’s lungs and his legs flew up. His body instinctively tried to curl to protect his core. But it did no good.

      There was nothing Ian could do to stop the butt of Marvin’s palm from slamming into his nose, a blow that his arm was pulled back and ready to deliver.

      “Stop!” I leaped forward and wrapped both my arms around the one that Marvin had pulled back. When his arm fired forward, it pulled me with it.

      Thankfully my interference was enough to cause Marvin to miss his mark.

      “We were lying! We were lying,” I gasped.

      Marvin stood up, and Ian rolled onto his side into the fetal position.

      “Is he going to be okay?” I asked.

      “Eh,” was Marvin’s answer with a shrug thrown in. Then he turned my attention to me. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      “Why were you following us?”

      “Because you were looking for me.” He might as well have been asking a grocery clerk which tomato was the freshest. His voice carried that much enthusiasm.

      “So you decided to kill Ian?” I yelled.

      “That was your fault. You shouldn’t’ve been cryin’ wolf. I gotta take these things seriously.”

      I covered my face with my hands, then peeked through my fingers. “You okay, Ian?” He was at least breathing. His painful moans were becoming more “I hurt” and less “I wanna die.”

      Ian pulled his hand away from clutching his chest and gave me a thumb’s up. He was going to be okay.

      “So I’ll ask again, what did you want to talk to me about?” Marvin asked.

      I squared my stance, aware that I could soon join Ian on the ground. “Admit that you killed Gina,” I demanded.

      To my surprise, I didn’t get hit.

      Instead, Marvin’s head jerked back, and he let loose with laughter that had to have been louder than my scream.

      But when he stopped and leveled his gaze at me, there was no humor in his eyes.

      There were also no words on his tongue.

      “Admit it,” I said. “Did you do it because you wanted her dead, or because someone else told you to make her dead?”

      His lips pulled up lopsided in a sneering grin. His eyes were dark pits that offered nothing—no emotions, no clues. “You’re funny.” The sneer fell away. “No more crying wolf.”

      He turned to go, but I grabbed him by the upper half of his shirt sleeve.

      I let go just as fast, when his head pivoted to look at where I held him.

      He turned back to face me, chest forward and arms by his side—ready to strike.

      We had a staring contest of sorts, and thank the heavens I won because I was out of ideas.

      “I didn’t kill Gina. You don’t know me, so I’ll let it slide that you doubt my word. I ain’t never killed anyone who didn’t have it coming, and that yappy busybody was annoying, but she didn’t deserve what she got.”

      Relief flooded my system so fast and hard that my legs turned to gelatin. It was all I could do to keep them from shaking.

      “Fountain,” Ian wheezed.

      Oh, yeah…

      “What about almost drowning that guy in the fountain?” I asked.

      Marvin’s brows went up. But that was the only thing that changed about his expression. “How’d you hear about that?” He held up a hand. “No, never mind. I don’t want to know.”

      “So… the guy?” I asked again.

      “He needed what he got.”

      I waited, hoping for more before finally asking, “That’s it? He needed what he got?”

      “Yeah. That’s it.”

      Great…

      “Who do you think killed Gina?”

      “No idea.”

      Argh! I was getting nowhere.

      Marvin turned to go again.

      “Wait!” He didn’t wait. He kept on going. “Someone tried to kill me last night!” I blurted out.

      “Hunh?” Ian managed to say before adding a groan to the end.

      Marvin turned back to face me once more.

      “Someone tried to kill me last night,” I repeated.

      “How?”

      “Gas.”

      “What kind?”

      “No idea.”

      He was a stoic statue, then said, “Mary watched Gina. Followed her everywhere.” He started to turn away and then stopped. His fathomless eyes met mine. “No more crying wolf.”

      And with that, he was gone.

      I waited a tick before taking my attention away from the now empty doorway.

      When I felt halfway secure that Marvin wasn’t going to come charging back through, I dropped to my knees next to Ian.

      His coloring was somewhere between pea green and baby blue, and his breathing was extremely shallow.

      “Can you stand?”
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      It was a long, slow walk back to the breakfast nook that transitioned into a café during the day.

      It was an easy walk for me, but it looked like hell for Ian. His face remained pinched the whole way, and his breathing was labored.

      When we got to our destination, I sat Ian down and fetched some coffee and sandwiches, all of it gourmet. Ian’s coffee was a white chocolate blend with a raspberry slurry drizzled on top. Mine was a spiced Mexican chocolate coffee that made my lips tingle every time I took a sip.

      As for Ian’s sandwich, I got him chicken truffle salad on a croissant, and I got myself a gooey, messy grilled cheese monstrosity loaded with sautéed onions, mushrooms, and just enough sauerkraut to add that extra special tang unachievable by anything else.

      I ate with wild abandon. Ian ate like he was afraid his arms might break off at the shoulders. It was painful to watch him, so I focused on my plate instead.

      When I was done with my sandwich and had gone back for a heaping plate of extra crispy twice-fried rosemary, garlic, and parmesan shoestring fries—for us to share, of course—I asked the question that was loudest in my head. “Do you think Mary did it?”

      Ian shrugged, then winced and pressed his thumb into the center of his chest, massaging his sternum in little circular motions.

      “You gonna be okay?”

      He gave a small nod.

      “So you think she did it?”

      “Maybe.” I was a hoarse whisper, and he didn’t say anything more. It seemed hard for him to talk.

      Ian shifted the hand that was at his chest to point at the entranceway of the dining nook.

      I turned around, half-expecting to see Marvin, but jumped up from my chair when I saw it was Harry and Marny instead.

      Harry rolled his eyes. “Not you two again.” Then his gaze focused on Ian. “Hey, he doesn’t look so good. He need medical assistance or something?”

      I lifted a questioning brow at Ian.

      Ian answered by shaking his head.

      “Nope, he’s good,” I said cheerily to Harry.

      “Babe,” Harry said to long, lean, and beautiful Marny, “go get us something yummy. I trust ya.” He gave her a wink, and she giggled as she unearthed herself from the cradle of his arm.

      I waited until his attention was back on me before saying, “You’ve got her trained well.”

      “Hey, now. Don’t be like that. I told you. Marny’s a nice girl.”

      The definition of “nice” had changed so much from when I was a girl, but to each their own.

      “What do you want?” Harry asked.

      “I want to know more about Mary—Mary and Gina.”

      “What about ‘em?”

      “Was Mary jealous of Gina?” I asked.

      “I don’t see why she would be? Not like I was trying to romance my ex. We were done, had been done for a long time.”

      “Did you know about Gina’s affair with Nurse Jasper?”

      “Yeah… I knew. She’d tried to flaunt it at me, like it’d bother me.” He snorted. “Been there, done that. That nurse guy could have her. Besides, she had her young thing, I had mine. What was there to care about?”

      Those were his words, but his eye twitched.

      I let it go.

      “You ever see Mary act odd around Gina?”

      Harry opened his mouth with confidence in his face, but then he closed his mouth and the confidence fled. “You think Mary could’ve killed Gina?”

      It was Harry’s turn to have a hand pressed against his chest… right over his heart.

      I couldn’t help it. I actually felt bad for him.

      “I don’t know, Harry. I was wondering what you thought?”

      He turned his head slightly away as his gaze drifted down. He thought a moment, then shook his head. “I don’t know. I mean… Oh, God.”

      He turned paler than he had when he thought a hostile takeover of his company was on its way.

      “I’m sorry, Harry.”

      “I need to sit.”

      I followed him to a table, one near where Ian was. We both sat.

      “I don’t know if Mary killed Gina or not. That’s part of what I’m trying to figure out. Gina dying might not have had anything to do with you.”

      He’d aged ten years right before my very eyes. “She was a difficult woman—Gina. That’s part of what I liked about her… in the beginning. It became not so fun as time went on, though.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      He nodded, not bothering to deny he’d lost anything. “Thank you.”

      “Is there anything about Mary that stands out to you in hindsight?”

      He took a deep breath and exhaled as he thought. “Well, it’s not something I thought about at the time, but Mary spotted me chatting up Gina several times.” He shrugged. “More than several times. I’d be talking to Gina—explaining what I was offering with the stocks and trying to talk her into it—then I’d turn around and catch a glimpse of Mary. Always at a distance. Always seeming to be doing her own thing. But every single time, it seemed, I’d be talking with Gina and then poof, there was Mary.”

      “She ever say anything to you? Ever ask about you and Gina?”

      His brows went up as his gaze went down, remembering. “Yeah, she did. Again, I didn’t think anything of it. Women always want to take a measure of your relationship with other women. Gives them a sense of where they stand.”

      “What’d you say? What’d she say?”

      “She asked if I knew Gina. I told her she was my ex… and that she was going to stay my ex. I thought hearing that made Mary happy ‘cause we had a great time the whole rest of the night.”

      “Can you think of anything else?”

      His brows pinched together. “Yeah… Gina started asking me about Mary. It kinda stoked my ego. I hadn’t thought she cared, but she wanted to know about her. But…”

      “But what?”

      He shook his head. “She wasn’t asking me about how I felt about Mary. She was asking me about Mary’s role here at the spa. Never asked me once about the personal side of things.” He shook his head some more. “I don’t know. All this time, I’d been remembering her asking about Mary as her being interested in me.” He thought some more. “Naw, naw… I know she was still interested in me.”

      There was nothing more fragile or deluded than a man’s ego.

      Marny arrived at the table with their meal.

      I excused myself and returned to Ian and my now slightly less crispy fries.

      “I think I need to go,” Ian said. “Will you walk me back to my bungalow?”

      “I wouldn’t be anywhere else.” He’d taken one for the team. The least I could do was be there for him.

      I ordered him up an assortment of cold sandwiches and other feel-better munchies to go, and carried them in a cuter-than-cute canvas bag. We made it to his place and I stored everything away in his mini fridge.

      Getting Ian on his own tall bed posed the biggest problem, but when done I left him huffing and puffing as he struggled with his pain.

      I frowned as my brain reached for what to do. Then I picked up the phone, asked the spa operator for the doctor’s office. When I asked to speak directly to Dr. Goldman, his grandbaby-loving nurse balked. I thought she’d hung up, but Dr. Goldman picked up just as I was lowering the receiver from my ear.

      “Don’t make me regret not calling the police,” Dr. Goldman said in place of a hello.

      “No, nothing like that. I’m calling because I need your help. Actually, Ian needs it. Uh, Marvin tried to shove his knee through Ian’s rib cage.”

      There was a pause. “Anything broken?”

      I relayed the question to Ian. Ian shook his head.

      “No, he doesn’t think so. I think he’s just bruised up bad.”

      “I’ll write a script for pain meds and send them over.”

      “Thanks, Dr. Goldman!” Then added, “Uh…”

      “What?” he asked, exasperated.

      “Can you make sure the pills are solid, not capsules?”

      “Why?” This time annoyance crept in.

      “Uh,” I hated to admit the truth, but I did anyway. “Less tamper-proof.”

      Dr. Goldman sighed. “I’m sure you have your reasons. Yes, the painkiller I’m prescribing is a solid tablet.” He described it in detail—color, shape, and even the unmarked number pressed into the pill itself.

      I thanked him again before I hung up. Dr. Goldman simply hung up. I didn’t care, though. He’d come through when we needed him and that was all that mattered.

      While I waited for the pills to arrive, I read the latest literary fiction bestseller on my phone, and Ian rested with intermittent moaning.

      A knock at the door came unexpectedly fast.

      A quick jog from my chair to the door had me throwing it open to come face to face with someone I most definitely had not anticipated.

      “Tara… Hi!”

      She held a small pharmacy bag in one hand.

      “Oh. I thought these meds were for your brother, Ian.”

      “They are. Thank you.”

      “Is he okay?”

      I wondered if Dr. Goldman had passed on the information as to what had happened.

      “He took a spill, fell right into a big boulder, and bashed his ribs.”

      “No!” It was an exclamation of surprise, not disbelief or accusation. She didn’t know what Marvin had done. “If you tell me where it happened, I’ll have our groundskeepers examine the spot to see if anything needs to be done to prevent it from happening again.”

      The request seemed very earnest. She really didn’t know it’d been Marvin.

      “I wasn’t with him when it happened, and he’s in so much pain right now. Mind if we follow up with you about the details tomorrow?”

      “Oh, of course. Of course.” She handed the little pharmacy bag over, and we said our goodbyes.

      Back at Ian’s bedside, I tore into the package and pulled out the pill bottle. So far so good. The medicine was what Dr. Goldman had said it would be.

      I opened the bottle and poured the contents out into the palm of my hand. I’d expected there to be more of them, but it made sense that Dr. Goldman wouldn’t prescribe a lot of pills for a temporary injury.

      I examined the pills. The completely met the doc’s description.

      I poured all but one back in the pill bottle and gave that one to Ian with a bottle of water.

      He swallowed it down then groaned from the effort.

      “I’ll hang out ‘til it kicks in,” I said, heading back to my chair.

      “No, go,” Ian croaked.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. Someone killed Gina. You’re not going to figure out by sitting here with me. Go.”

      He was making a lot of sense for a man in tremendous pain.

      I offered to stay one more time, but he waved me off with an added grunt.

      “Okay. I’ll go, but call or text if you need help.” I checked that his cell phone was charged up and then put it next to him in bed.

      I swiped one of his sandwiches, left his bungalow, and headed for mine.

      I knew Ian thought I was going to head out to do more investigating, but what I really needed to do was think. While it was now early evening, it was still evening, and early enough to turn in.

      But when I reached my bungalow’s door, what I saw—or rather didn’t see—chilled me to the bone.
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      I was standing in front of my bungalow… and Bridget was nowhere in sight.

      I turned around in a full circle, scanning everywhere that my eyes could see.

      No Bridget.

      “Hey, girl,” I called in a timid voice not much louder than my normal conversational voice. When she didn’t come running with the speed of a bullet train, I got brave and called a bit louder. “Bridget…”

      I waited, listened and looked. No Bridget.

      My feet felt ten pounds heavier when I headed inside my bungalow without her. When I reached the spot that allowed me to see the bed, I froze in my tracks.

      On it was a silver canister… and a note.

      I moved forward with small, reluctant steps, ready to turn and run the second the thing sprouted legs and started to chase me. I got close enough to read the note and bent over to get a little closer.

      The note read, “Found this in air vent. -M.”

      “Marvin,” I whispered. It had to be—at least I hoped it was.

      I read the label on the canister. Nitrous Oxide.

      I pulled my phone out to do a fast internet search. The results were alarming. While Nitrous Oxide—laughing gas—was a common enough and generally harmless gas, breathing a high enough concentration of it could kill you.

      Using a discarded shirt from yesterday, I picked the thing up and put it against the wall near the sliding glass door, which was now closed. I guessed Marvin had closed it, but I opened the thing back up. No way was I going to risk a repeat performance of last night.

      But I didn’t open the glass door by much, only four or five inches. Given the size and length of the crack along with how close it was to the bed, I was sure that it would provide enough fresh air to ensure I made it through the night.

      Then, with a little finesse—and yes, a little property damage—I was able to wedge a heavy wooden chair against the end of the sliding door to make it impossible for it to be forced open any wider.

      A bark sounded at the front door. My feet could not get me there fast enough to suit my heart.

      I threw the door open, and Bridget trotted in. She jumped on the bed with the graceful agility I so envied and settled down into her prim and proper paw-crossing stance.

      It required a running start for me to make it, but I hopped up on the bed next to her. She flopped over on her side and rubbed her face on my thigh before rolling onto her back in demand of belly rubs.

      “Cheeky girl,” I chided while giving her just what she wanted while smiling from ear to ear.

      I eventually hopped down from the bed, retrieved the sandwich I’d taken from Ian’s, and crawled back on the bed. I took a bite, then tore off a portion for her, then took another bite, and back and forth until between we had it all gone between the two of us. I then emptied a decorative bowl of the useless but pretty pebbles inside and filled it with the most expensive bottle of water in the fridge. I got a second one for myself.

      Leaning my back against the bed’s headboard, I went to work studying the notes about the case I’d made on my phone. Bridget did her part by letting me absentmindedly stroke her silky fur while she gently snored with her chin propped atop my leg.

      While we were the best of teams, it was sadly not enough to break the mystery of who had killed Gina Welling.

      Deciding to call it a night before I fell asleep sitting up, I got ready for bed and joined Bridget in dreamland. That went pretty splendidly well for a trip through a field of Holland’s finest tulips, minus the zamboni that started icing the whole thing over.

      Then I was trapped beneath a layer of ice as thin as a hair, yet it still refused to break.

      Then I was given a heart attack by a raving Cujo attacking me during an earthquake.

      But it wasn’t an earthquake… It was the bed violently shaking while an equally violent Bridget stood snarling over me, threatening to rip my head off.

      No… not my head. Somebody else’s head!

      Bridget launched herself off the bed at the sliding glass door. She hit it so hard that the entire thing rattled and the glass wobbled.

      Just beyond the glass door, a shadow fell backward and then scrambled to get away, turning over outdoor furniture as they went.

      I grabbed my phone and engaged its uber bright light, but pointed it at the glass doors proved to be a mistake. Instead of illuminating what lay beyond, the light’s glare blocked my vision as the glass acted more like a mirror than a window.

      I hid the light in the folds of the bedcovers just in time to see the dark figure standing on the back edge of the patio sofa. With one mad leap and some kicking of their legs, they were over the top and out of sight. It was a fact that seemed unimportant to Bridget, though. She continued to do her best to force her way through the small opening I’d left between the door’s closing edge and the wall.

      “Bridget!” I called as I patted the bed. “Bridget, it’s okay. We’re okay. Come on.”

      She wasn’t having it. She wanted her pound of flesh.

      I slid off the bed and laid a gentle hand on her shoulders. It was only then that she stopped trying to push her way through and acknowledged my existence once more.

      “We’re okay,” I told her.

      She gave a hop with her front legs to lick my face, then growled at the door. She stuck her nose the crack, sniffed the air, then filled the air once more with her furious anger.

      I found some cookies. Got her attention with one of them, but she didn’t even try to take it from me before returning to her ferocious outrage. It took wedging myself between her and the glass door’s opening to get her to stop.

      I offered the cookie again, and this time she ate it.

      “Okay, new plan,” I said.

      I grabbed all the bedding and pillows off the bed, dumped it all in the luxury bathtub, then locked the bathroom door with me and Bridget inside.

      Bridget caught on fast and hopped all four of her feet inside the bathtub while I only had one in. Together we settled down, and it honestly wasn’t that bad, especially with Bridget nestled in beside me.

      Yet my brain wouldn’t stop buzzing. Ryan and Stone had been right. I was in the middle of the lion’s den. What they hadn’t known, though, was that I’d have a guardian angel by my side.

      “Goodnight, Bridget.”

      Her snores bid me the same.

      The first thing I did the next morning—right after calling and checking on Ian—was to find Marvin. When I found him, I backed him right up against the wall.

      “I need to know where you were last night.”

      “You need to back off,” he warned.

      “And you need to do your job!”

      His eyes narrowed. “Someone tried to snub you out again, didn’t they? Who did you tick off?” He poked a finger at my chest hard enough to leave a bruise and took a step forward, forcing me to take a step back. “Did you bring the mob in here? You on the run?”
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      “No, the mob’s not after me!” I hadn’t yet had coffee. I hadn’t had my professionally designed and lovingly crafted breakfast yet. All I’d had was this Neanderthal getting all up in my personal space.

      “‘Cause if they are,” Marvin said through gritted teeth, “I’ll hand you over myself. Rule number one, you don’t put the innocent in danger.”

      My head jerked back, and I knew my face went blank. “You have rules?” All my anger was gone.

      “What do you mean, do I have rules?” he asked mockingly.

      “Who are you?”

      “Isn’t that supposed to be my question? You waltz in here off the street and start stirring up more trouble than that dead girl ever thought about doing. You don’t belong here, and it’s time for you to go.”

      “That what you tell Gina? I’m guessing she refused to go… too.” It was a direct and blatant challenge of his authority.

      “Girlie, I will carry you kicking and screaming through this entire place and throw your butt on the front parking lot, but I’m being nice. I’m giving you the chance to pack your things and go by the will of your own two feet.”

      “I can’t.”

      “What do you mean, you can’t?” he asked, practically yelling. “You got some neurosis that makes walking out a front door impossible, because if so, I can think of about six other ways for you to leave but you won’t like none of them.”

      “I’m a PI.”

      “Pfft, right. And I’m the mayor of Mars.”

      I looked him up and down. “Somehow I thought you’d be dressed better.”

      He grabbed my upper arm in a manner that made me think he was ready to make me do a forced march, but I managed to jerk away.

      I took a step back and squared myself to face him.

      “I was hired by Mary Bilford to clear her of suspicion on murder.”

      It was Marvin’s turn to jerk his head back. “You’re really a PI?”

      “Yeah.”

      He looked me up and down again, his brows raised. “Not what I’d expect, but okay. I’m listening.”

      I was at this point fairly convinced that Marvin wasn’t the killer, but he was still important to this case. “I need to know what you know,” I told him.

      He gave a twist of his head. “Then it’s time for some cherry pickin’, ‘cause I know an awful lot.”

      “About this place?”

      “Sure.”

      “Do you know who killed Gina Welling?”

      “That I don’t know.”

      I thought a moment, trying to decide what to ask. It felt like I was talking to a Fortune Teller machine that would only give useful responses to very carefully phrased questions.

      “Do you know about Nurse Jasper’s side gig?”

      “Sleeping with old ladies for trinkets? Yeah, I know.”

      “Have you told anyone about it?”

      “No, why should I?”

      “Because it’s against spa policy.”

      “Don’t matter to me none. The ladies are happy. He’s happy. What’s there to tell?”

      I frowned. “Why’d you try to drown that guy in the fountain?”

      Marvin shifted uneasily and crossed his arms over his chest. “He made a lady very unhappy.”

      So many things flooded my mind. “Were you going to kill him?”

      “It was on the agenda.”

      “Why’d you stop?”

      “Who says I did?”

      “Not sure I should tell you.” I didn’t want to out the doc in case it would bring some retribution on him.

      Marvin shrugged. “Just ‘cause he didn’t meet his maker right then didn’t mean he didn’t have his boarding pass punched for a later date and time.”

      All righty then.

      “And whoever killed Gina, do they have a boarding pass punched too… if you figure out who did it?”

      He shrugged. “Hard to say. It’s like I was sayin’, don’t hurt the innocent. That’s my rule. I’m not so sure Gina was that innocent.”

      My brows pulled together and I frowned as I tried to find the balance in his thinking.

      “Take you for example,” he said. “You’re a PI. You’re not an innocent. You pick up your sword and go rushin’ into situations whether you belong there or not.”

      “Ohhhh… And you’re thinking that Gina was, I don’t know…” I shrugged.

      “Gina was stirring the muck, seeing what would float to the top.”

      “I thought she was just unhappy about her nose.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. All I know is that she was a woman on a mission. Not an innocent.”

      “How do you know all this about Gina?”

      “I was watching her. Following orders.”

      My frown deepened. “Mary tell you to watch her?”

      “Nope.”

      I waited a tick for more, then finally said, “Marvin, come on. Give a little.”

      “Tara Cress told me to keep an eye on her.”

      “Why?”

      “Said Gina was upsetting the other clients.”

      “Was she?”

      He shrugged again. “A bit, here and there. She’d go complain about the results of her surgery to someone about to have surgery or who had just gotten done with surgery. She’d get done with them and you could see the worry in their faces. Had some people cancel their procedures.”

      “Because of Gina?”

      “Because of Gina.

      I wondered if that were reason enough to kill. “Why not just boot her out of here?” He’d certainly been ready to evict me.

      “She was still in recovery, that plus she’d been coming here two or three times a year for years.”

      I was stunned. “She’d had that much plastic surgery?”

      “Naw. Most people just come here to slow down, decompress, and drop some emotional baggage. We’ve got a psychiatrist on staff who stays booked. I honestly think people come back just to see the shrink ‘cause her practice doesn’t take outside clients. Sometimes people just need a safe place to talk.”

      I thought about my suspicion about listening devices stashed around the place. “Is the spa bugged?”

      His brows went up and he rewarded me with a genuine smile. “Give the lady a prize. For what it’s worth, I think the only ones who get the feed are the wait staff so that it looks like they can anticipate your needs.”

      “And Tara? She get it too?”

      His smile was still there but to a lesser degree. “Maybe.”

      “And Mary?”

      “Maybe. Not sure.”

      I knew that had to come into play somehow, some way, but I couldn’t piece it together. All I really knew was that Gina was murdered and the murder weapon had ended up in Mary’s rooms.

      Mary was having an affair with Harry and might have been jealous of the interest he was showing in his ex, Gina. Gina was having an affair with Nurse Jasper. And Gina and Mary had both canceled their prospective dates the night that Gina was murdered.

      Nurse Jasper didn’t have a motive. Dr. Goldman had a motive but didn’t seem to care enough about it to hurt a fly. Harry did have a motive, could probably stomp the heck out of a fly, but said he was with someone at the time of Gina’s murder.

      I was going ‘round in circles, and it was making me dizzy.

      Grasping at straws, I asked, “You think Harry’s telling the truth about being with someone the night Gina died?”

      “I suspect that even if he wasn’t with someone that he probably paid that someone very well to say otherwise.”

      Someone willing to accept money to do what others might consider unscrupulous things…

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      “Not so much as I can think of at the moment.”

      I turned away but then turned back. “Thanks for checking my bungalow.” I was referring to the canister of gas plus his note.

      “Sure thing.”

      I hesitated. “Someone tried to break in last night while I was sleeping.”

      Marvin’s lips thinned and his eyes grew cold. “Lucky for them you’re not an innocent.”

      Marvin had given me a lot to think about, and I took my time strolling through the spa’s compound.

      I ended up at the spa’s breakfast nook and took my time enjoying another meal. This time, a plate of eggs benedict with a side of panko-crusted asparagus. The asparagus was served with a garlic-laced version of the same hollandaise sauce that covered the eggs.

      When I left, I took with me a salad of blue lump crab, corn, and avocado for Ian… Okay, that’s not true. I got a second order of the same for myself as well.

      My time at the spa was running out, and no way was I going to sit by and watch Ian eat a dish that would have me salivating without having some on hand for me as well. I even got an order of rice and scrambled eggs in the event I crossed paths with Bridget. I didn’t want her to feel left out.

      I stood outside Ian’s bungalow for over three minutes waiting for him to make the trip from the bed to the front door. He was in the old-man position when he opened it. You know, the one that’s half bent over with one hand on the lower back.

      Watching him shuffle back to the bed was frustrating and painful. As he shuffled along, he groaned a sing-song version of all the vowels. Oooo, eeeee, ahhhhh, and some other noises that were a jumbled version of the three.

      “I thought it was your chest that hurt,” I said.

      “It is,” he wheezed, “but I slept wrong trying to get comfortable. Now my back hurts, too.”

      “What about the pain pills?”

      “I tipped the bottle off the nightstand last night. Couldn’t get up to get more.”

      Ian reached the bed, and I ended up having to give him a butt lift—a literal one, not a surgical one—to help him make it up onto the bed. He remained sitting up rather than lying back down.

      I retrieved the medicine bottle off the floor. “You’re taking some now.” I read the instructions and wondered if I could double the dose but decided it wasn’t worth the risk.

      I handed Ian a pill. He downed it in one gulp. He didn’t even wait for water.

      I didn’t bother to tell Ian I’d already eaten and instead sat in a chair with my feet propped up on the bed with the salad on my lap. We ate in silence. The effects were gradual, but Ian slowly started sitting up straighter. His breathing got deeper, and the stricken, tight look in his face eased to the more natural, carefree him I was used to.

      “Feeling better?” I asked.
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      “Yeah.” He yawned. “A lot better.”

      “Need to sleep?”

      “Nope. Need to shower and get dressed. Gotta help you. Have any luck after you left me last night?”

      I filled him in on my conversation that morning with Marvin.

      “So you think he’s not our guy?” Ian asked.

      I thought, then thought some more.

      I reshuffled the information in my head, but any way I brought it all back together, everything felt like Marvin hadn’t done it. But if he’d believed whoever killed Gina was vindicated in doing so, I was pretty sure he wouldn’t rat them out. That meant he might actually know who the killer was. The man had a weird code of honor.

      “No,” I finally answered. “I really don’t think he did it. For one, uh… I think he might have experience with doing away with people, or at least one person. But I just don’t think he’s the type to frame someone else for what he’s done.” Although I knew I could be wrong, especially if he felt that whoever he was framing had it coming.

      I’d had my doubts about Ian tagging along to aid in the search for Gina’s killer, but the drugs had been the miracle he’d needed. After he finished eating, he gingerly hopped down from the bed and headed off to take a shower. We were then heading out his bungalow thirty minutes later.

      Our first task at hand was to find Harry. I’d decided to take a poker tip from my Nanna and bluff like I had all the cards. It took some asking around, but we found him where I’d first met him, in the mud baths.

      “Oooo,” Ian said. “I bet lying in one of these would make me feel better.” The pain pill seemed to have hit its zenith of effectiveness, and he was a mix of chill zaniness. It was a little like a pothead who’d been watching Comedy Central specials for hours on end.

      “Focus,” I whispered.

      “Not you again,” Harry groaned. He tried to get out of his mud bath, but he and I both knew it was a hopeless endeavor. There was no way he’d be able to get out on his own without moving at the speed of an extra slow sloth.

      “I need to know why you lied,” I said.

      “I told you, I did not kill Gina!”

      “But you did meet up with her the night she died.” I held my breath, hoping he took my bluff.

      Harry looked away.

      I had him.

      “What happened, Harry?” I asked.

      He flicked at a little mudball, stalling. “I still loved Gina, okay?”

      “Were you trying to win her back?”

      He looked me square in the eyes. “No. We weren’t good together, not long term. But I did… I do love her. I miss her. She could have kept the damn stocks. I didn’t want them that way. I didn’t want them at all. I just wanted full control of my company back. It was never about the money.”

      “Why’d you lie about where you were?” Ian asked. He was holding onto the end of Harry’s tub, thus keeping his slight wobble to a minimum.

      “I didn’t lie,” Harry answered. “I never lied about it. When I left Gina, she was still alive. I—” He choked. “If I’d stayed longer, maybe…”

      “So what exactly is the truth? Walk us through it.”

      “Gina and I spent the evening together. About two and a half hours.”

      “Where?” I asked.

      “In her bungalow.”

      The image of a very jealous Mary filled my mind. “Go on.”

      “We had a great evening together. It was like old times—the good parts of the old times,” he amended.

      “Then what?” I asked.

      “Then I left. The night was still early, so I invited Marny to spend the rest of the evening with me. Champagne and a hot tub. Good company. That sort of thing.”

      “Wait,” I hurriedly interrupted. “You have a hot tub in your bungalow?” I had to admit, I felt slighted.

      Ian waved a flappy hand at me, presumably to get me to shut up. Then he waved it at Harry, presumably to get him talking again.

      “Can you prove what you’re telling us?” I asked.

      Harry’s mouth tightened, then he shook his head. Then, with his eyes going wide, he threw someone else under the bus in what I guessed was true Harry fashion. “Tara!”

      “What about her?” Ian asked, then said to me, “Tara’s nice.” His smile was toothy and goofy. He was really enjoying those drugs.

      “Answer his question,” I said to Harry. “What about Tara?”

      “Her and Gina were always butting heads. I can spot the Taras of the world. I’m a Tara. She likes to be in control, and Gina was messing with her flow. By making waves about her nose wherever she could, she was disrupting the smooth operation that Tara’s here to perfect. I think Tara couldn’t handle it, and she wanted Gina gone because of it.”

      I shook my head. “That doesn’t make sense. If Gina was disturbing the peace and it was Tara’s goal to recover it, she could have gotten that result by kicking Gina out. But she didn’t and instead, Gina was murdered and the cops were called in. Cops who questioned everyone in this place. Not a lot of peace or personal control in that.”

      “You wanted answers from me? Well, that’s the answer I’m giving you! Tara and Gina weren’t getting along. They were always hitting heads.”

      “What about Gina and Mary?” I asked.

      “What about them?”

      “Maybe Mary wasn’t willing to accept the little triangle you were cultivating for yourself.”

      Harry snorted. “What are you talking about, a triangle? I had a full square.” He waved three fingers on one hand, then held up one finger on his other. I presumed the three were Mary, Gina, and Marny and the standalone finger was him. All his grief had been replaced with a bragging gloat.

      “Come on, Ian,” I said. We’d gotten everything we could out of Harry, and being so near him was making all that beautiful food I’d eaten turn into indigestion. But then I stopped and turned back to Harry. “Who do you think killed Gina?”

      “I don’t know. Wish I did. She told me she knew a secret, a big one, about this place, but she wouldn’t tell me what. But she was happy. Really happy. So I left it alone. She was so radiant, and we were having fun. Getting along. Better than we had in years. I didn’t want to mess that up. So when she sidestepped telling me what was up, I didn’t push.” He fell silent, reflective, then said almost to himself, “I should have pushed.”

      There was nothing left to say after that.

      Ian and I left.

      Ian sauntered out, feeling absolutely no pain. His eyes traveled here and there, soaking in his surroundings, and they had a dreamy, half-lidded look to them. “Life is good,” he said.

      I’d said I was in a lot of pain in order to get my hands on a two-month supply of pain pills. I wasn’t really in any pain, but looking at Ian, I was sure as heck thinking of taking those pills anyway.

      “What next?” Ian asked.

      “We need to talk to Marny, see if her story about that night is any different than Harry’s.”

      It took sneaking past a spa attendant to do it, but we found Marny in a section of the spa that was all about pampering.

      That a section like this even existed secured the belief in my heart that my spa ambassador was a demon in disguise. No wonder she was so eager to take my place.

      As for Marny, she was laid out on a cushioned lounge chair in a white fluffy robe.

      Someone had given her a pedicure, and she still had little blue foam separators between her toes while the polish dried. Her face was covered in a mask that looked like baby poop but which I was sure consisted of the finest skin nourishing ingredients in existence, gathered from the jungles of Borneo to the icecaps of Iceland. Even the cucumber slices on her eyes looked imported.

      I sat down pensively on the lounge chair on one side of her and Ian sprawled languidly on the other, a silly smile on his face.

      A woman carrying a tall stack of pillowy white towels walked through the room and stopped in her tracks when she looked over our way.

      “Girl, when did you get in?” she asked with eyes only for Marny.

      Marny levered one cucumber slice up so that she could see. “Hi, Judy! Did you and that boyfriend of yours get hitched?”

      “You better believe it,” she chuckled. “I had to drag him kicking and screaming to the altar, but the boy is now legally allll mine.” She did a one-armed balancing trick with the towels and wiggled her left hand at Marny. A rock the size of Kansas glittered on her ring finger.

      Marny gasped. “Well, will you look at that.” Her grin grew. “He got a brother?”

      Judy laughed and waved a dismissive hand at Marny. “As if you’d ever let a man weigh you down. I gotta go. You gonna be at the spa a bit longer?”

      “Few more days, I think.”

      “I’ll catch you later.” Then Judy was gone.

      With her cucumber still raised, Marny turned to Ian and then to me. “Been a while since I’ve felt this special,” she said, smiling coyly. Then she dropped the cucumber slice back into place and rested her head against the lounger again. “Aren’t you the two who’ve been harassing Harry?”

      I shrugged noncommittally, not that she could see it. “I wouldn’t go so far as to use the word ‘harassing,’” I said.

      “Harry would,” she replied without missing a beat.

      I hated to say it, but I liked her.

      “Why did you lie about Harry being with you the night Gina was killed?” I asked.

      “I don’t believe that it’s been established that I lied.”

      Yep, I definitely liked her.

      “So you’re admitting that you lied!” Ian exclaimed. He snapped his fingers repeatedly. Then he looked at me for confirmation. “She said it! ‘I lied. I lied.’ Those were the words that came out of her mouth!”

      Marny lifted her head as well as one of the cucumber slices. She looked at Ian, then at me. “What’s wrong with him?”

      I shook my head. “We don’t have enough time to cover it all.”

      Marny lifted her goo-covered brows, then peeled her other cucumber slice off her other eye and stacked the two slices on the lapel of her incredibly looking soft robe. Her hand disappeared inside the robe’s pocket and reappeared holding something. It turned out to be a little metal box with enamel inlay. The top of the box was decorated with raised swirling branches that somehow coalesced into the delicate image of a beautiful tree.

      She popped a little latch on the box’s side to unveil a bounty of little pills—pills that were identical to the ones delivered to Ian’s bungalow last night.

      Marny plucked out two pills with the tips of her perfectly manicured nails and popped them in her mouth, but she knocked a third pill out of the box and onto the floor in the process.

      She said a swear word, and then said, “Ah, to heck with it,” picked the runaway pill up off the floor, and popped it in her mouth to join the others. She swallowed them all down with the help of a sip of her sparkling water, retrieved from the small table at her shoulder.

      She had just taken three of the same pill that Ian had taken one of just that morning. “Are you going to be okay?” I asked. I was legitimately concerned.

      “Hmm? Oh, yeah. It’s a prescription vitamin supplement. Several a day keep the doctor away.” She winked.

      I was trying not to stare at her, but I was finding it hard. My whole understanding of the situation at large hinged on my next question.

      Was she ignorant… or an addict?
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      “Did you, um, take some of those earlier today, too?” I asked.

      If she said yes, I had my answer. She was a straight up pill popping addict—an addict with a supplier.

      “These? Oh, yeah. Usually with breakfast. Start the day off right. Really helps me have a zen day.” She chuckled, seeming to be enjoying what she thought was her own private joke.

      “Ooo, maybe I should get some of those vitamins,” Ian said. “Where do you get them?”

      “Oh, the seller is very exclusive,” Marny said, waving Ian’s question away. “You were asking about Harry?” she said, turning her attention back to me.

      My mouth fell open the slightest bit. She’d just changed the topic to talk about the incidences surrounding a murder rather than answer Ian’s question about her “vitamins.”

      Since she was so eager to talk, I decided to play along. “Why did you lie about being with Harry the night Gina was killed?”

      “I was with Harry. We had champagne in the hot tub, then he gave me a hot oil massage, and then we stayed up watching all the late-night hosts on TV. We fell asleep snuggled in each other’s arms. No lie. Not one bit of it.”

      I believed her. Why’d I have to believe her?

      “And who sold you the vitamins?” I asked.

      Marny’s lips tightened.

      She’d closed the charming little pill box and had slipped it back inside her robe’s pocket, but I retrieved it now. Holding it in my uplifted palm, I popped the lid open.

      “These aren’t vitamins,” I said. “I know they’re not vitamins. I can call in the police and have them verify that, or you can tell me who sold them to you.”

      Marny’s lips tightened even more, and her eyes narrowed. Her hand was like lightning as she tried to snatch the pill box back, but I snapped my fingers shut around it.

      Marny’s frustrated anger turned to worry as her eyes went from narrow slits to puppy dog round.

      “Tell me, and I give this back to you,” I told her. “I won’t tell anyone else that you have these. You can keep them. I just need to know who sold them to you.”

      “But if I tell you, she won’t sell me anymore.”

      She! We were one step closer to figuring things out.

      “A name, Marny. I need a name.”

      Marny fought telling me. Her eyes turned red and filled with tears. Her gaze darted all around the room as if the ceiling held some answer for her.

      But in the end, she bargained away the one thing she had that I wanted, in order to keep what was hers.

      “Tara,” she whispered.

      “And when did these specific vitamins come to you?”

      “Last night. Give them back, please.”

      I thought of Tara’s delivery to Ian’s bungalow last night. She’d handed over the pharmacy bag with the medicine inside. A scant six pills for ribs bruised almost to the point of breaking. It was clear to me now. The doc had likely prescribed more pills than that, but Tara had skimmed them in order to sell them.

      “How long has Tara been selling to you?” I asked.

      She shrugged, her lower lip pouting. “Three… maybe four years. Whenever I have a stay at the spa.”

      And I was sure that Marny regularly encouraged her clients to bring her here so that she could get her stash topped off. A real win-win for Tara. The spa did well. Tara looked successful in her job, and she lined her pockets with extra cash.

      Ian and I left, and where we went next was to the Spa Renauld offices. The ones Ian and I had snuck into and that Nanna had taken a crowbar to. But this wasn’t the middle of the night, and there was no sneaking or breaking-and-entering necessary. We simply opened the door and waltzed down the halls as straggling workers headed out for the day. But we didn’t make the journey alone.

      “Hey girl,” I said to Bridget. She’d been outside, belly up, begging for tummy rubs as people left. But when she saw me and Ian, she practically did an in-air somersault to get to her feet. And there had been no leaving her outside. She did her fishtail wiggle to push through the door as soon as we’d opened it a crack.

      “Do you remember the way to Tara’s office?” I asked, glancing over at Ian. But I had to do a double take. His shoulders had slumped forward, and his breathing had once again become shallow. “Hey, you okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Ian answered, but there was a tightness to his expression the belied the pain that was growing in his body. His pain pill was wearing off. I wished we’d swiped one from Marny.

      “You gonna be okay? You need us to turn back? Go back to your bungalow? You could lie down.” And I’d come back here without him, but he knew that.

      “Uh uh. I’m with you. Partners.” Even his voice was tight, like it was hard to move air through his chest to fuel his vocal cords.

      I was going to have a word with Martin if I ever saw the man again. And just like that, we rounded the corner to find him standing at its end. His back was against the wall, his arms over his chest, and his chin dropped down to rest. He looked asleep, but I suspected otherwise.

      He had his head lifted and his eyes trained on us by the time we’d gotten halfway down the hall.

      “That’s far enough,” he said, not bothering to move from his spot.

      “We need to see Tara,” I said without breaking pace.

      Marvin pushed himself off the wall to stand square in the middle of the hallway, facing us. It felt like high noon in a western, and my eyes flicked down to check for signs of a concealed carry. We were in luck. No gun on him.

      “Tara’s not available.”

      “But she is here… or rather there, around that corner in her office, isn’t she?”

      Marvin rolled his shoulders but said nothing.

      “We need to see her, Marvin,” I said again.

      “Why?”

      “Because she killed an innocent.”

      Marvin scoffed. “We’ve had this discussion. Gina wasn’t an innocent. She liked to stir things up. She was looking for trouble.” He shrugged. “She found it.”

      “She found someone peddling drugs.”

      “What?”

      “Tara, she’s skimming pain pills from the prescriptions the doc writes, then she sells them.”

      Marvin released a closed mouth “hmm” and smiled. “Clever.”

      Bridget barked, and Marvin scowled. “That dog’s defective.”

      That made me scowl. “She is not. Take it back.”

      “They’re getting rid of her. She avoids her handler. Won’t do what she’s told. And she’s constantly getting into things she’s not supposed to.” He leveled his gaze at me. “Oh, wait… Which one of you was I talking about again?”

      I flipped him the middle finger, but that just made Marvin smile.

      “Tara’s a killer, Marvin,” Ian wheezed. “You gotta let us by.”

      Marvin looked at Ian like he was seeing him for the first time. “What happened to you? You don’t look so good.”

      “You happened to him,” I said, exasperated. “You, Marvin. You!”

      The guy’s grin grew even bigger. “Oh, yeah.” Then he pointed a finger at me. “Goes to show you it’s not good to play wolf. Stuff like him”—he looked Ian up and down—“happens.”

      “Marvin, you suck,” I said. “Now let us pass.”

      “Not happenin’, girlie.”

      I turned to Ian and said in a low voice Marvin wouldn’t be able to hear, “Ian. It’s time to die.”

      “Really? What about Sally? We’ve got another date planned.”

      “Not die-die. Fake die. Cry some more wolf.”

      Ian glanced worriedly at Marvin. “But what if he cracks my chest again? He’ll break my heart out next time.”

      “You’ll be fine. You drink lots of milk. I’ve seen you drink half a gallon while eating a double chocolate fudge cupcake.”

      “That was you!” Ian cried.

      “Oh…” It took a moment, but I remembered. He was right. “Never mind who drank what. Lie on floor and make a lot of noise like you’re dying. Draw a lot of attention so that our situation can’t be ignored.”

      “How will that help?” Ian asked, his eyes full of doubt.

      “I don’t know, but we’ll figure it out.”

      Ian very gingerly lay down in the floor and started wheezing and moaning loudly once he got down there.

      “You’re doing great!” I encouraged.

      “Not faking,” Ian whimpered. “Get me some help. Please. Pulled something getting down here.”

      Oh boy…

      I checked my cell phone. I had some bars, but the battery had slipped into the red.

      Ian moaned louder, rolled over on his hip and curled into a ball. I heard a crack.

      “Ian, was that your phone?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t care. I need drugs. Oh God, why’d that psychotic boy scout do this to me?”

      That was an odd thing to call Marvin, but I could see it.

      “Marvin, I need past you,” I called. “I need to get a phone.”

      “No,” he said, but he did look worried. “He really don’t look so good.”

      “He isn’t good. And you did this to him! He needs help! I have to get past you to a phone.”

      “Baloney. You want past me so that you can accost Tara. I’ll lose my cushy gig, and you two will make fools of yourselves. And he’s faking.” His worry deepened. “He is faking, right?”

      “No, Marvin. I don’t think so.”

      Marvin growled and rolled his eyes. “I got a phone, but I don’t know the doc’s number. Come on.”

      He turned and headed toward the hall corner that would lead to Tara’s office. He paused when he reached the corner, and he and I both leaned to peer around it. The clack of Bridget’s nails on the hard tile floors told me that Bridget was right by my side.

      Tara was indeed in her office, but she wasn’t alone.

      “Who’s that?” I asked him.

      It was the same guy I’d seen the night Ian and I had hidden waiting for her to leave. He was wearing a gray hoodie and not dressed like anyone else we’d seen at the spa.

      “No idea. He comes and goes. Waltzes in like it’s his home away from home. Spends some time with Tara, then leaves.”

      Marvin had been nearby the last time I’d see the hooded guy. “She always keep you close when he’s here?”

      “I wouldn’t know what she does when I’m not around, but sure, I think that’s a good guess.”

      That meant Tara was afraid of the man. She was keeping Marvin nearby for protection.

      “Let’s—” That’s as far as my thought got before I was stunned into silence. A lot of things happened all at once.

      The man in the hoodie turned around in Tara’s office and spotted us.

      I was stunned by how young he was. He was pasty white, freckled, and wisps of orange-red hair curled up past the edges of his hood.

      His eyes flared wide, and he snarled at us. He honest to God snarled.

      That was all it took for Bridget to react.

      A low growl emanated from her as she elongated her neck and ducked it down to just below her shoulders. She took a step forward, then another.

      That’s when the kid reached behind his back, under the hoodie, and pulled out a gun.

      He whipped it out and pointed right at my beloved little guardian.

      “Not the innocent. Not on my watch,” Marvin grumbled, stepping smoothly in front of both Bridget and me.

      He hiked one knee all the way up to his chest, stretched his shoulder back, and then slung his arm like a baseball pitcher, throwing something forward.

      What he threw moved so fast, it was a blur.

      But that blur’s aim was true, and it slammed into hoodie-boy’s forehead. When the blurry item came to rest on the floor, I saw it was a cell phone.

      The kid’s head snapped back, then his knees buckled. He went down with a thud, yet the gun managed to remain in his hand… right at the pointy tips of Tara’s stylish high heel shoes.

      She looked at the gun and then at us before diving for it.

      Marvin, Bridget, and I all lunged forward.

      Tara stood up, pointing the gun, so Marvin and I stopped. Bridget did not get that same memo, though, and she thundered forward. But she stopped short, pranced in place, and barked. Really, really loudly.

      I held up my hands. Marvin didn’t bother.

      “We just need to talk,” I told Tara. “I’m sure this is all just a big misunderstanding. That kid, he just pulled that gun on us and we reacted.” I laughed awkwardly. “I don’t even know why you’re pointing it at us.” Confusion filtered through Tara’s expression as she glanced at the gun in her hand, but then she hardened. “Who are you? You’re way too nosy, even for a freelance writer.”

      I heard wheezing at my heel. Bridget was in front of me, so I knew that meant it had to be Ian.

      I dared to tear my eyes away from the business end of the gun pointing at us and glanced down. Ian had his phone out, and he was angling it up toward Tara.

      “I thought it was broken,” I hissed.

      “Screen is shattered. Camera’s fine,” he croaked. “Uploading to cloud.”

      Sweet!

      “You hear that, Tara? Everything you’re doing is being captured on video and saved online. You kill us, it’s still going to be online. Others will find it. They’ll know what you did.”

      The tip of the gun shifted away from me and pointed at Ian. “Not if I kill you all, access his phone with the tip of his dead thumb and delete the video.”

      Ohhh…

      “But your conscience,” I offered. “Won’t it bother your conscience?”

      “It won’t.”

      Darn.

      “Okay then, since you’re going to kill us anyway, mind me asking about Gina?”

      Tara moaned and rolled her eyes. “Not her again! I killed her already, but she just won’t die!”

      “She found out about you skimming and selling pain pills from the prescriptions Dr. Goldman writes?”

      “You know about it too?” she exclaimed, exasperated.

      I threw my hands in the air. “Why would you even point the gun at us if you didn’t know we knew?”

      Her mouth twisted sideways, and then she muttered, “I panicked.”

      “This time you panicked. What about the other times? The gas in my bungalow? Trying to break in?”

      “I didn’t know you knew about the drugs,” Tara explained. “But I saw you poking around, asking all about Gina. Asking too much. I figured you knew too much—and you needed to go. I didn’t know just how much you knew, but I always knew you needed to go.”

      “Who’s the kid?” Ian wheezed.

      “What’d he say?” she asked.

      “Who’s the kid?” Marvin repeated. “It’s something I’ve been wondering myself.”

      “None of your business,” Tara snapped.

      “You’re gonna kills us anyway,” I said. “What’s it matter?”

      She paused, then smiled. We were giving her the opportunity to brag. “He works for me. I’ve been expanding my… outreach program. You can think of him as middle management.”

      A huge red welt was growing on her middle manager’s forehead.

      “And Gina?” I asked.

      “Gina, Gina, Gina… You’re like a broken record! Give it a rest, already.”

      “Sounds like a pretty important topic to me. Things were going good before she came along.”

      Tara’s mouth pulled into an ugly sneer. “She was so dumb. I even showed her the syringe before I jabbed it in her neck. Told her it was a new treatment that would take forty years off of her.”

      She laughed at her sick joke, giving me chills.

      “Stupid!” she went on. “If it hadn’t been for that botched nose job of hers... First she complained. Then she snooped. Then she got curious, and well, you know what happens to the curious.” She was looking straight into my eyes as she said it. “They find themselves dead.”

      Her arm straightened as her aim zeroed in on me.

      “How’d you know she’d figured it out?” I asked, desperate to stall the inevitable. “You’ve got the whole place bugged, don’t you? You eavesdrop on everything. I bet there are audio recordings, ones that could lead the cops back to you.”

      “Audio recordings? What are you talking about?” Tara scoffed.

      “From all the bugs you’ve got in this place to listen to what your customers say.”

      Tara laughed. “You need help. Anyone ever tell you you’re too paranoid? There’s an intercom system in the lobby but that’s it.”

      Marvin said drily, “And in the dining areas… and the salon section… and the grotto… and the—”

      “Marvin, shut up!” Tara yelled, then laughed awkwardly. To me, she said, “He’s making stuff up. Do you have any idea of the lawsuits we could face if we did something like that?”

      “More than the legal battles associated with killing your customers?” I asked.

      Her smug smile was sickening. “At least it’ll save you the cost of seeing a shrink. Say hello to Gina for me.”

      This was it. I was going to die.

      “Hold it!” a man’s voice yelled.

      It hadn’t been Ian’s or Marvin’s.

      It hadn’t even been the out cold hoodie-boy.

      It was Ryan!

      I turned shocked eyes toward Ian.

      “Changed it to video call,” he whipser-groaned.

      I was smiling from ear to ear before I even realized it.

      I started hopping up and down while pointing at Ian’s phone and looking at Tara. “That’s my boyfriend. A cop. And it’s live. It’s live! You can’t delete it. If you kill us now, you’ll be on the hook for five homicides and a dogicide. That’s a lot worse than one.”

      Tara’s shoulders sagged and her head drooped as the gun fell to her side.

      I resisted the urge to clap and cheer, but I couldn’t hold down the happiness that flooded through me.

      I was going to live to see another day—probably.
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      I was at dinner at my favorite off-Strip steakhouse the very next night.

      Nanna, Wes, Ian, and I were sitting at a long table with a few open spots for yet-to-arrive guests. Glenn, Wes’s brother and my downstairs neighbor, was here with his girlfriend, Karma, and we were still waiting for my parents.

      As we were still sipping on drinks and waiting for the rest of the guests, Stone unexpectedly showed up.

      My heart skipped a few beats.

      He looked like his former self—dressed in a crisp white shirt and pressed jeans. He was clean-shaven, and it looked like he’d been able to enjoy a good night’s sleep. His dark eyes missed nothing, and when our gaze met, he gave me a quick wink.

      One small, wordless gesture that let me know all was right with the world.

      The details would have to wait—but my heart swelled with joy, knowing that he was back. His and Tariq’s mission must have succeeded.

      He was back, my heart kept telling me. Everything was going to go back to normal.

      The smile wasn’t leaving my face, but after that one wink, I didn’t get anything else out of Stone.

      He sat next to Wes, with Wes’s brother Glenn on his other side. After that, he didn’t look at me again, focusing his attention on Wes, with whom he talked softly.

      Later, I told myself.

      I’d hear all the details from him later. There was no rush, now that he was back.

      Surely nothing else was wrong.

      “So it had been Tara all along?” Nanna asked.

      “Yep,” I answered, turning my focus back to our conversation. “She was building herself a prescription drug empire. She confessed to everything.”

      “I knew that woman was up to no good!” Nanna exclaimed. “She was far too smooth.”

      “She was far too smooth,” I agreed. “But not all smooth talkers are killers.”

      “Hmm.” Nanna looked at me thoughtfully. “Maybe you’re right. But here’s what I don’t understand. If Gina knew Tara was behind it all, why’d she trust her with that syringe?”

      “She played her hand too soon,” Ian offered.

      “That she did,” I said. “Gina figured out the drug skimming, but she hadn’t realized Tara was the one behind it all. She’d thought Dr. Goldman was doing it. So she went to Tara and asked for help with exposing Dr. Goldman. That’s when Tara arranged for their late-night rendezvous and pumped Gina full of an overdose of dissolved pain killers.”

      “Mary’s off the hook?” Karma asked.

      “Yep.” A fact that had Mary so happy that she’d arranged with the restaurant to pay for our dinner. Everything was on her, which more than suited me.

      The woman had cried for a solid hour on my shoulder after I’d told her that the real killer had been caught.

      And then she’d raged for an hour more about having her chance at landing a wealthy husband snatched out of her grasp.

      As for Ian, he was doing okay. Not well, but okay.

      He had a loopy grin on his face that let me know he was feeling no pain via a little pharmaceutical assistance.

      The doctor had encouraged him to stay in bed for a few days, but he’d refused to miss our celebratory night out. No way he was getting behind the wheel of a car tonight. But, the doc had assured Ian that there would be a full recovery in his near future.

      Sitting next to Ian was a completely doe-eyed Sally. Her shiny brown hair was straight as a board, and she was cute as a button. She fretted and cooed over Ian, and he beamed with happiness.

      It was an unnatural feeling to see Ian with Sally.

      I’d seen him with starlit hopefuls, gold diggers, con women, and general users, but I’d never seen him with someone genuinely nice, genuinely caring. It made me afraid for Ian’s wellbeing.

      I’d seen him fall head over heels for women, and then bounce back two days after they’d dumped him. But they’d been figments of what he wanted in his life. Not real.

      But Sally… Well, I was afraid that Sally would be able to break Ian’s heart beyond repair. There’d be no simple bouncing back from her.

      All worries about Ian left me, though, when Nanna gasped. Her eyes lit up as she looked past me. “Look who’s here!”

      I spun around in my chair, butterflies dancing in my stomach.

      But as soon as I saw who it was, the butterflies settled. It was only Ryan. I’d half been expecting to see Tariq, or even Johnson—someone who could tell me how Stone had managed to sort things out.

      Only Ryan…? A voice inside my head chastised me for such an ugly thought, and I shrugged off my disappointment, stood up, and gave my knight in shining armor a hug.

      “The hero arrives!” I said, giving him a big kiss.

      But my warm greeting and smile weren’t reciprocated. This time, the butterflies vanished. The thing I was so afraid of—that I’d been desperately trying to avoid—was about to happen. Ryan really was about to break up with me.

      “Wanna sit?” I asked, desperate to stall the inevitable. “I saved you a seat right next to me.”

      A sadness I hadn’t noticed before intensified in Ryan’s eyes. “Honey, I’ve put it off long enough. We need to talk.”

      I glanced behind me at my family and friends. I didn’t want them to see my own heart get shattered.

      One glance from Stone told me he saw it coming, too. Our eyes met, and I could see pity, stark and undeniable, in his eyes.

      “Can’t it be later?” I asked Ryan.

      Instead of answering, Ryan took me by the hand and led me away from the group.

      “Ryan,” I said as soon as he stopped in a semi-private spot and turned around to face me.

      But before I could say anything more, he bent down and kissed me. A big kiss.

      When he pulled away, all I could think to say was, “You’re not breaking up with me?”

      “What? No! But…”

      “But what?” Worry swirled and condensed into a heavy ball in the pit of my stomach.

      “But you might want to break up with me after I tell you what I need to.”

      Immediately my brain lined up all the things I’d do to him if he’d cheated.

      Slash his car tires.

      Sign up for a zillion spam ads using his cell phone and email.

      Take out a full-page newspaper ad about his lack of fidelity, thus warning all other women in the world to steer clear of him.

      Ryan looked straight into my eyes with gravity and solemnity. “I have to go away.”

      It felt as though the earth had stopped spinning beneath my feet. “Away! Where? Why?”

      His mouth tightened.

      I could tell he didn’t want to say more, but then he did. “I’ve accepted an undercover assignment.”

      “For how long?”

      “Short projection is three months.”

      “And the long projection?”

      He swallowed, hard, looking to the side before he spoke. “Three years.”

      I’d had my hands on his arms, but I let go and took several paces back.

      Betrayal washed over me, followed by guilt at my own double standard.

      All this time, I’d been telling him to let me do my job.

      Now Ryan was doing his job. It included making sacrifices. I just hadn’t expected to be one of those sacrifices.

      “Can’t you say no?” I asked.

      I knew the answer, but I couldn’t stop myself from asking.

      Of course he could have said no. Or rather, the powers that be would have accepted him saying no.

      As to whether or not he could say no, that was a little more complicated. Ryan had a calling. He was being true to himself.

      I couldn't ask him to pretend be somebody else just because his inner truth didn’t suit my plans. The same way I couldn’t let him ask me to behave like someone I wasn’t.

      A heavy silence filled the air between us as he let my question go unanswered.

      “When do you have to go?” I finally asked.

      “A few days.”

      There was a huge lump in my throat. So little time. Barely enough time for goodbye.

      “Can you tell me where?”

      He shook his head no.

      The sight of the pity in Stone’s eyes came back to me.

      “Does anybody else know about this? Does Stone?”

      I couldn’t keep the hurt out of my voice. I wanted to be first on Ryan’s list in every way—not second, third, or last.

      “I wanted to tell you while you were at the spa.” But in all my insecurity, I’d avoided letting him tell me what was on his mind. I’d assumed he wanted to break up. “When I saw Stone, I took the opportunity to ask him to look after you while I’m gone.”

      Hearing Ryan say that made my chest ache. He didn’t like Stone. He might have even been a little jealous of my friendship with Stone.

      And yet, he’d asked Stone to look out for me. It spoke volumes beyond the words he was saying.

      “You think you might not make it back.” The words threatened to stay lodged in my throat because the magnitude of them was too much. “Oh, Ryan…” Tears stung my eyes.

      Ryan pulled me against him and held me tight.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t hold back the torrent of tears a moment longer, a loud bark filled the restaurant.

      I peeked around Ryan’s shoulder to spot Marvin walking in with a super waggy Bridget by his side.

      Rather than embarrass myself by crying a giant wet spot on Ryan’s shirt, I went over and gave Bridget a great big tearful hug.

      “What gives with the waterworks?” Marvin asked. “I told you she’d be yours, and I always make good on my word.”

      “How’d you do it?”

      “Called in a favor.” He handed over a large envelope. “It’s all square. She’s legally yours.”

      A waiter rushed over. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to take your dog outside,” he said to Marvin. Marvin was still holding Bridget’s leash.

      Marvin stared the poor boy down. “I need her with me.”

      “Uh… okay, but only for a few minutes, then she has to go.”

      “I’m staying for dinner,” Marvin said. “And dessert.” He didn’t blink once. No apologies. No excuses.

      “But—”

      “But what?” Marvin interrupted.

      The waiter chose that moment to smile big and a little manically. “Emotional Support Animal,” he said a lot louder than necessary. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir. That’s certainly allowed.” He rushed away without a look back.

      I laughed, brushing away the tears that had slipped out. “You know, Marvin, for such a bad guy, you’re pretty nice.”

      “I’ll deny it if you ever tell anyone,” he said without a smile in sight, but he softened his vow by winking.

      We all settled in around the table, and Bridget lay down on my feet where I snuck her nuggets of freshly baked yeast rolls.

      Ryan sat next to me.

      I avoided looking at him at first but soon slipped my hand into his under the table. No way would I mess up what little time we had by being mad about what I would eventually accept anyway. It was still hard, but Bridget leaning against my legs actually did make it easier.

      My parents showed up soon after, and the rest of the dinner seemed to turn into a blur.

      Every once in a while, I’d feel a strange lump in my throat, and my nose did an odd twitching thing. I smiled, and we all chatted and ate, but I couldn’t meet Stone’s eyes.

      Ryan held my hand lightly in his, and at some point, we turned to look at each other.

      I didn’t know what to say. All this time, I’d taken Ryan almost for granted. I’d thought my job was the problem. I hadn’t known it would turn out to be his job, that it would be me wondering why my boyfriend had such a dangerous calling.

      Ryan’s phone buzzed in the middle of dinner, and when he got up to answer, my eyes locked with Stone’s.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” I managed to mouth to him across the table.

      He nodded, and came over to sit in Ryan’s now-empty chair for a moment.

      It was strange, sitting next to Stone in the crowded restaurant, knowing that things had worked out… “Things have worked out, haven’t they?”

      Stone’s lips quirked up in the hint of a smile. “It’s all good,” he said softly. “I can’t talk about it now, but everything turned out all right. Life’s going to be back to normal.”

      I saw Ryan heading back to the table, and Stone followed my gaze and stood up.

      “It’ll work out for Ryan, too,” Stone said. “I’m sure of it.”

      I looked at him sadly, and then back at Ryan. “There are never any guarantees, are there? Everything changes so quickly.”

      Ryan was back at the table in time to hear my last statement, and put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “It’ll be okay, Tiff,” he said. “Things always work out in the end.”

      I glanced from the two men down to Bridget, who was busy wolfing down some food Ian had given her.

      He was right. Things always did have a way of working out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        WANT MORE?

      

      

      
        
        Sign up to A.R. Winters mailing list. It’s for new releases only, no spam:

      

      

      
        
        CLICK HERE TO JOIN

      

      

      
        
        You can also follow AR Winters on Facebook

      

      

      

      If you enjoyed this book, please, please, please leave a review – it’s the best encouragement to continue writing that an author can receive!

    

  

cover.jpeg
A HUMOROUS TIFFANY BLACK MYSTERY

LAS VEGAS

WINTERS





