
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Snapshots and Suspicions in Las Vegas

    

    




      
        A.R. Winters

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Untitled

      

      
        Sneak Peak: Killer Cruise

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Snapshots and Suspicions in Las Vegas

        Copyright 2020 by A. R. Winters

        www.arwinters.com

        This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.

        This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I wandered through the depths of the Tremonte casino, a fake smile frozen on my face.

      My palms were sweaty, but I kept telling myself that it was going to be okay, that I looked fine, that I had nothing to worry about. That smiling would make me feel better.

      Nearby, a slot machine rang out suddenly. There was a loud clinking as dozens of coins poured into the bucket underneath, causing a middle-aged woman to whoop with delight. Her infectious happiness made my smile just a little bit more genuine.

      I wasn’t comfortable. I didn’t usually wear stuff like this. Why couldn’t I have just worn some nice cargo shorts, or maybe a hoodie? The air conditioning could get pretty chilly inside the casinos. But no. I had to get all dressed up because this was an important event. Important for someone I didn’t even know.

      So, uncharacteristically for me, I was wearing a tight black ball gown that clung to me awkwardly. The sequins on the dress scratched my arms whenever I moved. Nervously, I touched my ears. I wore simple but—according to Mom—elegant pearl earrings. She said they matched the dress. I took her word for it, since she let me borrow them.

      Now where was I going? I knew I had to cross the casino floor to find the event area.  A few steps further and I found it. The far side of the casino opened up into a wide hallway with a sign above it labeled Event Area and Ballrooms.

      I had barely gotten three steps down the hall when I heard someone clearing their throat behind me.

      I turned, stared, smiled, and stared some more. It was my date. It wasn’t a date date, but for this evening Jack, the owner of the Tremonte Hotel and Casino, and I were attending the function together. And he looked good enough to eat. Not like a brightly frosted cupcake, more like an elegant slice of Black Forest gateaux.

      He looked like he belonged. Unlike me.

      “Hi, Jack,” I said a little too fast, my voice cracking.

      “Well, look at you,” said Jack, leaning in for a friendly hug and a kiss on the cheek. “I should invite you to these kinds of events more often. You clean up well, Tiffany Black.”

      “You don’t look so bad yourself.” This was an understatement of major proportions. Jack was dressed in a perfectly fitted black tuxedo, with a crisp white shirt and black bowtie. His hair looked neat and slick and freshly trimmed, and his face glowed with healthy energy, enhanced by the tan he always seemed to have.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” I asked, instantly regretting it. Considering he had invited me here, and he owned the whole place, of course he knew where he was going.

      “It’s just down here. Before we go in, there’s something I wanted to ask you.”

      We stopped in the hallway, facing each other. For once, he didn’t completely tower over me, thanks to the black heels I was wearing. I looked at him curiously.

      It felt strange, both of us being so dressed up, going to a party together. I’d recently set him up with my friend Emily, an officer at the LVPD, but she had to work tonight. That left Jack dateless, and he’d fallen back on me for a favor.

      “What is it?” There were butterflies in my stomach. Of course it was only because I wasn’t used to being so dressed up. Not because I felt like I didn’t belong, as I usually did at fancy events. And it definitely had nothing to do with how handsome Jack looked. No way.

      After all, I had a boyfriend. In theory. Unfortunately, my relationship was currently frozen in time. My boyfriend Ryan, like my friend Emily, was a cop, and he’d gone to work an undercover case months before. I hadn’t heard from him since, only ominous news that he was in a delicate and dangerous situation.

      One of my other guy friends, Stone, had gone off to see what he could do to help Ryan out, but I hadn’t heard from either of them since. Jack had a wealth of contacts in law enforcement and even in the underworld, and he had been my main source of information on everything that was going on.

      “There’s a pickpocket.”

      I blinked. That wasn’t exactly what I thought Jack was going to ask me about.

      “A pickpocket? What do you mean?”

      “As you know, tonight’s event is being held by one of my human resources team. Our employees often hold their parties here because of the generous discounts they get. It’s one of the perks of the job. The problem is, we’ve had three of these events in the last month, and at each one several people reported thefts. Someone’s been going through jackets and purses and lifting wallets and other valuables.”

      “Someone’s been stealing from your employees during their parties?”

      “Seems like it. I know it’s not the usual kind of work you do, but if you could keep your eyes open, I would really appreciate it.”

      Hunting down a simple pickpocket was a little less exciting than my usual investigations, but I owed Jack more than one favor.

      “Can’t we do better than keeping our eyes open? Like checking the security cameras?”

      Jack sighed and blew out a long breath. “I wish. The thing about these employee parties is that they’re afraid of embarrassing themselves. Because of that, it’s become standard practice for them to cover up the cameras. I mean, I could order them not to do that, but I kind of like being a popular boss.” Jack chuckled. “Or at least not totally hated.”

      “They cover up the cameras? What goes on at these parties? What are you roping me into, Jack?”

      “Oh, they’re not that wild. The employees just don’t feel comfortable knowing the security team could be winding back through the videos, watching them. They’ll have a few drinks. There’ll be stupid dancing. Maybe some of the younger ones—and not so younger ones too—will end up doing something they regret with one of their coworkers.” Jack shrugged. “The usual shenanigans. They just don’t want it caught on tape. You know how it is. ‘What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas’ doesn’t work when you live here.”

      “All right, then I guess I’ll keep my eyes open, see if I can find out who this thief is. Maybe even try and set a little trap for him. Or her.”

      “Thanks, Tiff. I appreciate it. Ready?”

      Jack extended an arm and then linked it with mine. A shy smile crept onto my face. It felt less uncomfortable to be walking into a fancy event with the owner of the building. Even if I was only a stand-in date.

      We walked the rest of the way down the hallway, to a pair of large double doors, which were open. Above the doors hung a large banner reading Brenda and Michael with colorful hearts all around it.

      “Brenda and Michael, huh? Which one works here? Or is it both of them?”

      “Brenda Jennings is the one who works here. She works in HR. She’s marrying Michael, who’s…” Jack looked up to the ceiling with a quizzical look “…Italian. I don’t know exactly what he does. Anyway, they’re getting married and this is their big pre-wedding party.”

      It was a large room, with about two dozen big round tables, each of which was surrounded by tall, high backed chairs. Along the entire right-hand side of the room were a buffet and bar. Manning that section were several members of the catering team, and a couple of bartenders standing on the far side of it serving.

      Beyond the tables and chairs, there was an area that had been left open for a dance floor that wasn’t seeing much action.

      The room wasn’t full yet, but several dozen people had arrived already. A number of waiters were walking around carrying large silver trays loaded with champagne glasses, offering them to all and sundry.

      Jack caught the eye of a passing young waiter, who immediately came to a stop in front of us and lowered his tray so we could take a drink each. Although I’m not much of a drinker, I figured one glass wouldn’t be enough to hinder my pickpocket-catching abilities. It might also make me feel more comfortable meeting what was no doubt going to be an almost uncountable number of new people.

      “Cheers,” said Jack holding out his glass.

      I clinked mine against his, and then we both took sips of the cool, bubbly wine.

      It reminded me of the last time we drank champagne together. Jack had flown me out of the city in his private helicopter to drink champagne and eat chocolate-covered strawberries while we look down on Las Vegas from a nearby hillside. That was when I decided I really needed to make sure he knew our relationship was purely platonic. Not long after, I introduced him to Emily.

      “Come on. Brenda’s over there with what looks like most of the HR team.”

      Jack and I walked side by side to one of the large, round, white tableclothed tables near the front of the room.

      The atmosphere at the table was already jovial. There were about a dozen people sitting and standing around, and they were interacting with relaxed familiarity. I guessed they were all members of the HR team or their significant others. There were already several empty champagne flutes on the table and most of them had one in their hand. It looked like it was going to be a fun evening.

      “Brenda!” Jack said as we approached.

      A woman who had been seated facing away from us stood up and turned around, a broad smile on her face. The man next to her also stood.

      “Jack!” Brenda said with a smile. “I’m so happy you could make it.”

      I would have guessed she was in her thirties, with a trim figure and a healthy glow to her skin. She was wearing diamond earrings and an expensive-looking necklace that drew the eye to the plunging neckline of her midnight blue evening gown.

      The man who had been sitting next to her stood up and put his arm around Brenda’s waist. He seemed older than her, probably in his mid-forties, with jet black slicked-back hair highlighted with silver streaks through it. He was handsome, but with an elongated face that gave him a somewhat distinguished air. When he spoke, it was with a slight Italian accent. This had to be Michael.

      “Ahh! The great man himself. An honor to see you again, Jack!”

      Michael then very deliberately turned his attention to me, running his eyes up and down me and smiling with approval. When he was done appraising, he turned his attention back to Jack. “And may I say, your wife is exquisite.”

      Exquisite? Despite the way he’d just looked me up and down, I wasn’t a gemstone. I was a person.

      “This is Tiffany—”

      “—like the jewelers!” interrupted Michael. That helped raise my estimation of him. Sometimes, when people hear my name, they think I’m an adult entertainer. I liked the jewelry association more.

      “Tiffany is an old friend, but she’s not my other half. She’s done me the favor of accompanying me here this evening so I didn’t have to come all by my lonesome.”

      “Michael Randolph,” said the Italian man holding out his hand toward me.

      When I went to take it, instead of shaking my hand, he grasped it and raised it to his lips and kissed it.

      “An honor, madam,” he said, lowering my hand back down. “Please enjoy our hospitality here this evening. We intend to have a night we will never forget, in celebration of our forthcoming marriage.”

      “Yes, please have fun,” said Brenda much less formally and with a delighted smile.

      Brenda was clearly excited about her party. She struck me as being a lot more down-to-earth than Michael and I couldn’t help but think they were a slightly mismatched couple. Then again, a lot of couples are.

      “Help yourself to anything you want, and enjoy the food. It’s really good.”

      “Thank you so much. I’m really looking forward to it.”

      The smile on my face vanished as someone bumped into my shoulder from behind.

      “Whoops!” said a giggling, high-pitched voice.

      I stepped to the side and extended an arm to support the tottering woman who had just crashed into me. When she was stable again, I stepped back and eyed her warily.

      She was gorgeous and had clearly dressed to get noticed. She looked a little younger than Brenda and had long dark hair and expressive brown eyes. She was wearing a skintight evening dress, the kind that really emphasized the ‘little’ in the phrase little black dress. The top of it seemed to start too late, barely covering her bosom, while the bottom of it ended too soon. She had an innocent but happy smile on her face, and her eyes were wide and dilated. She’d obviously been hitting the champagne hard since she arrived.

      “Are you okay?” I said, holding her by the arm to steady her.

      “Fantastic. Thank you very much!” She looked at me with narrowed eyes as if to try and work out whether she knew me or not. She tossed her head slightly. “Who are you?”

      “She’s Tiffany Black and she’s with me, Susan,” said Jack with a hint of sternness in his voice.

      Susan tilted her head toward him a little, pursed her lips, and then with seemingly nothing better to say, repeated to herself, “Jack, Jack, Jack.”

      “Tiffany, this is Susan. She’s another hardworking member of our human resources department.”

      “I am!” she announced. “Work hard, and work hard. I mean, play hard. Play hard and don’t work. That’s what we say, isn’t it Brenda?”

      Brenda shook her head, laughing. “No, we don’t. We do work hard, Susan.”

      Susan nodded. “We do, don’t we? So let’s enjoy ourselves tonight. I’m about ready for a second glass of champagne! Thanks for the party, Brenda.”

      “Susan?” said a new voice.

      It was another man in his late thirties, presumably also from HR, and as he arrived he immediately took Susan by the arm. “Why don’t we get some food?”

      “Good idea.” Susan tapped me on the arm. “Tinder, this is Tim.”

      “It’s Tiffany,” I said through gritted teeth. “Nice to meet you, Tim.”

      “You too. Excuse us.”

      With a polite smile and nod of his head, Tim led Susan away to the buffet. Not a moment too soon, I thought. Hopefully some food would sober her up so she could enjoy the evening. I worried that she might end up embarrassing herself. She’d clearly been lying about only having one glass of wine.

      When Susan was gone, Jack turned his attention back to Michael who was looking on with an amused expression.

      “I heard there was a bit of an incident in the HR office when you were visiting yesterday.”

      Michael’s face turned from pleasure to a wince.

      “Yes. That was unfortunate.” Michael looked embarrassed by the memory.

      “What happened?” I asked, wanting to contribute to the conversation, and also eager for some interesting gossip.

      “I came to visit my beloved,” said Michael, stroking Brenda’s arm as he spoke, “because I cannot bear to be apart from her for an entire day.”

      I raised my eyebrows at that. There’s a fine line between being romantic and sickening, and Michael seemed to be balancing right on it, threatening to topple off.

      “And unfortunately,” Michael continued, “Susan’s ex-husband decided to pay a visit at the same time. From what I understand, he is not over her.”

      Brenda continued the tale, “It’s such a shame for Susan. She thought once they were divorced it would all be over, but he hasn’t got the message yet. He still thinks he can win her back.”

      Michael nodded confirmation. “When he arrived, Susan told him that she didn’t want to see him. That she wanted him to leave. But the scoundrel wouldn’t do it.”

      “Then what happened?” asked Jack.

      “He had flowers that he wanted to deliver to her by hand. I said I would take them to her, but he insisted that Susan let him hand them over in person, and that he have a chance to talk to her.”

      “But she didn’t want to,” said Brenda. “She didn’t want his flowers, and she didn’t want to speak to him. She wanted him out of the office.”

      “You should have called security,” said Jack. “That’s what they’re there for. Not just for the customers—but to protect our staff as well. And not just on the floor of the casino. Everyone who works at the Tremonte should be able to do so in a safe environment.”

      “I completely agree,” said Michael. “However, there was no time. He tried to force his way across the room, so I did the only thing a gentleman could do—I stopped him.”

      “Michael was so brave,” said Brenda approvingly, rubbing her future husband’s upper arm.

      “Gallantry is not bravery,” said Michael with a humble dismissiveness. “But I could not see the scoundrel bothering the poor girl. I took him by the arm, gave it a twist, and marched him out of the office. As soon as I saw one of your security guards, I handed him over.”

      “Thank you for helping Susan, Michael, but let’s try and make sure this doesn’t happen again. I think we’ll be implementing some new security policies so that no one can get near the offices without a key card.”

      Michael raised a hand to his mouth and gasped.

      “Will I no longer be able to visit my sweetheart at work? Will I no longer be able to brighten both our days by bringing her little gifts?”

      Jack laughed. “I’m sure you will. You’ll just have to sign in with security first.”

      “Thank heavens.” He let out a sigh of mock-relief—at least I thought it was mock-relief. “I couldn’t bear to think Brenda would have to spend a whole day without me bringing her a little treat or reminding her of my undying love.”

      Oh, get over yourself, Michael, I wanted to say. But his sweet talk seemed to please Brenda, who had such a wide smile on her face I wondered if she would catch any flies.

      “Thanks for letting me come to your party as Jack’s guest,” I said to Brenda. “I’m getting hungry.” I turned to Jack. “Shall we get something to eat?”

      “That sounds like an excellent idea. Enjoy your party, Brenda. And by the way, I’ve donated an extra case of champagne for you to enjoy.”

      “You’re the best.”

      “Much appreciated,” said Michael, offering Jack his hand. After they shook hands, Jack interlinked his arm with mine again and we walked toward the buffet.

      “Interesting bunch of people you’ve got working here.”

      While Jack and I filled up our plates with a variety of hot and cold snacks from the generous buffet, I tried to keep my eyes open. After all, I wasn’t there just to eat and drink; I was also supposed to be trying to catch a pickpocket.

      It was going to be tough though, unless I got lucky. The room was filling up with dozens and dozens of guests. Brenda and Michael were going to have a relatively small wedding, but this party was going to be much bigger so that everyone they knew would have a chance to celebrate, even if they weren’t going to be there on the big day.

      “They seem to get along,” I said, nodding my head back toward the HR table.

      “They have their differences, but they’re a good crew.”

      We both put some tiny triangle sandwiches onto our plate and continued down the buffet. Jack nodded his chin further down the line to where Tim and Susan were standing. They had both finished filling their plates and were now in conversation. “I worry about Tim and Susan, though.”

      I narrowed my gaze. Tim was reaching over to Susan’s plate and picking up a small hors d’oeuvre and eating it. Susan glanced at his hand but didn’t move to stop him.

      “They seem pretty friendly.”

      “Yes. But I get the feeling that Tim is smitten with Susan. Whereas she just sees him as a friend.”

      I could see what he meant. But I also thought he might be talking in code. Was it a reference to me and him? Until I set him up with Emily, I had the feeling that he was trying to woo me.

      “As long as she lets him down gently, I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I said optimistically. Of course I knew no such thing, not knowing either Tim or Susan in the slightest.

      “I hope so. Office romances gone wrong can really ruin a work atmosphere.” Jack started to walk down the buffet line. “Let’s get some shrimp, and then sit down. After that, I’m going to make my rounds. You don’t need to join me for that, so perhaps you can just keep an eye out for that pickpocket?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      When our plates were completely loaded, we returned to the HR table. Susan and Tim were already back there, a fresh glass of sparkling wine in front of each of them, their eyes already glazed over.

      Maybe covering up those cameras was a good idea after all. If those two ended up doing something foolish and regretting it the next day, at least there wouldn’t be video evidence.

      A few minutes later, Jack went off to talk to seemingly everyone in the room. All of the guests were connected to Brenda, and thus the casino, in some way, and part of Jack’s job as the owner was to schmooze with everyone who frequented the establishment. Even if it was just for a wedding party.

      “Look at them,” said a voice in my ear.

      I turned with a smile. It was another woman from HR who must have arrived after I made my introductions. Like most of her colleagues, she appeared to be in her thirties. She had an annoyed expression on her otherwise plain, makeup-free face. She was clearly talking about Tim and Susan and something about them irked her.

      “I think they’ve made the most of the free drinks,” I said as nicely as I could. I didn’t want to be bad mouthing anyone here, especially since I didn’t know them.

      “Yeah, Tim is.” Her ire seemed to be focused on him rather than Susan.

      “It is a party, after all. Perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised, should we?”

      “I suppose not. I’m Kay, by the way. I work in HR.”

      “I’m Tiffany, and I don’t work in HR. Might be the only person at this table who doesn’t. I’m here with Jack.”

      “Jack, as in Jack our boss?” asked Kay with raised eyebrows.

      “That’s right. His girlfriend couldn’t make it, so I stood in for her. We’re old friends.”

      “And what do you do?”

      The good thing about my life—at least one of the good things—is that I can choose to answer this question in a couple of ways. I can tell people that I’m a dealer at the Treasury Casino, or I can tell them that I’m a private detective. The way I answer the question depends on what kind of mood I’m in.

      “I’m a private detective,” I said with some considerable pride in my voice. “Actually,” I leaned in toward her, “I’m on the lookout for a pickpocket this evening. If you see anyone acting suspicious, let me know.”

      “Oh, how exciting!” She pointed her finger accusingly across the table toward Tim and Susan. “He’s stealing the shrimp off her plate.”

      I laughed. “Since the shrimp is free tonight, I don’t think that counts. I’m looking for someone taking things out of bags or jackets instead of than prawns off a plate.”

      “So is that what you normally do? Hunt down thieves? I thought being a private detective was a bit more…” She waved her hand in front of her to emphasize that she wasn’t being completely dismissive of what I did, but that it didn’t really live up to her expectations.

      “Oh, no. I don’t usually go after pickpockets—it wouldn’t be cost-effective for my clients. No, tonight I’ve just got my eyes open as a favor to Jack.” I took a sip from my glass. “Usually, I deal with murders.”

      “Murders?” Now she was really interested.

      “Oh, yes. It’s not that I chase after them, but I guess I have a bit of a reputation for being a murder sleuth now. People are always hiring me to solve them.”

      “Wow. That’s really exciting. Maybe you should talk to Susan when she has a minute She writes about them. Suspense books, anyway. They have murders in them, I think. I haven’t read any. It’s not really my thing.” Kay made a show of visibly shuddering, clearly not a fan of fiction of the more gruesome variety.

      “Does she? Maybe I’ll talk to her later.” I glanced across the table and I wasn’t optimistic. Susan was leaning back in her chair and seemed to be having trouble keeping her eyes open. Hanging off the back of her chair was her black bag, and I decided to keep an eye on it. If I were a pickpocket, I’d probably look for someone half-asleep to steal from.

      “I’m going to get some more snacks,” said Kay. “See you later.”

      When she was gone, I returned to my plate, keeping my eyes open the entire time for anything nefarious.
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        * * *

      

      He was subtle, but not subtle enough for me.

      Like me, the pickpocket noticed that Susan was now completely conked out in her chair. I saw him eyeing her from afar. He tried to be subtle, but there were just one too many glances her way.

      I pretended to be staring thoughtfully into my glass, but my eyes were actually locked on to the man as he approached.

      The thief was in his mid-twenties, with scruffy blonde hair, and wearing an ill-fitting suit that looked like he had borrowed for the occasion. It was a little too big, and rumpled, and the dress shirt he was wearing with it billowed out below the suit jacket. He walked past our table, turned, and then walked by again.

      On his second pass, he ‘dropped’ his cell phone, which bounced on the carpet and landed right beside Susan’s chair.

      I didn’t react until he crouched down on the other side of the table, outside of my line of view. I pushed my chair back, slipped off it, and peered under the table myself.

      Just as I suspected. His hands were inside Susan’s black bag, and he had removed her wallet. His eyes flicked around to see if he was being watched, and when he saw me staring at him under the table his eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open.

      He shut his mouth again, realizing that he didn’t have any kind of excuse that was going to work on me. He shot to his feet, and I did the same on the other side of the table.

      “Stop!” I yelled.

      The DJ had the music pumped up, and the dance floor at the front of the room was now filled with people. My voice was lost to all but close bystanders who merely gave me curious looks.

      The pickpocket ran for it, dumping Susan’s wallet on the floor as he did so.

      I gave chase, hurrying around the table as fast as I could in my stupid high heels.

      “Stop!” I yelled again.

      He didn’t. With his jacket flowing out behind him, the pickpocket sprinted between the tables toward the exit on the far side of the room. He drew some interested glances from people sitting down, though none interested enough to act. They figured it was all part of the party.

      He pushed aside a couple, slipping between them, and then tipped over a chair with a shove. I hurried behind, but it was no use. Even if I kicked off my heels, I still wouldn’t be able to catch him. He was too fast for me.

      He burst away through the doors on the other side of the room, and I came to a halt. A hand rested on my arm.

      “Tiffany? Was that the…?”

      Breathing hard, I turned to Jack, who had raised his eyebrows at me. He didn’t want to say pickpocket in front of his guests.

      “Yeah. That was him. I couldn’t catch him. I’m sorry.”

      “That doesn’t matter. I got a look at who you were chasing, I know who he is.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes, he works in the offices. He’s a junior employee and is technically employed as a mailman delivering letters back and forth through the offices. There isn’t all that much mail these days, so he’s more of a gofer. I’m disappointed in him. His name’s Bradley Dyson.”

      “Are you going to call the police on him?”

      Jack rubbed a hand against his chin and seemed to consider the notion.

      “I should.” He said it like he wouldn’t. “But I’m not sure if we’ll be able to find any proof apart from what you just saw. It might be worth my while having a chat with him. See if I can talk some sense into him, or… something…” Jack didn’t seem quite sure what he might be able to do, but I could sense he wanted to try and help the young man in some way rather than getting him a criminal record. He was a big old softy.

      Our musings on the pickpocket came to a sudden halt.

      There was a loud scream from the dance floor. Jack and I looked at each other and then over to the source of the commotion. The party sure was livening up.

      I realized the scream had not quite come from the dance floor. It had come from next to it. From the HR table where I’d just been sitting.

      Our smiles turned to looks of concern. “What happened?” asked Jack.

      “Let’s find out.”

      We hurried over as fast as we could.

      A crowd had gathered around the table, and when Jack and I pushed our way through it, I gasped in shock. Susan’s chair was now empty. She had fallen out of it, landing on the floor, and appeared to be unmoving.

      “How much did she drink?” I asked in disbelief.

      “That’s not like her. That’s not like her at all,” said Jack with concern in his voice.

      When we got there, Kay was crouching down over Susan, a hand on her neck, checking for a pulse.

      “She’s… she’s dead.” Kay looked up at Jack, her eyes wide with shock.

      “Dead?” It sounded like Jack didn’t believe it. “First aid! Get someone over here right now! And security!”

      The music from the dancefloor stopped as someone got the message to the DJ that something disastrous had happened.

      Jack crouched down next to Susan, and I joined him. Tentatively, I reached out and felt her neck the same way Kay had. But I didn’t even need to. Her eyes were open and they had death’s stare in them already. I felt the neck anyway. Nothing.

      “She’s dead, Jack.”

      We stared at each other. The crowd around us had fallen into a shocked silence, interrupted only by gasps and whispers of disbelief. The quiet didn’t last long.

      “Over here!”

      I lifted my gaze up to see Michael and Brenda standing beside someone at the table.

      It was Tim, his head facedown, resting on his arms. Michael had his hands on Tim’s shoulder and shook it to no avail.

      “He’s dead too!”

      I bounced to my feet like a jack-in-the-box and pushed my way over.

      “Let me see.”

      Michael stepped aside, and I pressed my finger against Tim’s neck.

      I held my breath.

      His artery ever-so-gently pulsed against my fingertip.

      He wasn’t dead.

      But from the weakness and inconsistency of the pulse, I could tell he wasn’t far off.

      “He’s alive… just about.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Two days later, I found myself walking up the stairs to the third-floor apartment of our young pickpocket, Bradley Dyson.

      Jack’s plan of talking to him in his office had so far not come to fruition, due to the fact that the pickpocket had stopped turning up for work. It was my job to persuade him to go back so he and Jack could have a chat.

      In the aftermath of Susan’s death, we had forgotten all about the pickpocket until much later; we had been too focused on what happened to Susan and Tim.

      Susan had unfortunately passed away, and Tim was still on death’s door, in a coma at the hospital. It seemed like a terrible case of severe food poisoning. Jack’s lawyers were in an uproar over it all—the lawsuit was no doubt going to be an expensive one.

      But even in a time of tragedy, life has to carry on. The casino kept its doors open, and the rest of the employees got back to work. The issue of the pickpocket was eventually remembered, and Jack asked me to see if I could persuade him to come back to the Tremonte.

      So there I was.

      Bradley lived in an old four-story apartment building. It wasn’t quite derelict, but it had certainly seen better days. When I got to Brad’s door, I pressed the doorbell but heard nothing from inside. It didn’t work. I squeezed my hand into a fist and then rapped on the door.

      There was a distant sound of shuffling and rustling, and then footsteps walking my way.

      “Who is it?”

      “Pizza!” I called with enthusiasm.

      I figured that even if he hadn’t ordered pizza, he wouldn’t say no to any.

      “Pizza?” His voice was hesitant but curious.

      “That’s what I said!” I kept yelling so my voice would carry through the still-closed door. “Large pepperoni? Paid by credit card already? That yours?”

      “Yeah!” He sounded like he’d won the lottery.

      And he had—the Tiffany Black lottery. I didn’t think he was going to enjoy it much, though.

      There was a loud click as he unlocked the door from the inside. While he was opening the door, the tote bag hanging off my shoulder started to buzz. It was my phone, which I had on vibrate. I ignored it, instead psyching myself up for possible confrontation with a thief.

      The door swung open and a beaming young man peered out at me. This time, he was wearing a T-shirt and jeans, but he looked a lot less scruffy than when he was wearing his ill-fitting suit at the casino. This was clearly more his style.

      “Pizza?” he said, looking me up and down in some confusion. His eyes settled on my face and then his expression turned to shock.

      “You’re not pizza!”

      “No, I’m not pizza,” I confirmed for him. “Tiffany Black. Private investigator.”

      BZZZ BZZZ. My phone didn’t want to stop ringing.  Why did people always contact me at the most inconvenient times?

      “False pretenses! You faked it! You can’t arrest me if you told me you were actually a pizza delivery girl to get me to open the door! Police have to tell the truth!”

      “I’m not the police. I’m a private investigator hired by the Tremonte Casino.”

      “Leave me alone!”

      A sensible person would have slammed the door in my face and told me that I had no right, and no authority to come into his apartment. But Bradley Dyson wasn’t sensible or intelligent.

      He turned with a yelp and ran back into his apartment, leaving the door swinging open in front of me. I took that as an invitation.

      I stepped inside a small two-bedroom apartment not much bigger than my own. The combined kitchen-living room area was filled with dirty, old furniture.

      There were three open doors going off the room; two of the adjoining rooms were bedrooms, while the third led into a bathroom. There didn’t seem to be any sign of other occupants right then, and Bradley didn’t seem to pose an immediate physical threat to me.

      My quarry did not go into any of the rooms, but instead rushed across the apartment to a window, which he opened.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Leave me alone! I didn’t do it!” His voice was raspy.

      “Yes, you did. I saw you stealing that wallet with my own two eyes. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      With the window all the way open, he lifted up one leg and stuck it outside, shifting into a seated position on the window frame.

      “I’ll jump!”

      “Jump? On to what?” I walked farther into the room, leaned one arm against the back of one of the ripped leather sofas, and dropped my bag on top of it. More buzzing as new messages arrived. I began to worry that something needing urgent attention had happened, and that maybe I should check my phone right away.

      “I’ll jump down to the ground! I’ll kill myself!”

      “Nah.”

      “What do you mean nah?” he asked. He was now sitting astride the window frame, one leg dangling outside along with one arm, while his head and shoulders were still inside so that we could speak.

      “I don’t mean you won’t jump. I just mean you won’t die. I’ve seen people fall out of third-story windows. Happens all the time in my job. No, you’ll just break your legs, rack up a huge medical bill, and be stuck in a wheelchair for months on end. Maybe forever, if you’re really unlucky.”

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “I’ll definitely die.”

      BZZZ BZZZ.

      “Will not. That fall will put a real cramp in your style.” I looked around the small apartment meaningfully. “No more fun.”

      Bradley frowned and looked at me in confusion. “So… what should I do?”

      BZZZ BZZZ.

      I tilted my head, as though pondering what advice would be best.

      “Well?” asked Bradley impatiently. “I haven’t got all day!”

      BZZZ BZZZ.

      “Hold on a minute.”

      I opened my bag and pulled out my phone.

      “What are you doing?” he asked in an accusatory tone.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” I said with an amused shake of my head. “I’m checking my messages.”

      “But I’m about to—”

      “Shh!” I put a finger to my lips, held it for a couple of seconds, then opened up the messages on my phone.

      “Nanna,” I said with a sigh, as I saw the first three messages that had appeared.

      “Nanna?” called the man sitting on the windowsill threatening to kill himself.

      “Yes, Nanna. Not yours. Mine.”

      I read the message and I must have sighed again, because the would-be jumper grew agitated.

      “What is it?”

      “She sent me pictures of Bridget, in front of my parents’ house. She’s brought her back!”

      “Who’s Bridget!?”

      “Bridget’s my dog. But she was supposed to be staying with my uncle in Nebraska for a few days. Why’s Nanna brought her back here?”

      “I’m going to jump!”

      Neither of us believed it.

      “Hold on, that’s not all.”

      I moved back out of the messages from Nanna to see that I’d received three from Ian as well, all in the time it had taken me to walk up from my car outside to this third-floor apartment.

      “More?”

      “Yes. This one’s from Ian. He’s my assistant PI. Not that you need to know that.”

      “Is it important?”

      “He thinks it is,” I explained. “Let’s see… The first one is him whining again about his girlfriend having broken up with him. Then… what’s this… Tiffany’s?”

      “That your name, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. But Ian wants to buy a necklace from Tiffany’s—the jewelers—to give to his ex-girlfriend to win her back. Trying to buy her favor.”

      “I had a Tiffany’s necklace once,” Bradley said.

      “Oh yeah? Who’d you steal that from? Never mind. Let me just reply to him real quick…”

      “Put the phone away! I’m going to jump!”

      “Just a minute…” I began to type out a message in response.

      Looks pretty. But not sure you should try to BUY her back, given why she’s mad at you.

      “There,” I said. “Where were we?”

      “You’re trying to stop me from jumping!”

      “Was I?” I asked. “I thought I wanted you to jump. So you would break your legs?”

      “What? No! You’re supposed to stop me from doing that.”

      “Oh, no. It’ll be much easier for Jack to talk to you when you’re lying on the ground unable to move anywhere.” I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “Though you probably won’t be able to listen all that well. You’ll be screaming in pain too much.”

      “I don’t want to jump!”

      My plan was working, and Bradley was having a change of heart.

      “Too late now, isn’t it? Haven’t you made up your mind already? Better get it over with.”

      “No! I won’t do it!” The man tried to pull his other leg inside, and ended up hopping twice, before toppling over onto the floor and thumping his shoulder into the ground. “Oww!”

      “If you think that hurts, you should see what it feels like when we finally get you out that window. I can give you a push if you’re scared.”

      “Shut up! I’m not jumping out the window. You can’t make me.”

      “No?” I said, trying to sound disappointed. “Now, Bradley, why haven’t you been at work the last couple of days?”

      “You know why.” He pushed himself up into a sitting position, leaning against the wall underneath the window. “And I’m sure I’m fired.”

      “You’re not fired. Jack just wants to talk to you. Find out why you’re… you know, the way you are. Sort things out. He’s a softy. I told him he should fire you and call the cops.”

      “I don’t want to go to prison.”

      I pointedly looked above his head. “You could try jumping out the window.”

      BZZZ BZZZ.

      “Sorry, got another call.” I pulled out the phone again and looked at the screen. Jack. “Speak of the devil. It’s your boss.”

      “Jack?” I said into the phone. “What’s up?”

      “I’m at the hospital. I need you to get here right away.”

      “You’re at the hospital? Oh no! I’m coming now, Jack. Hold on.”

      “Jack’s in the hospital?” Bradley seemed shocked. “Is he all right?”

      “How should I know?” I snapped. I looked down at the phone and saw the call had been disconnected.

      I had visions of Susan and Tim from the night of the party. If they could get sick, why not Jack? Was that why he was in the hospital?

      “Gotta go, Bradley. Show up to work again sometime. If you don’t want to jump out the window, that is. If you do, maybe I’ll see you at the hospital, too.”

      “You’re mean,” whined Bradley as I hurried out.
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      I drove to the hospital like a madwoman, breaking the speed limit a few times and cursing under my breath at all the tourists and slow drivers who seemed to be in no hurry to get nowhere.

      My mind was spinning with thoughts of Jack falling deathly ill like Tim. Was there something seriously wrong with the catering situation at the Tremonte?

      When I finally pushed that horrible thought aside, another occurred: what if something had happened to my friend Emily, Jack’s girlfriend? She was a cop. Was he at the hospital because of her? Had she been shot? I had no idea what was going on, and I regretted not pressing him for more information during our short phone call.

      After I parked, I hurried inside to the main reception. I cut to the front of the line, slamming both of my hands down on the counter for attention, not caring how rude I appeared. I was desperate.

      An older receptionist approached me, her expression wary but concerned.

      “Yes?”

      “My friend Jack is here. He’s the owner of the Tremonte Casino. I need to know if he’s okay!”

      The woman’s concern turned to confusion and her brow creased with wrinkles. “The Tremonte?”

      “Tiffany!” called a familiar voice.

      “Never mind. Sorry!” I spun around at the sound of Jack’s voice.

      “What’s going on?” I said, running my eyes over him to make sure that he was fully intact. He was.

      In fact, he looked great. He was wearing a pair of light chinos, brown suede shoes, and a sky-blue shirt that fit him perfectly. His face was its normal tan—he wasn’t the slightest bit pale—and he looked to be in peak physical condition. Clearly, he wasn’t at the hospital because he was sick.

      “Is Emily okay?”

      “Emily? She’s at work. She’s fine. No, it’s Tim. Come with me.”

      I followed Jack as he made his way through the hospital, clearly knowing exactly where he was going. Around us, nurses, doctors, patients, and visitors hustled and bustled to various departments and wards.

      We had passed a security guard by the entrance to the intensive care ward when we reached our destination. It was a private hospital room, and inside was Tim, head of human resources, who had nearly died alongside Susan.

      He was lying in bed, his skin almost as pallid as the sheets covering him. He looked older than when I’d met him, his skin creased and folded and gray, and his chest barely rising and falling as he breathed. There were tubes and wires attached to him, leading out to IVs and machines.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, somewhat confused. I was relieved that neither Jack nor Emily were hurt, but wasn’t sure why I was there.

      “He’s still in a coma.”

      I gave a single nod. I didn’t want to be dismissive of the poor man’s medical condition, and the awful thing that happened to him, but it kind of wasn’t my problem. I didn’t know him, I didn’t work with him, and I didn’t have anything to do with him. And apparently his condition hadn’t changed. Why had Jack brought me here?

      “So?”

      “The police were just here, the detectives. Emily was with them. She’s been assigned to the case. And it’s not good news.”

      Of course the police were investigating. Susan’s death had been suspicious, after all. But as far as I knew, it looked like a nasty case of food poisoning. Unless they had discovered something else.

      “What did they say to you?”

      “They said—” Jack looked down at Tim and shook his head in disbelief “—they said, they think Tim killed Susan, and that he tried to kill himself. An attempted murder-suicide.”

      My eyes flicked back down to Tim, almost not believing it. Looking for some sign that he might be a murderer, someone who would kill someone else and then try and off themselves afterward, I stared at his barely breathing form. But he didn’t look like that. He didn’t look like much of anything, lying there, unmoving, unblinking in that hospital bed.

      “A murder-suicide? At that dinner? That’s… something else…” I shook my head. “Why do they think that? Why not food poisoning?”

      “Have a seat.” Jack pulled out a brown plastic chair for me from next to the wall. He sat down in another so that we were opposite each other, beside Tim’s bed.

      “Well?”

      “The police searched Tim’s home, and they found something a little odd. “

      “A little odd?” I rubbed my hands on my knee. “Like what?”

      “In his house, Tim had a…” Jack paused. “It was something strange. Kind of…”

      “A kind of what? Spit it out. I won’t be embarrassed.” I hoped it wouldn’t actually be something embarrassing.

      “You might call it an altar, or a shrine.”

      “A shrine? Like, religious? What does that mean? Why’s that strange and what’s the connection?”

      “It was a shrine to Susan.”

      I glanced back at the bed and then to Jack again, half wondering whether he was serious.

      “A shrine to Susan? His coworker? Who died?”

      “Yes. He had pictures of her. Dozens of them. And they weren’t just taken from her social media profiles. These are pictures he’d been taking secretly, when she didn’t know he was looking. In the office, in her car, in cafés, shops, bookstores.” Jack rubbed at his mouth before he continued. “It looks like Tim had been stalking her.”

      “He had candid shots of her and put them up in a shrine?” I shuddered. Although I’d only met him briefly at the party, I hadn’t gotten that kind of vibe from him. It just went to show that you never could know what a person was like from the image they portrayed to the world.

      “What a creep. I can’t imagine what it would be like if someone did that to me. Poor Susan.” As soon as I said it, I realized it was a silly thing to say. She was even poorer for the fact that she was dead.

      “So the problem is, the police think that’s enough to claim Tim is responsible for Susan’s death.”

      “When you first said a murder-suicide, I thought it sounded a bit unlikely. Not anymore. It sounds to me like the police almost have this wrapped up.”

      Jack frowned and shook his head. “Tiffany, I want you to look into this case. I want you to investigate.”

      “Investigate what? Tim?”

      “That’s right. Tim and Susan. I’ve known him for years. There’s no way Tim would have tried to kill Susan and himself, it just doesn’t add up. And at a party of all places? I don’t buy it. The pictures, the shrine—it’s pretty creepy, I’ll give you that, but I just don’t think he killed her. I think it was someone else and they want Tim to take the blame. They set him up.”

      “You want me to try and prove his innocence.” I jabbed my thumb in the direction of the comatose stalker we were currently sharing the room with.

      “Yes. Can you do that for me?” Jack gave me a tight-lipped smile. “He’ll be your client, but I’ll be covering the bills.”

      I would be working for a stalker. A stalker who may have murdered his victim. It wasn’t an ideal situation. But no case ever is.

      A case was a case. And this time, I’d even been there at the time of the death. It would also be a favor for Jack, who had been more than generous to me in recent weeks, helping me with the ‘Ryan situation,’ as I now thought of my relationship with my undercover boyfriend.

      And the money wouldn’t hurt either. I could buy cupcakes with it. Or better yet, a house of my own one day.

      “Okay. I’ll do it. But if I prove he’s guilty… Then don’t blame me, okay?”

      Jack gave a little chuckle. “Okay. But I’m sure you’ll find it wasn’t him. I know it, Tiffany. I know Tim, and I knew Susan. I can’t believe the police’s theory is correct. Just do your best.”

      “I always do.”

      We sat in silence for a minute, listening to the rhythmic beeping and hissing of medical devices. I couldn’t help but wonder what I was getting myself into. I glanced over at the still form in the bed. If he woke up, I would be able to interview him and get his side of the story. A shiver ran down my spine. It would be weird talking to him, knowing what he had in his house and how he used to spend his free time stalking his colleague.

      But a job is a job.

      “Oh, by the way, when you called me earlier? I was at Bradley Dyson’s apartment.”

      “Yeah? Is he coming back to work?”

      “I’m not sure. When I got your call, I left in a hurry. He seemed pretty upset about what happened. He was threatening to kill himself. I managed to talk him out of that, though.”

      “Kill himself?” Jack sucked in air through his teeth. “Try and speak to him again, when you get a moment, and tell him it’s not that serious. Tell him I want to speak to him.”

      “Yeah, will do.” I checked the time on my phone. “I’ve got to get going. If I’m going to work on this case, I need to get started right away. I’ll see if I can find out what the cops have uncovered so far.”

      “Great. I won’t keep you any longer. Thanks for this, Tiff.”

      “Yeah, well, I owe you.”

      “No, you don’t. You never owe me.”
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      After leaving the hospital, I started having second thoughts.

      When it was Jack speaking, in his strong, confident voice, taking on the case seemed perfectly reasonable, even if not ideal. But the farther I got from the hospital, the more imagined images of the shrine to Susan in Stalker Tim’s house appeared in my head, and the less pleased I was to have taken the case.

      But taken it I had. It was too late to back out now.

      I checked the time. It was almost five o’clock, and I had work that evening, but I could get the easy bit over with. Talking to the police.

      On my way over to LVPD headquarters, I stopped and grabbed a half-dozen cupcakes. Nothing like a little bit of sugar to sweeten the cops, and I could do with a bit of sweetening myself.

      After getting signed in for my visit, I headed over to Emily’s desk.

      “Hey. What’s that? Is it for me?” asked Emily as she spotted the box under my arm almost as soon as she saw me.

      “Yep. I’ve come to bend your ear a little, so I thought it only appropriate.”

      It seemed like a good deal to me. Five for her, one for me.

      “Yo! What’s that?” asked a baritone voice from behind me.

      “I got cupcakes!” Emily announced. “Want one?”

      “Want one? I want them all.”

      A surge of panic ran through me, but then the voice trailed off into a deep chuckle. “But one will have to do or my wife will kill me.”

      Emily opened the box and her hungry colleague took one before sauntering off. Emily lifted one out for herself, and just as she began to slide the box my way so that I could take one, a pair of detectives swooped in.

      “What’s that you got there?”

      “Cupcakes,” said Emily again, with a little less pep this time.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” said a lanky man wearing sunglasses. His partner, a short, stocky Italian-looking guy grabbed one as well. “Peer pressure,” he said. “Everyone else’s having one, so I do too.”

      He most certainly did not have to have one. There were only a couple left in the box now, their pink-frosted tops staring up at me, imploring me to rescue at least one of them. I tried not to look too nervous, as Emily began to slide the box my way again.

      Just as I was about to pretend to decline the offer—I would actually snatch one up the second time Emily offered, which of course she would—another hand reached down onto the desk, lifting the entire box up. I spun my chair around and looked up to see Detective Elwood, a short, chubby man with a perma-scowl on his face. Somehow, his scowl today had a strange aura of happiness behind it.

      “I hear there’s cupcakes. These are cupcakes. Don’t mind, do you, Emily?”

      “No, sir. I’m good.” Emily lifted her own cupcake up into the air to prove that she had one.

      “Great.”

      The cardboard box dropped down onto the table, completely empty. I twisted my head around again, to see the pudgy detective holding two cupcakes in one hand, his scowl now a thing of the past as he sauntered off.

      “They didn’t last long,” I said, trying not to grit my teeth.

      “No. Thanks, though. I do appreciate it.”

      Emily bit into her cupcake while all I could do was watch. It felt like life was kicking me in the teeth when I was already down. First, I had to try and help a stalker, and now, no cupcake. It was one of those days.

      “I guess I wasn’t here just to give you cupcakes.”

      “No?” Emily laughed. “I didn’t think you were. But if you’re here to try and set me up with another helicopter-owning boyfriend, I’m going to have to turn you down. I’ve already got one of those.”

      I laughed. “No. It’s about what happened at the party in the casino the other day. Specifically, about Tim.”

      “You’re going to make me lose my appetite.” Emily leaned back in her chair but didn’t actually put the cupcake down. “What a creep.”

      “How bad do things look for him? You think he did it?”

      Emily exhaled before picking up a manila folder off the desk and opening it.

      “Take a look at this.” She pulled out a photo and slid it across the table, leaving it between us. It was a photo of Susan, smiling. It looked like a social media profile picture.

      “Cute picture.”

      “Yep.” Emily pulled out another one, dropping it on top of the first. This one was not so cute. It was Susan in a supermarket, holding up a melon that she was inspecting. The photo was taken from a strange angle, low down, with half of a produce rack filling the picture. She clearly didn’t know her picture was being taken at the time.

      “That’s a bit creepier,” I said with a nod.

      “Yeah. And that’s just the start.”

      Emily pulled out another picture, and this one was of Susan sitting at her office desk eating a sandwich while looking at a magazine.

      Then there was another one, of her washing her car in an apartment building parking lot with a big sponge and a damp T-shirt. Then another one of her, taken through the window of a gym, climbing her way up a Stairmaster. Then there was another one of her, this time wearing nothing but a bikini at one of the city hotel’s tropical-themed outdoor swimming pools while she chatted with a friend.

      “We got all of these from Tim’s house. And that’s not all. There’s dozens more. He’s been collecting them for years, by the looks of it.”

      “So he was definitely obsessed with her. Does that mean he killed her, though?”

      “You know what we say. The most likely explanation is the right one almost every time.”

      It seemed likely to me too. How unlucky could one beautiful woman be? Could she really have had a stalker as well as a separate murderer?

      “Do you have a cause of death yet? I guess it’s a poison of some kind.”

      “She died of suffocation,” said Emily, taking another bite of the cupcake.

      “Suffocation?” I was somewhat confused by this turn of events. “I was there. I didn’t see anyone covering her mouth or trying to smother her.”

      “Not that kind of suffocation. She was suffocated because her lungs stopped working. She stopped breathing.”

      “How could that be?”

      “The coroner believes that Susan was exposed to a neurotoxin which caused all of her muscles to stop working. And that includes the lungs. That caused her to suffocate. She simply stopped breathing”

      “A neurotoxin? So basically a poison of some kind. Was she injected with it?”

      “Nope. It came from the food. Or something she ate, at least. It seems that the neurotoxin was actually botulism.”

      “Botulism? Don’t you get that from spoiled food? If that’s the case, couldn’t it just be that Tim and Susan ate something bad at the buffet? I did see them eating a lot of shrimp.” I remembered Tim plucking them off of Susan’s plate while Kay looked on, unimpressed.

      “It could be that, in theory. But it seems unlikely, since they were the only two people affected. Everyone was eating the same food, so it stands to reason that more of the guests would have gotten sick, or died, if it was the food. It seems more likely that what they ate was deliberately contaminated, and most likely by Tim himself.”

      I slouched in my chair. Jack wanted me to defend this stalker who probably murdered his victim. The police’s theory made Susan Tim’s victim twice over: once of his stalking, and then again when he killed them both. What was Jack thinking, trying to get me to prove Tim’s innocence?

      “It wasn’t just photos, either.”

      “What else did he have? Some other kinds of keepsakes?”

      Emily swallowed more of her cupcake. “He had a lock of her hair. He must’ve snipped it off when she wasn’t paying attention.

      “That is so creepy.” I ran my fingers through my hair. Someone could easily snip a little bit off if they snuck up behind you. “Can you imagine?”

      “I know,” said Emily, shaking her head. “There was all this other stuff too. Hearts drawn around her name. Collages of photos of him and her stuck together as if they were a couple. There was even a fake wedding invitation with both their names on it.”

      “Why would he want to kill her if he was so obsessed with her?”

      “That’s what psychos do. When they realize they can’t ever have the person that they are obsessed with, well, they go crazy. Maybe he made a move on her and she categorically turned him down. Maybe she started seeing someone else. Who knows what the trigger was? But something happened to send him off the deep end, and he decided to send both her and him off peacefully.”

      “While it may have been peaceful for them, it wasn’t for anyone else.” I shook my head at the memory of the screaming and crying people gathered around. It had already been an emotional evening with it being a pre-wedding dinner. But then with the addition of free-flowing alcohol, followed up by what we thought were two deaths at the time had sent dozens of the guests into near-hysterics. The fact that Tim wasn’t actually dead hadn’t calmed anyone.

      “Thanks for your help, Emily. This is one messed up case, isn’t it?”

      “Sure is.” A smile appeared on Emily’s face. “Let’s do drinks again soon, yeah?” She popped the last of the cupcake into her mouth.

      “Yeah, I’ll try and fit that in. I’d better go if I’m going to make it to work on time.” I pushed myself to my feet, giving one last regretful look to the empty cake box on the table. “Catch you later.”

      “I’ll let you know if I hear anything else. Have a good evening at work.”

      I hurried to get home and changed before my evening shift at the casino. It had been a long day, and it wasn’t over yet.
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      I arrived at the Treasury Casino with just about thirty seconds to spare, hot and with aching leg muscles. Although it was only a short walk from my apartment, it was a tiring one if you were running late. I just about had time to freshen up again before going to my station to relieve the dealer whose table I was taking over.

      I put on my game face and tried to clear my mind and focus on my work. I was dealing blackjack, and it’s one of the simpler games in a casino from the dealer’s perspective. My shifts usually went smoothly with the only drama ever occurring when we got angsty, rowdy, or angry customers.

      As my heart slowed from my power walk, I began to get into the games. My initial group of players was pleasant enough—tourists who were enjoying an evening in the casino after dinner. They weren’t gambling too seriously, and treating it all as a bit of fun.

      “Hit me!” said an excited Southern belle of a certain age. All of them were of a certain age, in fact. I slipped her another card to be greeted with a look of confusion.

      I raised my eyebrows at her.

      “What’s that?” She looked down at the table, shaking her head at the King that had just busted her. “I said ‘get me’—I was talking to my friend! I was already on eighteen.”

      My cheeks flushed with embarrassment. That wasn’t like me at all. I had to focus, but it was hard. I had images of poor Susan and photos from the shrine in Tim’s house flashing in my head. Even though I hadn’t seen it myself, I could imagine it. What kind of creep builds a shrine to a woman? I shuddered, earning another odd look from the customer.

      I continued to deal, but it was like my mind wasn’t really in it.

      Some gamblers drifted away, while others came to replace them, the games continuing one after the other without pause.

      “Excuse me?” said a man in a suit.

      When I saw him, my blood froze. I knew who he was. It was one of the team who observes everything that happens on the casino floor, using the eyes in the sky—the cameras placed above every table and in every corner of the casino. They watch the games, keeping an eye out for mistakes, or people trying to cheat the house out of its easily earned winnings. The fact the suit was here meant one of two things: either I had a cheating customer, or I had messed up. If it was the former, then I should have caught it myself. And if it was the latter, well, let’s just say it wouldn’t be good.

      I froze.

      “Ma’am,” said the man in the suit to a gambler. “I believe we owe you another ten-dollar chip. Tiffany?”

      I slid one across the table without comment. If they had seen it on camera, presumably they had wound the video back and checked. I made another mistake and I hadn’t even noticed this one.

      My shoulders slumped when I saw a young woman in a black dress approaching. It was Bethany, one of my fellow dealers, and she was clearly coming to replace me. She winced as she approached the table and nodded to indicate that I was to head off the floor.

      With a smile on my face like this was completely normal and I was due for a break, I cleaned up, clapped my hands, and left my table for Bethany to take over.

      Ten minutes later, after a tongue lashing from the shift manager and a verbal warning, I found myself walking home, hours earlier than I should have been. Apparently, I hadn’t just made those two mistakes; there had been a third one earlier that I hadn’t even noticed. That customer had long since departed, and the house wasn’t going to be too eager to track them down across the city just to give them back the five bucks I had apparently unfairly relieved them of.

      It wasn’t like me. It was just something about this case. I had been right there when Tim and Susan were poisoned, but I hadn’t noticed a thing. Even with my eyes open to watch for the pickpocket, I hadn’t seen the food being contaminated. I couldn’t believe I’d missed something so vital as a person being poisoned right under my nose.

      When I got home, I realized what the problem was. I was exhausted. At least that was the best explanation I could come up with, and my aching body agreed. I put myself to bed, and my tormented thoughts didn’t keep me awake, instead preferring to wait until I was asleep and then worming their way into my dreams.

      When I finally woke up in the morning, daylight pouring through the windows, I didn’t feel any better than when I went to bed. In fact, I felt more tired than I had the night before.

      It was going to be one of those days. I could just feel it. Another flash of annoyance crossed my mind when I remembered what had happened the day before at the police station—I brought all those cupcakes for Emily, but I hadn’t gotten a single one myself.

      I sat on the edge of the bed, thinking, and then something occurred to me. A pleasant thought, for once.

      I smiled and hopped to my feet. I’d remembered something!

      I hurried into the kitchen. Yes! Sitting on the counter, in a bowl covered in plastic wrap, there was a single cupcake left over from the day before. I hadn’t gotten around to eating it, instead hurrying off to the pickpocket’s apartment after Jack called me and asked me to do him the favor.

      I lifted the wrap off the bowl and carried it through to the living room. Before I could even make it to the safety and comfort of my couch, the door to my apartment burst open.

      “Tiffany!”

      To my horror, I nearly dropped the bowl as Ian, my neighbor and frequent private investigative partner, barged into the room.

      “Ian! How did you do that?”

      “You didn’t lock your door. I came by earlier but you were sleeping, but this time I heard you were awake”

      “What do you mean I didn’t lock my door? I always lock my door.” It didn’t make sense. But I’d been in bad shape last night. “What do you want, anyway?”

      I made it the rest of the way to the sofa and sat down. There was no need to invite Ian in. He would make himself at home whether I wanted him to or not.

      I was still thinking about the fact that my door had been unlocked when Ian walked over and lifted the cupcake out of my bowl. I didn’t even notice at first. Not until it was too late and he’d already taken a giant bite out of it. Dropping crumbs, he paced through my apartment.

      I balled my hands into fists. I was almost ready to explode.

      “I need to get Sally back,” announced Ian as he continued to pace.

      “Do you?”

      She had been nice enough, but it was too soon after I’d woken up and I didn’t know her well enough to wholeheartedly agree with Ian’s assessment. He didn’t exactly have a history of being the best judge of character—or judge of almost anything else, for that matter. He did have annoyingly good taste in cupcakes, though. In fact, he was tasting one of mine right that very minute.

      “Yes, you’re right, I do,” said Ian with a nod as he took another crumbling bite of my cupcake. “We just need to come up with a plan, don’t we?”

      I narrowed my eyes and didn’t reply.

      “If I could get my hands on all my money, I bet I could really impress her. Girls love that, don’t they?”

      “Not—”

      “Most girls, anyway. I mean, you turned down Jack who’s as rich as rich can be, but you’re not normal.”

      Coming from Ian of all people, being accused of not being normal didn’t seem fair. Luckily for him, he didn’t give me time to respond. Without hesitation, he started up his monologue, speaking his thoughts and using me as a sounding board.

      “But I don’t want another gold digger. I want to impress her, but I don’t want her to think she can just use me for my money. Do you think she would do that? Of course not. I’m being silly, aren’t I? She’s not like that. Sally isn’t like other girls. She’s special, don’t you think?”

      “She’s—”

      “But you do have a point. Even if she isn’t a gold digger, she does deserve to be treated right.” Ian was shaking his head to himself, and some of his words were descending into mumbles as he spoke. “That’s it. I think you’re right, Tiffany. I need my money. Not so I can give it all to her, but so that I can show her I’m independent. That’s basically what you meant, isn’t it?”

      “Is it?” I hadn’t contributed anything as far as I was aware. But Ian did have an overactive imagination when it suited him.

      “She needs to see me as an adult. A real one. Not just because I’m allowed to buy alcohol, but because I’m in control of my life. You agree, don’t you?”

      I wasn’t going to bother to respond, but this time Ian actually stopped pacing and stared at me. He wasn’t going to imagine my answer this time; he wanted a real one.

      “I don’t want to speak for all women, Ian, but I do think that showing that you are confident and capable, and are literally in control of your own life is desirable, yes.”

      Ian swallowed the last of my cupcake.

      “I knew it. Thanks, Tiff. Now to tell my parents that I’m suing them.”

      “What!?”

      That’s not what I said it all.

      “I’ve got to take care. All my wealth is locked up in that trust fund. It just pays me a pittance every month, and my parents have control over it. There’s no other option but to sue them. So that’s what I’ll do. I’ll blow them away in court, get control of my finances, and win Sally over. I’ll get her that Tiffany necklace I sent you a picture of. Then she’ll love me.”

      “Why don’t you start by having a conversation with your parents, Ian? Ask them. Explain to them that you’ve grown, that you’re more mature, and that you’re ready to take on the role of managing your own finances.”

      “No way. I’m going to have to sue them.” His face lit up as he thought of something presumably brilliant. “Oh!”

      I, however, was going to reserve judgment on its genius.

      “I know just the lawyer!”

      “I really think you should speak to them before you start hiring lawyers, Ian. Just explain to them how much more focused you are now. That you’re mature and sensible.”

      “She’s my cousin. In fact, I think you’ll love her. She reminds me of you.”

      “That’s great, Ian, but you really should try talking to your parents.”

      “Yes, you have to meet her. I’m sure the two of you would get along great.”

      Ian nodded happily, his mind made up.

      “Thanks for the advice, Tiff.”

      “Glad I could help,” I said sarcastically. Of course it went right over his head. I hadn’t said a single thing that he listened to as far as I could tell. He simply told me his thoughts and made up his own mind.

      He might as well have been talking to his cat, Snowflake.

      “Do you want to hear about the new case?” I asked him.

      His face lit up. “We’ve got a new one? Great!”

      I filled Ian in on everything that had happened. About how we had one dead body, and another guy in a coma, and how the bed-ridden guy was the primary suspect, but we were supposed to be looking for other ones.

      “And you were there when it happened? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I’ve been busy, Ian. Anyway, I didn’t think this was even going to be a case. I thought it was just food poisoning. But now Jack’s hired me to take it on, unfortunately.”

      “Why ‘unfortunately’? This case sounds great.”

      “Did you listen to anything I said? Our main suspect is the person we’ve been hired to represent. And he’s a crazy stalker.”

      Ian rubbed his hands together. “I’ve seen people like that on TV.”

      “Me too. That’s why I don’t want to represent him.”

      Ian gave me the kind of look that reminded me that we had very different world views. While he was excited, I was still feeling icky about the whole thing.

      “You said Jack believes he’s innocent. And you trust Jack, right?”

      “Usually I do. But I think this time maybe he’s just too invested. For some reason he still seems to like this guy, even after what was found in his house. I think Jack is refusing to see the obvious.”

      “Maybe,” said Ian brightly. “Or maybe it’s you just being prejudiced against Tim because he was a bit obsessive. Just because he really liked the girl doesn’t mean he wanted to kill her.”

      There was a buzz from the counter where I’d left my cell phone when I came in the night before. I stood up and retrieved it, opening up the messages.

      “Who is it?” asked Ian excitedly.

      “Maybe it’s private,” I said to him, rolling my eyes.

      Ian shook his head and gave me a look of disbelief, as if I couldn’t have any aspects of my life which wouldn’t be of considerable interest to him as well. Maybe he was right.

      “It’s from Nanna. She’s at Mom’s house, and she’s brought Bridget back.”

      “Fantastic!” said Ian with delight. “I bet you’ve missed her.”

      “Of course I’ve missed her, but that’s not the point, and you know it. Pets aren’t allowed here, and I still don’t know what I’m going to do with her.”

      “I have Snowflake,” said Ian with a happy shrug.

      “It’s a lot easier to hide a kitten than it is to hide a dog who barks with joy every time she sees anyone.”

      Ian looked as if I wasn’t convincing him.

      The phone buzzed again as I got another message.

      “What is it?”

      “Bridget. Still. I’ve got to go get her. Nanna and Mom are going out for lunch later today and they don’t want to leave her all alone at home.”

      “That’ll be nice for you to spend some time with her,” said Ian

      “Yeah. Like I don’t have enough on my plate.”

      “Are we going to do some investigating later?”

      “I’ll let you know. I’ve got to get to Mom’s now. Why don’t you call your parents?”

      “Good idea. I’ll call my cousin first. Better to have my lawyer ready to go!”

      I couldn’t believe he was disregarding my advice again.

      “In fact, I’ll do that right now. See you later Tiffany.”

      Ian left the apartment as quickly as he had arrived, and I followed him over to the door and bolted it when he was gone. I didn’t want anyone else bursting in while I was showering and getting ready to face the day.

      Somehow, despite losing my cupcake and now being forced to deal with the issue of dog-sitting, I actually felt better than I had when I first woke up. Maybe it was talking to Ian, or maybe it was just because his enthusiasm for our new case couldn’t help but rub off on me just a little.

      I had a feeling it was going to be an interesting one.
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      While I drove over to Mom’s house, my thoughts bounced around like ping-pong balls inside my head. Dead bodies, comatose stalkers, and now my annoyingly naïve assistant wanting to sue his own parents.

      What was he thinking? You can’t just go around suing your parents without creating all kinds of bad feelings that would be terribly hard to recover from. And Ian had agreed with them in the first place when they initially decided to tie up his financial windfall in the trust fund.

      It wasn’t like it had been forced upon him while he was locked in an asylum or something. I would have to try and talk some sense into him. Not that I was overly optimistic I would be successful.

      Still feeling groggy from my fitful sleep, I arrived at Mom’s house and let myself in through the front door. My spirits were lifted immediately when a happy series of barks followed by a bounding two-pawed embrace from Bridget greeted me.

      “Hey, girl,” I said in her ear as she rubbed her face against mine in excitement and delight.

      After we finished greeting each other, I walked toward the kitchen, Bridget running and jumping in circles around me the whole way over.

      The kitchen was bright and airy, and Nanna was sitting down at the table with a mug of coffee in front of her. She smiled at me as I entered, though it quickly dropped into a more pensive look.

      “Hello, dear,” said Nanna when she saw me. “You look awful.”

      “Thanks, Nanna,” I said sarcastically.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing. Everything. I don’t know. I think I’m just tired.”

      Nanna gave me an analytical stare, running her eyes over me as if she could diagnose exactly what was wrong with just a look.

      “Have you started a new case?”

      I guess she could.

      “How did you just do that? It could’ve been anything.”

      “Oh, no. I can read your face like a tabloid. All your different miserable expressions. There’s one you have when you’re upset about a man. Another one when you’re upset about a friend. And a different one when you’re concerned about a case.”

      I couldn’t be sure if she was telling the truth, but I thought she might be. Was I really that easy to read? Or was she just really good at it?

      “I guess you’re right. But I am still upset about Ryan too.”

      “Obviously, but that’s not at the forefront of your thoughts today.” Nana pulled out a chair for me around the kitchen table. “Sit down and tell me all about it.”

      I walked over and sat down.

      “Where’s Mom?”

      “She’s in the bedroom getting ready. We’re going out for a nice lunch. That’s why we needed you to come and get Bridget.”

      “I see. So this new case. Jack hired me—he’s paying for it—but the client is a stalker. A real creep.”

      “Oh,” said Nanna leaning forward and rubbing her hands together in the same way Ian had. “Sounds juicy. Tell me all about it.”

      I tried to fill her in on everything that had happened. Even if she couldn’t help with the case, it was kind of like going to a therapist. Just speaking it all out loud was a great way to get my thoughts in order. Talking to Ian had helped a bit, but he was no Nanna. No one was.

      “Why didn’t you just check the security cameras? I bet you can see exactly what happened there.”

      “They covered them up because it was a staff party. They’re afraid of video evidence of them getting up to, well, whatever people might get up to, being used against them.”

      “Like murdering each other?”

      “I don’t think that’s what they were concerned about. Though maybe they will be in the future.”

      When I finished explaining, Nanna sat back thoughtfully in her chair.

      “Maybe it didn’t happen at the party.”

      “Huh?”

      “Maybe the cameras wouldn’t have helped at all. Maybe they were poisoned earlier in the day, and it took a while to take effect.”

      I rolled the idea around in my mind.

      “But the thing is, it was botulism. That comes from food. It just seems to make sense that it was the food they were eating that evening.”

      Nanna shook her head.

      “People eat every day, dear. Some of them all day, every day.” There was something about the way she said it that made me think she might have been referring to me. Which was completely unfair. As much as eating all day, every day was the dream, I didn’t have the time or the budget for it.

      “I guess that makes sense. I haven’t really started this case yet. I’m still feeling it all out. All I’ve done so far is talk to Emily at the police station.”

      “You said both of the victims worked in the same office, right?”

      “Yes. In Human Resources at the Tremonte.”

      “You should get to know all the coworkers. I bet it was one of them. And all those people spend all day together, anyway. I bet there’s all kinds of secrets and intrigues you can learn from them. You’ll get some good gossip.”

      “You’re probably right.” I leaned forward in my chair, cheered up by Nanna’s encouragement and enthusiasm. “Not that I’m interested in gossip unless it will help solve the case. I should probably visit their office and try to get to know a few of them a bit better. I’ll start with Susan and Tim’s immediate coworkers, and then work my way out from there.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get to the bottom of it all in no time.”

      “I sure hope so. So, tell me, how was New York?” I smiled as I remembered how nervous she had been about visiting the Big Apple before she left. “You didn’t get mugged too many times, I hope?”

      “Mugged? Why would I get mugged? New York is actually safer than Las Vegas. I bet you didn’t know that.”

      Of course I knew that. I had tried to explain it to Nanna before she left, after she had prepared herself for her trip by purchasing a large hunting knife. A knife which thankfully had not gone with her on the journey.

      Instead of the knife, she’d gotten Stone to show her a vicious solar plexus punch. Of course, he made her promise she would try to run away before engaging in any hand to hand combat with muggers or other hoodlums. It was only to be used as a last resort.

      “Was it fun?”

      “Oh, it was wonderful. And the people were so nice.”

      “Really?” That wasn’t what I’d heard about New Yorkers. But maybe it was because no one could be anything but kind to Nanna. She drew kindness out of even the meanest people, like a nurse with a friendliness-sucking syringe.

      “Oh yes, and they’re so much more real than half the people around here. They really say what’s on their mind.”

      “And that’s a good thing?”

      Nanna furrowed her brow. “I suppose it depends on what kind of minds people have. With the people I met, it was refreshing.”

      “Speaking of which kind of minds people have, I’d better get going.” I tapped my thigh with my palm to attract Bridget’s attention. “You ready to go to the casino, girl?”

      “I don’t want you getting her addicted to gambling,” said Nanna with a frown.

      I wasn’t sure if she was joking or not.

      “We’re just going to talk to Jack, and then hopefully some of the HR people. No slots or blackjack, I promise.”

      “Good. I should hope so. Bridget’s far too young for gambling, aren’t you?”

      Bridget cocked her head at Nanna as if she understood but didn’t quite agree.

      “See you later, Nanna. Love you, have a good lunch, and say hi and bye to Mom for me.”

      “Love you too,” said Nanna. After a moment’s thought, she finished with, “You too, Tiffany.”

      With an amused smile on my face, I led Bridget outside to my car.

      “Come on. Let’s go and see Uncle Jack. Maybe he’ll feed you wagyu steak again if I’m unlucky.”

      With an excited yelp, Bridget hopped into the car and we were off.

      It was time to seriously begin this investigation.
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      I confirmed via text that Jack was going to be at the casino, and not visiting his stalker friend in the hospital. After parking, I walked into the lobby with Bridget beside me.

      As soon as he spotted me, a security guard nodded in recognition and accompanied us to Jack’s floor. Once we got off the elevator, Bridget and I walked down the hallway past a beautiful, trickling water feature. A little farther along the marble hallway we reached the secretary who was stationed outside his office.

      She narrowed her eyes at Bridget but didn’t say anything. She remembered our previous visit. That time, Jack had doted on Bridget and insisted on feeding her an expensive steak lunch.

      Jack greeted us, opening the door himself, and immediately wrapped his arms around Bridget as she jumped up, putting her paws on his stomach and eagerly bumping her head into him for head strokes and scratches.

      “Two of my favorite girls in Las Vegas,” he said with a grin. “Come inside.”

      Bridget bounced around as we walked into Jack’s large office. I let her off her leash, sending her off bounding around the room in excited, leaping, circles as she re-explored Jack’s territory.

      The room was large, modern, and tastefully decorated with glass and leather everywhere. Vast windows lined two walls, opening out onto an amazing view of the Strip and beyond.

      “Take a seat.” Jack indicated the sofas around a glass coffee table on one side of the room.

      When we were both seated, Bridget finished sniffing around the room, and returned to sit on the floor between the two of us. We sat on opposing sofas, both of us leaning forward with our forearms resting on our knees.

      “So I’m about to really get going on this case. I thought I would ask you about the people in HR, and then maybe get permission to go and talk to them all.”

      “That sounds like as good a place to start as any. So, what do you want to know?”

      “It’ll be best if I speak to them in person. But is there anything you can tell me about that whole HR team first? What are they like? Do they get along with each other? Are there any specific rivalries, or grudges? Did Susan have any enemies?”

      Jack leaned back, looking up at the ceiling. When he looked back down at me there was a rueful smile on his face.

      “The problem with being the boss is that people always put on a show for me. I could tell you that they all get along great, that they’re all as happy as can be, that they love each other and they love working here. That’s the impression they always give me. But I know it’s fake. I try to be a good boss, but I’m not naïve. Most people don’t even like their jobs.”

      “So no hints, huh?”

      “I don’t know. You saw Susan. I think it’s fair to say, objectively, that she was an attractive woman. Perhaps some of the men had feelings for her? And I think you heard she was divorced. Remember they told us at the dinner how her ex-husband—Roger—showed up in the office the other week and nearly caused a fight? Maybe it could have something to do with her being her. Men flocked to her. They wanted to know her, or be with her.”

      Yeah, people like Tim, I thought. But Jack had been insistent that he didn’t think Tim was a killer, so it wasn’t worth bringing up again. But if it did turn out to be anything to do with a love rival, my money was still on Tim being the perpetrator.

      “Okay then. I’ll see what I can find out. I guess you don’t know anyone who might have wanted to poisoned Tim?”

      “Nope. He was a good guy. He’s the head of HR, so there could be some kind of work rivalries or disagreements, but if there were, they never reached me. He’s just your normal nice guy, as far as I knew.” Jack paused. “Apart from, you know, what they found.”

      Yeah, real normal.

      “Maybe he was just good at putting on an act.”

      “I know what you mean. And obviously I was fooled by him as well. But even knowing what we know, I don’t think he had the backbone to kill anyone.”

      There was a buzzing from Jack’s desk as the intercom let him know that his secretary wanted to speak to him.

      “Hold on.” Jack was on his feet in a flash, and he leaned over the desk and pressed the button to speak. “What’s up?”

      “A package for you, sir. A box has just been delivered. By courier.”

      He turned to smile at me. “How exciting. I wasn’t expecting anything.”

      I was amused by his little thrill at receiving an unexpected package. He had enough money to buy practically anything he wanted, but like any of us, a surprise present was enough to get him giddy like a little boy.

      “Send it in!” he said exuberantly into the intercom.

      Bridget had stood up and followed Jack over to his desk. She followed behind him, tail wagging, as he walked back over to his office door to collect the package.

      He pulled the door open and the secretary handed over a plain brown box. From the way she passed it over, I could tell it was incredibly light despite its size.

      “Thanks,” he said, closing the door behind the secretary when she’d gone.

      Bridget cocked her head, looked up at Jack, and began to whine.

      “What’s the matter?” I called to her. “Are you jealous of Jack’s present?”

      Jack crouched down, and Bridget pushed her nose up against the box and then began barking angrily.

      “She doesn’t seem to like it,” said Jack with some concern in his voice.

      “Weird. Why do you think she’s acting like that?”

      Bridget barked louder, bashing her nose against the box, and now interspersing her barks with throaty growls that I wouldn’t ever want to be on the wrong end of.

      “I don’t like this, Jack.” I walked over to him as I spoke, staring at the box. “I don’t think you should open it.”

      Jack stood up again, while Bridget crouched under him, growling up at the box above.

      “It’s not very heavy. So I don’t think it’s going to be a bomb.” He frowned and thought. “How heavy are bombs, Tiffany?”

      Like he thought I would know.

      “A small bomb would feel pretty light in a box that size, I would guess. Have you upset any terrorists lately?”

      The question had been flippant when I said it, but immediately I thought about what I’d said. Maybe not terrorists, but criminals. Some bad international criminals.

      While Ryan was undercover, Jack had been trying to keep tabs on him using his connections in both the underworld and the various law enforcement agencies. He had found out that Ryan was in significant danger, and was doing his best to keep track of the situation. A former CIA agent friend of mine, Stone, had also gotten involved, trying to extract Ryan from the situation.

      So maybe my little joke about him angering terrorists wasn’t so much of a joke after all. Maybe it wasn’t far from the truth.

      “Let’s get security on this. Better safe than sorry, especially since you’re here.”

      I wasn’t sure whether to roll my eyes or feel pleased that he was worried about my safety. I guess it was nice to be cared for.

      “I assume you mean Bridget.”

      “Of course,” said Jack with a smile.

      Jack went back to his desk and asked the secretary to send up a security team. He set the box on top of the desk while he was speaking.

      “Is that an envelope taped to the top?” I said as I peered at the box.

      “Yeah.” Jack bent down to look at it closer. “I think we can safely remove that, right?”

      My curiosity beat my need for excessive safety, and I immediately began to peel back the tape that was holding the envelope in place. Even if this package was deadly, I was sure the envelope itself wouldn’t pose any danger.

      Pretty sure.

      Just when I finished peeling off the tape that held the envelope in place, the security team arrived, hurrying straight into the office after the most perfunctory of knocks at the door.

      “Hi, guys,” said Jack with a hint of embarrassment in his voice. “I just got this package delivered, but the dog doesn’t like it.” He turned his head down toward Bridget. “Do you, girl?”

      Obligingly, she growled up at the box on his desk.

      “Sometimes dogs can sense things, even if they haven’t been trained specifically,” said the lead security guard.

      The head of the security team was a man who looked to be in his late forties and had the air of someone retired from the military. He stepped forward and gently lifted the box up off the desk. There was no hint of amusement or joking in his voice, and he was treating the incident with utmost seriousness.

      “It’s too light for any serious kind of IED, but there could be biological agents inside and a small dispersal mechanism. Better to be safe than sorry, sir. We can arrange for it to be opened in a secure location. Would that be all right?”

      “That sounds like a plan. Call up the LVPD and tell them what’s going on. Maybe we can give their bomb disposal unit some practice.”

      “Yes, sir. Right away. We’ll get this out of your office and out into the secure basement.”

      Holding the box tentatively, the security officer walked out of the office, followed by the other two men who made up his crew.

      Bridget followed them all the way to the door, a soft growl emanating from deep in her throat the entire way. As soon as the doors closed again, she turned around and bounded back toward us, seemingly her normal self. I ruffled her head as she came and stood beside me with a happy whine, satisfied that the threat had gone.

      “I guess we should open this up and see what’s inside.” I waved the envelope in the air.

      “Is that okay with you, girl?” asked Jack, crouching down beside Bridget again and stroking her head. “The envelope’s okay, isn’t it, girl?”

      Bridget expressed her consent by neither barking nor growling as I tore open the envelope that had been attached to the suspect package.

      While I opened the letter, Jack stood beside me, peering down at it. We were both nervous. Bridget rubbed her head against Jack’s leg, letting out a supportive whine. Her training from her previous career as an emotional support dog seemed to be leaping automatically back into action.

      Inside was a simple letter. I unfolded it, and we stared at it while Bridget looked up at us nervously.

      “‘Snitches get stitches,’” said Jack, reading one of the first phrases from the letter. His face had gone pale and his hands were trembling.

      “‘Next time, the box won’t be empty. What will it contain?’” I continued.

      “‘An ear? A nose? A finger? A head?’”

      The options were presented in the form of a list with a series of checkboxes next to each item.

      “Why not the whole set?” I finished with a shudder.

      Jack stared down at it for several seconds before slamming it down on the table.

      “They found out that I’ve been looking into their organization. They clearly suspect I have an informant on the inside.”

      “Which you do,” I said.

      “We’ve got both Ryan and Stone embedded. This isn’t good, Tiffany. Not good at all. They’re both in danger.”

      Ryan and Stone. Now both of their lives could be in danger.

      Why did Ryan have to go undercover in the first place? This was all his fault. But there was nothing I could do about it now. I had done all I could by asking Jack to help. But it looked like things had only gotten worse if they were on to Jack as well now.

      “Are you going to be okay?” I asked him.

      “I’m safe here. I’ll be staying in my suite inside the Tremonte for the time being. We have excellent security, and no one can get to the VIP floors without authorization. I’m safe. It’s Ryan and Stone I’m worried about.”

      Bridget offered another whining squeal of support to Jack, put her paws up on him, and rested her head against him.

      “Thanks, girl. You’ve got a great dog here.”

      “She was trained to be an emotional support dog. It’s pretty handy when you’re feeling a bit down.”

      Jack smiled down at the dog and rubbed his hand behind her ears.

      “Actually, I don’t suppose you could do me a favor, could you?” I asked him.

      “Of course. You don’t even need to ask. You accompanied me to that dinner the other day—disastrous though it was—so I owe you.”

      I was pretty sure that I was more in debt to him than he was to me. Especially considering the last favor he did for me was now putting him in potential danger.

      “Could you look after Bridget? I can’t have her with me all day today, and my mom and Nanna are going out.”

      “Of course!” he said with obvious excitement. “I’d love to.” He looked down at Bridget. “We’ll get you some more of that steak you like.”

      She looked up at him with approval and rubbed her head against him some more.

      “I’m going to try and make arrangements to extract Ryan and Stone at a moment’s notice.”

      “Good idea. Thanks.” I tried not to let my mind dwell on all that entailed. “I guess I’m going to get back to work on the case. Could you let HR know that I’m going to be coming down to talk to them?”

      “Sure thing. But it’s about lunchtime, so you might want to wait until a little bit later this afternoon, when they’ll all be there. I’ll send a message down so that they’ll know to expect you.”

      “Thanks. I’ll call Ian and get him over here as well. He wouldn’t want to miss out on questioning our suspects.”

      Jack nodded and smiled.

      Of course I was still thinking that I would be more likely to find a suspect to investigate when—if—Tim woke up. But I would do my best.

      “Bye, Bridget! Bye, Jack.”

      When I left, Jack had settled onto one of the sofas, with Bridget sitting beside him, resting her head on his lap. He was going through his phone with a distracted air, clearly preoccupied with the Ryan and Stone situation—and the threatening letter and box.

      Leaving Bridget with Jack had a double benefit. Not only was Jack looking after her, but it looked like he needed the support too. Receiving threatening letters and boxes wasn’t normal for him and I could tell the stress was getting to him.

      I waited for the elevator and pulled out my phone to tell Ian to get over here.

      While I waited for him, I had something in mind to keep me occupied. The Tremonte made an excellent salted caramel cupcake in their café on the ground floor.

      It was cupcake time, and this time I wouldn’t be thwarted.
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      I was sitting in the Tremonte’s large atrium café while I waited for Ian.

      “I’d like a salted caramel cupcake, and two Caesar salads. My friend will be joining me soon.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll bring the salads first.”

      I shook my head at her.

      “No, I’ll have the cupcake first.”

      I needed to do something while I was waiting. And what better thing was there to do than eat cupcakes? Especially after I had been denied one yesterday after the thievery in the LVPD’s detective department. And Ian that morning. No, I had a few moments and was going to get a cupcake for myself.

      “Dessert first? What a great idea.”

      “No, it’s not dessert. Call it a late breakfast.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll bring it right over.”

      When the waitress returned, I stopped and admired my treat. The good thing about this place was that the food wasn’t just delicious; it looked fantastic as well. The caramelized top of the cake seemed to glimmer under the sunlight streaming in through the lightly tinted ceiling windows, dark and sweet all at once. I took a picture of it so that I could look back fondly on it later.

      I picked it up and dug in. It was just as good as it appeared. No, better. The cake was moist and fatty with buttery goodness, while the salted caramel glazing was thick enough that you could really appreciate it when you bit in. I hate it when they’re stingy with the frosting or toppings.

      Like all good things, the cupcake didn’t last as long as it should have. I was picking up the last crumbs from the plate with my fingertips, and considering whether it would be excessive to order another one before lunch, when Ian turned up.

      My friend, neighbor, and part-time investigative assistant stood by the door, peering around the room. It wasn’t until I stood up, and raised both arms in the air, waving them like I was trying to signal a distant ship, that he finally spotted me.

      “Tiffany! I took your advice,” he said breathlessly when he arrived.

      Uh-oh. Ian had a habit of hearing whatever he wanted to hear while I was giving it. His version of taking my advice wasn’t necessarily going to match up with what I distinctly remembered telling him.

      “Oh?” I asked tentatively.

      “I did it. Like you said, I talked to my parents, instead of suing them right away.”

      “You did?” I was genuinely surprised. “That’s great, Ian. How’d it go?”

      “You’ll never believe this. They agreed with me! They said they’d sign over control of my accounts again right away!”

      I did believe it. I didn’t think his parents would be anywhere near as unreasonable as he assumed.

      “I told you it was worth talking to them first, didn’t I?”

      “You did,” he admitted, “but I assumed you were wrong. They even said they’d been expecting me to ask them to do it for a while. Apparently, my nest egg has grown as well, since I’ve been living so frugally.”

      “That’s good to hear. And have you spoken to Sally?”

      Ian nodded slowly. “Yes. She says we’re officially broken up still, but she’ll talk to me. Maybe we’ll hang out, she said. That’s good, right?”

      “That is a good sign. If everything was completely over, she’d never want to talk to you again.”

      Ian’s face looked stricken for a moment as he contemplated such an outcome. “I’ve still got a chance?”

      “I’d say so. But you’re on some thin ice. Just try and be mature, and show her that you’re a real adult, who can look after himself, and that you have a job.”

      Ian looked confused for a moment. “A job?”

      “Yes! You help me, remember? After lunch, we’re going to interview the HR people.”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot about that. It feels more like a game sometimes.”

      Being a private detective was not at all like a game. Admittedly, piecing together clues in order to find out what had happened in a certain situation did have a certain strategic quality to it, but since we were usually dealing with serious crimes and even murders, the work always seemed like anything but a game to me.

      “It’s serious, Ian. A person died, and another is still in the hospital in a coma.”

      “I know, I know.”

      After he judged an appropriate amount of time for mournful contemplation had passed, he changed the topic back from dead bodies in the casino to himself. That time was about two seconds.

      “I hope it’s okay, but I told my dad they could send the lawyer over here so we can deal with the paperwork right away. They had it ready to go since they were expecting me to ask months ago.”

      “What?”

      “Yep. It’s a local lawyer, and I told my parents to send the documents over to this café. The lawyer should be here any minute.”

      The waitress returned with our salads. Ian looked down at his skeptically. “I didn’t order this,” he told her.

      “You didn’t order anything. Your friend ordered for you. Enjoy your meal!”

      Before he could complain further, the waitress flashed a killer smile and walked away.

      “We should eat something healthy,” I said to Ian. Especially after the cupcake I just ate, I didn’t say out loud.

      “This is the kind of thing Sally eats,” he said, before tentatively picking up his fork. “I guess I’d better get used to it.”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      Ian may not have been hesitant but he finished it with impressive speed. I was just about done with my own when Ian’s face lit up with recognition at someone approaching our table.

      “Amber!” said Ian with enough volume to get neighboring tables staring at us. He was of course oblivious. He jumped to his feet, causing the glasses and cutlery to rattle with the sudden commotion. “What are you doing here?”

      I turned and stood to greet whoever it was Ian had spotted. Amber. It sounded like an exotic dancer’s name to me. Not that I would ever judge, belonging to the same esteemed group and all.

      When I saw Amber though, I couldn’t help but stare. And it wasn’t because she looked like she should have been working in the Peacock Club. She was a woman, of approximately my age and standing beside her, holding her hand, was a cherubic little girl. The child wasn’t what surprised me though. What really caught my attention was what Amber looked like—she looked like me. Or me if I’d been wearing a business suit. It was almost unnerving.

      “Hi. Sorry about Angel.” She nodded down toward her toddler. “My nanny quit this morning. It’s been a nightmare.”

      I smiled down at the little girl, who in turn stared back up at me with big round eyes that twinkled with mischief.

      “Amber, this is Tiffany. Tiffany, this is Amber, my cousin. Now, tell me, what are you doing here?”

      “I’m here to meet you, silly.”

      “Silly,” echoed the toddler with a smile. Amber looked down at her with a frown and sharply raised eyebrows, making a ‘don’t say that’ face at her. She turned her attention back to Ian.

      “Didn’t your parents tell you? They must have. That’s why you’re here. I’ve got those papers for you to sign.”

      “You’re Mom and Dad’s lawyer?” Ian was indignant. “I was going to hire you to sue them!”

      Amber looked puzzled by the talk of a lawsuit but blew it off. I couldn’t help but stare at her as she did so. She did it in exactly the same way I ignored a good portion of Ian’s comments.

      “I guess you were too slow. They beat you to it. Still, I’m here now. So shall we sit down, and I’ll get out the papers for you to sign?”

      A moment later, we were all seated, and Amber was pulling out the agreement papers from inside her briefcase. At the same time, she was trying to balance Angel on her knee, and keep her there.

      “Here they are.” Amber pulled out a big brown envelope. From inside the envelope she extracted a stapled contract which extended to several pages. “It just needs your signature.”

      “Thanks, Amber.” Ian took the documents from her and then pulled a pen from his pocket. He clicked the top to extend the ballpoint and leaned over as if to sign right away.

      “Ian?” I said, interrupting him. “Don’t you think you should read it first?”

      “You should, as a matter of course,” said Amber, backing me up. “You can trust me, but you should be in the habit of reading everything before you sign it.” Amber’s crisp professionalism came to a screeching halt. “Angel!” Amber said in a hoarse whisper as her kid slipped off her knee.

      Angel turned and gave her mom a wicked grin before tottering around the table, yanking at the tablecloth with tiny balled-up fists. I slapped my hand down on the table to stop the cloth from going anywhere. Angel came to a halt right in front of me, staring up at me with her big, soulful eyes.

      “Hello, Angel,” I said down to her. “Why don’t you go back to your mom?”

      The toddler shook her head adamantly. Faster than I would have thought possible, she scurried around my chair and made it to Ian’s, where she then began to stare up at him as if fascinated. I couldn’t imagine why.

      Absentmindedly, Ian wrapped an arm around the child’s waist, lifted her up, and set her on his lap as he read through the papers. “What a good girl,” he said.

      Angel smiled and nodded to herself. On the other side of the table Amber was staring with a slightly puzzled, but relieved, look at Ian.

      “What a sweet little girl,” I said out of politeness rather than conviction.

      “That’s not what the nanny said before she quit this morning,” said Amber darkly.

      “What,” said Ian with sudden vehemence, “is this?” he jabbed at a paragraph on the second page of the contract.

      Amber leaned over the table to see where he was pointing.

      “That says that if you get married, you have to sign a prenuptial agreement with your future spouse. It’s standard nowadays. Particularly for people with considerable wealth.”

      “A prenuptial agreement? Signing up for a failed marriage?” Ian was shaking his head. “No, no, no. Who would sign one of those? You’d only sign that if you expected to get divorced! Me and Sally—I mean, if I get married, I’m not going to divorce her. We’ll stay married forever!”

      “You can’t know that,” I said gently.

      Amber spoke with the voice of a professional lawyer rather than a cousin. “No one goes into a marriage expecting to get divorced, but people change over time. I’m sure you’ve seen the statistics. You’re a numbers guy, right?”

      “Statistics show general trends. They do not reflect specific individuals.” Ian folded the first page of the contract back over, dropped his pen onto the table, and leaned back in his chair with his arms folded in front of him. “I’m not signing it.”

      As he leaned back in his chair, Angel leaned back on him, looking like a mini version of her uncle. She folded her arms in front of her like he was doing and put on a frown to match his.

      “Your parents said that you really need to have a prenup. It was one of the stipulations for releasing control of the trust fund, Ian. I’m sorry, but it’s what they said.”

      “You can tell them I’m not signing it. Not with that ridiculous clause in there. If I get married, it’s going to be on my terms—not ones dictated by my overbearing parents!”

      “Yeah!” shouted Angel in solidarity.

      Amber nodded in understanding, an awkward smile on her face. “I’ll let them know. Sorry about that, Ian. If I’d known you felt so strongly, I would never have brought this over here.”

      After an initially promising start, this meeting wasn’t going well at all. I almost regretted telling Ian that he should read the contract before he signed it.

      “I think you should reconsider,” I said to Ian. “It’s really not unusual for people to sign—”

      “No!” He said it with such stubbornness I knew there was no point in continuing. Not then, anyway. He was locked down for the time being.

      “Okay. I’ll see if I can get your parents to withdraw this clause.” Amber stood up. “Come on, Angel.” She held out her hand for the toddler to take.

      Angel looked up at her mother with a frown and shook her head, her golden locks swinging back and forth. “No!”

      “Come on, Angel. We’ve got to get going. Mommy’s got work to do.”

      “No!” shouted Angel, pulling her folded arms even tighter up against her chest. It looked like she was going to be stuck to Ian for the foreseeable future.

      Ian sat up a little straighter in his chair, leaned over, and whispered something into Angel’s ear. Her dark frown turned into a smile, and her arms dropped to her side. She turned her head around and smiled up into Ian’s face, before hopping off his lap onto the floor and taking her mother’s hand.

      “Bye-bye, Angel,” said Ian to the little girl.

      “Nice meeting you two,” I said to Amber.

      Amber’s eyes were flicking back and forth between Ian and her young daughter, suspicious confusion in her eyes. Finally, with a relieved smile, she said goodbye and walked away with her little girl, who was now happily skipping beside her.

      “Don’t you think she looks like me?” I said watching her as she walked away.

      “Looks like you?”

      “Yeah. Her face is like mine. And her body shape. It was like looking in a mirror. But not an exact one, more like a funhouse mirror from another reality. As if I’d lived a different life.”

      “No,” said Ian. “You look much older than her.”

      I frowned. Did I really look that old to Ian? “I thought we looked about the same age.”

      “She’s only three years old,” said Ian, puzzled. “You look much, much, much older.”

      “Not Angel! I meant Amber. And thanks for the age check.”

      “Oh. You don’t look like Amber either. She was wearing a suit.”

      “I know she was wearing a suit. I don’t mean we were dressed similarly. I mean we look similar, as people. Our facial features and so on.”

      “No… I don’t think so. She was definitely wearing a suit. And you’re wearing… that.” He nodded his chin at me, summing me up with a single jerk of his head.

      I glared at Ian. There was nothing wrong with the jean shorts and blouse I was wearing. And he apparently couldn’t even distinguish between the clothes people wore and what they actually looked like. I wasn’t going to take any criticism from him to heart. “But if I was wearing a suit, like hers, then I’d look like her, right?”

      Ian shrugged. “People wearing suits do all look alike.”

      “That’s not what I meant!”

      “I can’t believe she brought that contract over here. Can you believe it? A prenuptial agreement? Me?”

      The topic had once again changed back to Ian’s favorite one these days": himself. And his relationship. While Ian had been in relationships before, they hadn’t been as serious as what he had with Sally, so I could almost sympathize with his first-love heartbreak vibe.

      “They really are common these days. And don’t you think it might be, you know, smart?”

      “No, I don’t. Getting a prenuptial agreement is like going into a casino planning to deliberately lose your money.

      “Wouldn’t you say it’s more like hedging your bets?”

      “I never hedge my bets.”

      We were at an impasse, and I didn’t think I was going to convince Ian of the benefits of a prenup during this lunch. And soon we’d have some work to do. I needed to calm him down so he didn’t start complaining to all the people in the human resources department about the prenup when we finally made it there.

      “We’ve got a bit more time to kill before we can go to HR and talk to everyone. Do you want to have a cupcake before we leave?”

      “I guess,” he said sullenly. But if I wasn’t mistaken, his voice had softened just a little bit.

      Cupcakes were magic like that.
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      The human resources department was located on the second floor of the Tremonte tower. The casino, event area, and restaurants were on the ground floor, the second and third were given over to office space, and then the hotel and suites were on the higher levels.

      To get to the office floor, we had to recruit a security guard to allow us access. It seemed that the new security measures had already been put in place after Susan’s husband’s visit not long ago. The death at the office party had probably hastened things along as well.

      I had filled Ian in as best as I could on the various people who worked in the office. But I had only met them briefly myself, and that was in a social situation which would be different than being in the office together.

      When we arrived, we found that the HR department occupied three rooms. There was the main office area, which was divided into several cubicles and with a large meeting table in the middle. Just off of it, through an open doorway, was a kitchen and break room. And on the far side of the room was the human resources manager’s office. It was there we headed as soon as we arrived.

      “Hi, everyone,” I said to the room as we walked across toward the office door.

      Brenda waved and another young woman I hadn’t met at the party gave me a polite smile. The room seemed empty and forlorn. They were down two people right now, and it had clearly sapped energy from the room.

      We knocked on the manager’s door, on which was a nameplate reading Tim Grundles. Of course he wasn’t there, still being in the hospital.

      “Come in!” called a voice from inside.

      We entered to find Kay sitting behind Tim’s desk.

      “Hi again,” I said to her. “This is my partner, Ian. Jack’s asked us to talk to you all.”

      “Yes, I know. Please, sit down. I was expecting you.”

      Sitting behind the manager’s desk, Kay looked as if she was exactly where she was supposed to be. She’d settled into her temporary role quite comfortably.

      “Are you all coping okay? There must be a lot of extra work to do,” I said to her.

      “Yes,” said Ian, backing me up. “One worker dead and another in the hospital!”

      “Yes, there is a lot,” said Kate, glancing at the tactless Ian. “So what exactly do you want to talk about? Does Jack think one of us poisoned the pair of them?”

      “Jack doesn’t suspect anyone of anything. He’s just hired me to investigate on Tim’s behalf. You know he only wants the best for his employees, and I’m not sure he has complete faith in the police department.” It wasn’t exactly the truth, but it was close enough. Not that I wanted to be actively maligning the police department—Jack’s girlfriend, and my friend, Emily, was assigned to this very same case.

      “Right. So what do you want to know?”

      “You can start by just telling us a little about what it was like to work with Tim and Susan. Like, was there any animosity? Or—”

      “Animosity? You’ve got to be kidding. You saw how Tim was at that dinner. He was always like that with Susan.”

      “So it was a friendly atmosphere?”

      Kay snorted and rolled her eyes.

      “Friendly if you were Susan, yeah. But if you were anyone else, not so much. Let’s just say Tim only had eyes for one person in this department. And it wasn’t me.”

      “That must have been awkward. How did Susan react to that kind of attention?”

      Kay leaned back in her chair a thoughtful expression on her face.

      “I mean, she acted like she didn’t notice. As if she had no idea that Tim constantly had his eye on her. He was always praising her, but she acted as if it was because she was good at her job, not because he was crazy about her.”

      “But she wasn’t good at her job?” asked Ian.

      “I’m not saying that. She did a fine job. It’s just… I don’t want to sound like I’m complaining, but it was like none of the rest of us could ever get any recognition.”

      “So you weren’t happy working here?”

      “You could say that. I felt like I was being overlooked. I didn’t get bad reports or write-ups or anything, but I didn’t get much praise either. I don’t want to sound arrogant, but I’m good at my job. I do it well, and I constantly work to improve myself. I got a master’s degree by studying in the evenings. I’m the only one in the office with one. And I attend conferences, seminars, and I’m always looking to improve. But Tim never noticed that. If Tim ever left, I just know he would recommend Susan to replace him. And that’s just not fair. I was so much more qualified than her. She was fine, but I was objectively better.”

      “That must have been annoying,” I said sympathetically.

      In reality, I could see it being more than annoying. She had clearly been jealous of the attention Susan had received from Tim. It made me wonder if it made her angry enough to seek revenge on them. Especially since Kay did seem to have her sights set high. With the boss gone, and Susan out of the picture, she would be next in line for the manager’s chair.

      “Incredibly. In fact…” Kay’s eyes flicked around the room, and then she sat forward in her chair, leaning toward us. “I’ll tell you something, but don’t tell them out there, okay?”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      “I got so fed up with it all that I started job hunting about six months back. And I was successful. I’m going to be leaving at the end of the month, to start a new job as head of Human Resources at another casino. A few more weeks, and I’m out of here. No more Tim ignoring me in favor of Susan.”

      “No more Susan at all,” said Ian.

      That threw my new theory into the trash as soon as I thought of it. If she had been seriously jealous, perhaps she would have wanted Tim and Susan out of the way. Maybe even killed them. Stranger things had happened in Vegas. But no, she had another job lined up already. There wouldn’t be any reason for her to want to kill Tim and Susan. Unless it was just for revenge, but she didn’t even seem that bitter toward Susan—just Tim.

      “I don’t suppose you know anyone who particularly hated Susan, do you?”

      “You mean someone who would have wanted to kill her?” After a thoughtful pause, she shook her head. “No. Susan wasn’t the kind of person who people hated. Even I didn’t, despite being jealous of how Tim treated her. No, people were drawn to her, they liked her, loved her. I can’t imagine why anyone would have wanted to hurt her. And there aren’t that many of us in this office anyway.”

      “Thanks very much for your time, Kay.”

      “I wasn’t very helpful, was I?” she asked ruefully.

      “Oh, no, you were great. Thanks. By the way, I saw another person out there who I didn’t meet at the party. Who’s that?”

      Kay frowned in thought for a moment, before remembering.

      “Oh, that’s Violet. She’s a temp. She’s here a couple of days a week, and she only started a few weeks ago.”

      It didn’t sound like Violet would have any reason to dislike her coworkers, and she hadn’t even been there the night of the party.

      “I see, thanks again. We’ll go out and talk to Brenda now.”

      “Be gentle with her. She’s still distraught over the whole thing. That was supposed to be the big party before her wedding, and now she’s not even sure if she wants to go through with it. It’s really tainted it all for her.”

      “We’ll be gentle. Won’t we, Ian?”

      Ian slammed his fist into the palm of his other hand.

      “Yeah! Gentle as a lamb.”

      We closed the office door behind us as we left, and went into the main room of the department. Brenda was the sole occupant, Violet having disappeared while we were in the manager’s office.

      “Hi, Brenda. I’m so sorry about what happened the other day. Your party was absolutely wonderful, and I was really enjoying it. It was a credit to you and your future husband, and it’s a terrible shame that things ended the way they did.”

      Brenda smiled at me glumly. “Thank you. It could have been so nice…”

      Ian wheeled a chair over and sat down next to Brenda, leaning forward toward her. I did the same, grabbing another chair from nearby.

      “I think you heard—we’ve been asked to look into what happened. This is my partner, Ian. He wasn’t at your party.”

      “A pleasure to meet you,” he said to her enthusiastically.

      “I was wondering if you could tell me about your work here? And your relationships with your colleagues?”

      “Sure. We have a pretty friendly office. We’re all happy here.” Brenda looked around the room, seeing that she was all alone. “We were, anyway.”

      “And did Susan fit in well?”

      “Oh yes. Everyone liked her. There was nothing not to like about her, you know? She was smart, she was friendly, she was confident, and beautiful on top of it all. I can’t believe what happened to her. I can’t believe she’s gone.” Brenda wiped her eye with the back of her right hand. “I still can’t believe it.”

      “Who do you think murdered her?” asked Ian bluntly.

      “Do you think she had any enemies?” I said quickly, trying to soften the impact of Ian’s sledgehammer approach to the questioning.

      “No.” Brenda shook her head and wiped her eyes again.

      I wasn’t sure if we were going to get anywhere with Brenda. She was clearly very upset by everything that had happened, and didn’t seem to have much to add about Susan. Just as I was considering what else I could ask her, we were joined by someone else who was also there the night she died.

      “Light of my life! Love of my life!”

      Brenda smiled and glanced toward the door. It was Michael, and he was walking in our direction. He was dressed in what looked to be designer slacks and a button-up shirt, along with expensive-looking Italian loafers. As he approached, we were enveloped in the heady scent of a rich, woody cologne.

      “Hello again, Michael,” I greeted him.

      “Oh! Jack’s exquisite date has returned. A gift from the upper floors of the Tremonte sent down to delight us!”

      Ian gave me a funny look. I guess I hadn’t told him how over the top Michael could be.

      “Nice to see you again too. We were just talking to Brenda about what happened. Jack’s asked me to investigate.”

      “A fine idea! While I have nothing against the wonderful police force of Las Vegas, they can be overstretched at times. How generous it is of him to hire an esteemed expert like yourself to really get to the heart of the matter.”

      While Michael’s exaggerations were sometimes amusing, I couldn’t help but appreciate being called an “esteemed expert.” Ian, feeling left out, pushed himself to his feet and looked at Michael.

      “I’m helping too. I’m Ian. I’m her partner.”

      Michael shook Ian’s hand politely.

      “With two such brilliant heads on the case, I’m sure you’ll be able to figure out what happened in no time.”

      I heard a sob, and when I glanced back toward Brenda she was dabbing at her face with a tissue. First her eyes, and then her nose.

      “My rose, my petal, my sweet, whatever is the matter?”

      “I can’t stop thinking about it. About what happened. Oh, Michael, why don’t we postpone the wedding? Just until we’re over it all?”

      Michael squatted down beside her, resting one hand on her knee, and another on her shoulder.

      “My heart, we’ve been through this. Life has to go on. We’ll forge ahead, even in the face of this terrible tragedy. Together, we can make it through anything, can’t we? Isn’t that what we say?”

      “That’s what you said,” she said, nodding her head. “I just… I just…”

      Ian shifted uncomfortably in his seat and I did the same. It’s no fun watching someone else sobbing about their upcoming wedding.

      “My love, I will give you the strength you need. Together we will conquer the mountain of adversity, my sweet.”

      “Thank you, Michael. Thank you, thank you, thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Without him, you wouldn’t have had that party,” said Ian in an attempt to be helpful. “So Susan would probably still—”

      “Ian!” I interrupted. “Let’s not focus on the past. We’ve got to forge ahead. Right, Michael?”

      “That’s right!”

      “I think I want to go home early today. Will you take me home, Michael?”

      “Nonsense! You will do no such thing. Remember what you told me last night. Kay in there is counting on you. Tim, in the hospital, is counting on you. Poor, departed Susan would feel sad if she knew you were unable to fully perform your duties on her account.”

      “…I guess I did say that,” Brenda said.

      “You’re going to show everyone you’re the best, just like you told me yesterday. Even in the face of adversity you keep on keeping on. Isn’t that my girl? The toughest and best human resource administrator in the entire state? Nay, the country!”

      “The country?” asked Brenda with a sniffle and a smile.

      “The world!”

      “Really?” asked Ian dubiously.

      “Yes!” Michael snapped at Ian, before returning his voice back to what passed for normal with him. “The very best.”

      “I suppose I can keep going on. If you want, we don’t need to postpone our honeymoon.”

      “Nonsense! We’ve already decided the honeymoon’s next summer.”

      Brenda reached out to touch his arm gently. “Are you sure you’re okay with that? I know you were so excited about it.”

      Michael waved his hand in the air and made a dismissive noise. “It’s not about me, my petal. As you said, the department has lost two people. We can’t leave them in this, their hour of need. It’s my turn to support you as you support the department and show them that you can be relied upon. That you are a rock. A bulwark. We can delay our honeymoon until next summer, so you can show the Tremonte that you really are the very best they have.”

      “I’m so glad you see that makes sense. It wouldn’t be fair of me to try and take time off now.”

      “Exactly. We will sacrifice a little now, and it will make our honeymoon all the sweeter when we finally depart. Now, I have something for you!”

      I can’t say I was particularly enjoying their conversation. It felt like we were intruding on something personal. I wasn’t getting much out of Brenda that was of any use to our case at all. I was a little curious about Michael though, so I didn’t get up to leave just yet. After all, he had been there the night of the death.

      “What is it?”

      “I have prepared for you victuals to revitalize and fortify you!”

      “What does that mean?” asked Ian.

      “It means he brought me lunch,” said Brenda, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue one last time.

      Ian and I watched curiously while Brenda stared longingly at her partner. Michael unpacked the bag that he had arrived with. First, he extracted a large rectangular piece of red-and-white-checked cloth, which he unfolded and then placed on her desk as a kind of mini tablecloth. Next, he pulled out a knife, fork, and spoon—all of them metal rather than plastic—and laid a place for her.

      “For your first course, you have an exquisite tomato soup prepared with chicken stock which I gently simmered for forty-eight hours.” As he spoke, he lifted a vacuum flask from the bag, placing it on the desk. He followed this with a china bowl, which he put in the center of the place setting.

      “Then, I have prepared a delectable selection of ravioli, and a garden salad prepared with only the freshest ingredients which I picked myself, not an hour ago.”

      “Picked them? Like from the supermarket?” asked Ian.

      “No. I grow my own.”

      “You grow salad in the desert?” I asked him curiously.

      “I grow anything and everything! It’s not so hard if you put in a little effort. With the aid of vinyl greenhouses, irrigation, carefully arranged shade, the right soil, and a little love and care, you can grow whatever the heart, or indeed stomach, desires.”

      “Wow,” I said, impressed by his dedication to growing food. “I’m lucky if I can get a cactus to grow.”

      “All you need to do is learn, my dear.” He unscrewed the cap on the vacuum flask and poured a delectable-looking orange liquid into the china bowl. “In fact, if you’re interested, you should take a look at my YouTube channel. Not only do I have the finest Italian recipes online, I also show some of my gardening techniques.”

      “He’s very good,” said Brenda proudly. “And he has thousands of subscribers.”

      “Thousands?” Michael let out a little chuckle. “I don’t like to be a braggart, but it’s actually hundreds of thousands of subscribers. Not that I’m counting.”

      “Tell them about your book.” Brenda picked up her spoon and held it above the bowl while she watched Michael proudly.

      “You write books too?” asked Ian, wide-eyed. He was clearly very impressed with Michael.

      “Oh, I dabble. I published my first cookbook last year, and I have another one coming out soon. What I like to do with them, and my channel, is to show people that the old ways really are the best. You know, food like grandma used to make. Both the growing and the cooking.”

      “And canning!” said Brenda, who seemed to be feeling better. Judging from the delicious aroma of the soup, I was pretty sure the food had something to do with it.

      “What’s canning?” asked Ian.

      “It is what it sounds like—putting things in cans.” Michael had a soft almost whimsical smile on his face as he spoke. “It’s how you can store food through the winter if you live in a climate where you can’t grow crops year-round. Of course, these days, with our climate here, and the use of greenhouses, I can grow pretty much anything whenever I want. But still, I can. It’s what my ancestors did, to get through the long, harsh winters, and I don’t want our techniques to be forgotten.”

      The clink of Brenda’s spoon against her bowl drew my eye back to her soup. It really did look—and smell—good.

      “Oh no! I forgot! How will you ever forgive me?”

      “Forgot what?” Brenda didn’t seem particularly bothered by anything.

      “How could I let you eat that without a fresh grinding of black pepper?”

      He delved into his bag and withdrew a wooden pepper grinder. He hovered it above her bowl and twisted it. With a series of grinding cracks, a shower of crushed peppercorns snowed down onto the surface of the soup.

      “It tasted wonderful as it was.”

      “And now it will be even more wonderful. I only want the very best for you, my dear.”

      Ian tapped me on the leg to get my attention, which had been locked onto the delicious soup.

      “I think if I could make soup like that, then Sally would like me more. What do you think?”

      “Learning to make a few more things other than cupcakes could be a useful skill,” I agreed. “Women like a man who can cook.”

      “Then you’ve got to watch his channel,” said Brenda. “It’ll teach you everything you need.”

      “Okay, I’ll do that,” Ian said without much conviction.

      “By the way, I heard at the party that there was a bit of a fight between Michael and Susan’s ex-husband?”

      “Me and Roger?” said Michael. “Oh, it was nothing. I was just trying to keep the wretch away from poor Susan. There wasn’t much to it though. It’s mostly been exaggerated in the retelling.”

      “Did Roger cause a lot of problems for Susan? Did he hate her after they separated?”

      “No, not really,” explained Brenda. “Not at all, in fact. It was more like he was still in love with her. He wanted to win her back.”

      “But she didn’t want to have anything to do with him. So when he showed up here,” Michael made a shooing motion with his hand, “I had to intervene.”

      I hadn’t met Roger yet, but I couldn’t help but wonder whether there was more to the story of him showing up at the office. While there hadn’t been security cameras on the night of the deaths, there would have been during his altercation with Michael. I wondered whether we might not learn something from that. I added it to my list of things to do: check the security footage of the fight.

      “Thanks for taking the time to speak to us, Brenda. You too, Michael. We’ve got to get going now.”

      “Good luck investigating. The fact that Jack has confidence in you fills us with hope. I really hope you get to the bottom of whoever it was that ruined our party.”

      “Yes,” said Brenda, “it was going to be such a fun evening.”

      “We’ll do our best.”

      Ian and I went to leave the office.

      “And make sure you watch Michael’s YouTube channel!” Brenda called after us.

      “Will do.”

      When we were outside, Ian stopped me. “What are we going to do next?”

      “I’ve got a feeling we haven’t heard everything there is to hear about Roger and Michael. I want to see the security footage of what happened between them.”

      “Good idea!”

      Then the phone buzzed in my pocket. It was Jack. It seemed we wouldn’t be watching the security footage right away after all.

      “What’s happening?” asked Ian when he saw my face after reading the message.

      “Tim’s woken up. And Jack wants us to get over there to talk to him.”
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      I led Ian to Tim’s room, remembering it from my previous visit there with Jack.

      When we entered, the room felt brighter than it had on my first visit. Simply by waking up, Tim had improved the depressing atmosphere of the antiseptic-smelling room.

      The patient was sat up in the bed, several pillows propped behind him and the head of the bed tilted up. He still looked weak and pale, but he was awake, and his eyes were open.

      There was still a rhythmic background beep from the heart monitors he was hooked up to. Several wires and tubes also extended from the bed toward a drip and other medical devices.

      “Hi, Tim. I’m Tiffany. We met at the party. Do you remember me? Jack sent me here to check on you and ask you a few questions. I’m a detective. Is that okay?”

      “Okay.” His voice was weary but clear. His eyes flicked toward Ian.

      “This is my assistant, Ian. He wasn’t at the party.”

      That was enough for Tim, and he lost interest in my partner, his eyes returning to me.

      After having been given the go-ahead, I pulled a chair up to the side of the bed, and Ian pulled one up next to me.

      “Do you remember what happened to you?” I asked him gently.

      “The doctor said… food poisoning… botulism…”

      “That’s right. You had a bad case of botulism. But do you remember that evening?”

      “Not really. I drank some champagne. Ate some snacks.” His brow furrowed, but the effort seemed to sap energy from him. He turned his head, first left then right, as if to see if there was anyone else in the room, but it was a private room with no other patients. “Where’s Susan?”

      “She’s dead,” said Ian before I could stop him.

      The beeping from the heart monitor increased, and Tim’s eyes went wide.

      “What?” The weariness had fallen from his voice, replaced with panic.

      “I’m very sorry to say that she also suffered from the botulism outbreak. Unfortunately, she didn’t make it. I’m sorry, Tim.”

      Ever since I’d found out Tim had been stalking Susan, he seemed scarier and more malicious in my mind. The thought of seeing him again had made me feel squirmy. But now that he’d woken up, and I’d seen the stricken look on his face, I was reminded that even if he was a stalker, he was also human. Thoughts of the shrine back at his house disappeared completely.

      “I… she… There must be some mistake.”

      Before I even knew what I was doing, I had reached up to the bed and clasped his hand in mine. His skin felt cooler than it should have and I could sense a mild tremor running through his entire body.

      “I’m afraid there’s no mistake, Tim. Susan passed away before she could even be taken to the hospital. You both consumed a large dose of the botulism. You nearly died too.”

      “How? It doesn’t make sense. Just us?”

      “Yes. Just you.”

      “That’s why the police are investigating,” said Ian. “Because it seems strange that only you two were poisoned. They think that—”

      “They don’t know exactly what happened yet,” I said, trying to drown out Ian before he could give everything away. I wanted to keep Tim at least partially in the dark about the details, so we could see what kind of story he spun for us.

      “Tim. The police have been to your house.”

      “My house?” It’s hard for someone who just woke up from a coma to go paler than they already are. But somehow, Tim managed it, until his face almost matched the sheets surrounding him.

      “The police saw your… display. They called it a shrine. You were in love with Susan, weren’t you?” I said to him.

      “Yes.” He said it in a matter-of-fact tone as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “Did she reject you? Did you try and hurt her?”

      “Hurt her? Why would I do that?” He tried to push himself up straighter in the bed but gave up after a few seconds, his head dropping back down to his pillow. “You just said it yourself, I loved her. I would never hurt her. Never, never, never.”

      I decided to give him a little more information and see which way it pushed him.

      “The police think that she rejected you, so you decided to kill both her and yourself. A murder-suicide.”

      “That’s ridiculous!”

      I wasn’t sure what to think. Tim seemed distraught at Susan’s death, and thoroughly confused by the idea that he may have been in any way responsible. But we knew he had been stalking her for years. I wasn’t sure if I could believe him.

      “Ridiculous or not, that’s the theory the police currently have. Jack, however, has hired me to see what else I can uncover. He thinks you didn’t do it.”

      “He’s right.”

      “You were stalking Susan. And it looks like it had been going on for a long time. We saw the pictures. Can’t you see why that would make the police suspicious?”

      “Stalking? Is that what you call it? I just loved her. But I couldn’t have her. I knew that. All I did was collect pictures and other souvenirs. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “Yes, there is,” said Ian sternly. “It’s wrong, and it’s creepy, and you shouldn’t have done it.”

      “I only did it because I cared for her. Loved her. What about the others? Have you questioned them?”

      Ian and I looked at each other.

      “Others? What others? What do you mean?”

      “Michael,” said Tim with venom in his voice. “He was following her. I saw him. I think they had an affair.”

      “What!?”

      “Michael. A few months back, he and Susan started meeting up with each other even though he was planning to marry Brenda. He probably didn’t want her to find out. I’m sure they were doing something together. They used to go inside her house, where I couldn’t see, for hours at a time.”

      I was stunned by the revelation. I had guessed Michael was a bit of a ladies’ man—he had been flirting with me even in front of his future bride—but I hadn’t imagined he and Susan might have had any kind of relationship. She worked with Brenda. Could that really have happened, or was Tim just trying to push us off the scent?

      But if it was true, it would give Michael a motive to want Susan out of the picture. If she had threatened to tell Brenda what went on between them, it could have put his upcoming nuptials under threat.

      “Do you have pictures of them together? It sounds like you took enough of them.”

      He made a tutting sound.

      “Why would I want pictures of her with him?” He said him with such distaste I could almost feel his resentment. “I deleted every picture that had him in it.”

      That was a shame. If there was evidence that Michael and Susan had an affair, then it would have been of great interest to the police as well.

      “Before, you said ‘others.’ Was there someone else apart from Michael?”

      Tim being a stalker did have one clear use: he’d been keeping an eye on Susan for years, and he knew more about her personal life than just about anyone.

      “Of course. Everyone was in love with Susan. Especially her ex-husband, Roger.”

      “Yes, we heard about the fight he had at the office not so long ago with Michael.”

      “I didn’t mean that. I’m referring to the fact that he was always where she was.”

      “What you mean?”

      “If she went to a café, he was there already reading a book. If she went to the movies, he was at the same one. When she joined a gym, sure enough, he was already a member there. It was weird.”

      “Yeah? And how do you know that? Did she tell you?”

      “No. I was watching.”

      Of course he was. It was funny how he could see the creepiness in all those coincidences with Roger, but not in himself watching them.

      “And did Roger harass her at these supposedly coincidental meetings?”

      “No. He knew better than that. He would just wave, smile, and act like it was such a happy coincidence. It freaked Susan out, though. I could tell. When I zoomed in on her face, she always looked really concerned whenever he’d popped up out of the blue. I can’t imagine how upsetting it was for her.”

      “You’ve certainly given us some interesting information, Tim.”

      An introspective look appeared on his face. “I knew I was going to lose her. I just didn’t think it would be so soon.”

      “How did you know you were going to lose her? Was she going to get a restraining order put on you?” asked Ian.

      “Restraining order? Of course not! She didn’t know I liked to keep a watchful eye on her. No, it was because she was leaving.”

      “Leaving? Leaving what? Her job?”

      “Her job, her career, everything.”

      “Where was she going? What was she going to do?”

      “She gave me notice a couple of weeks ago. You know I was her boss, right? Anyway, she told me she was quitting to move to Alaska and become a novelist. That’s what she said. I couldn’t believe it at first, but she was Susan. If that’s what she wanted to do, that’s what she was going to do. She could do anything.”

      I vaguely remembered Kay telling me that Susan wrote books. But I hadn’t known she was moving away.

      “Who else knows about that?”

      “I don’t think she told her other colleagues. Just me. I think she thought differently of me than everyone else, you know? Like we were more intimate.”

      “You were her supervisor. She had to tell you.”

      “I guess,” he conceded. “And I think she didn’t want to take away any of the attention from Brenda and Michael and their upcoming wedding. So she just told her closest friend.”

      “Her boss,” clarified Ian.

      Tim just gently shook his head. He couldn’t seem to accept the fact that he was just her superior at work, rather than a dear friend of hers.

      The door to the room swung open.

      “Tiffany!”

      I turned and smiled when I saw it was my friend Emily, followed by another detective.

      “Hi. I was just having a little chat with Tim.”

      “I guess you beat us to it.”

      “I guess so. Actually, I think we were about done.” I took my hands off of Tim’s. “I hope you fully recover soon.”

      “Thank you,” he said weakly.

      His eyes looked heavy with fatigue, and I worried that we had worn him out talking to him so soon after he had awoken. I hoped Emily wouldn’t be too mad at me if he was too exhausted to give her a decent interview.

      “Come on in,” I said to Emily. “Ian, let’s get out of here and let the police detectives do their job.”

      I exchanged a quick hug with Emily, and she whispered in my ear, “We’ll do drinks soon!”

      A moment later, Ian and I were out of the hospital room, with plenty of new information to think about.

      “Do you believe him?” I asked Ian.

      “I think so. He was so tired from the poisoning I don’t think he would have had time to come up with fake stories about Michael and Roger. And he didn’t even know Susan had died.”

      “Yeah. Unless he did poison her, in which case he wouldn’t have been surprised at all. He may have had those other stories cooked up weeks in advance.”

      “Oh. I didn’t think of that,” said Ian. “What now?”

      “Let’s check that security footage of Roger and Michael. And I want to go and meet Roger sometime soon too.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Let’s go.”

      This case was beginning to heat up, but I wasn’t yet sure when it was going to boil over.
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      I texted Jack before we returned to the casino to let him know that we wanted to view the security footage from the day that Roger and Michael had their altercation.

      When we arrived, a security guard recognized me in the lobby, and escorted us to their office on the second floor, down the hallway from Human Resources.

      The office was a bustling hub of activity. The room was filled with what looked to be two dozen people, each of whom had a plethora of screens in front of them. Every single gambling table downstairs was being constantly watched, and this kept a large portion of the security team employed. Another, much smaller team, watched the security feeds from the various hallways, restaurants, cafés, shops, and other public places inside the Tremonte complex.

      “Wow,” said Ian as we entered. He had never seen this side of the casino world before.

      “That’s how they keep us all honest,”

      “But you would be honest anyway, wouldn’t you?”

      I grinned at him. “Of course I would. But not everyone is as angelic as Tiffany Black.”

      “Ma’am?” said a deep voice. The man had approached us when we entered, but had stood discreetly nearby while we were distracted by the view of all the different video feeds leading into this nerve center. It was Higgins, the same man who had led the security team in Jack’s office earlier.

      “Nice to see you again. By the way, did anything come of the box earlier?”

      “No. Inside there was a single lock of hair, but nothing else. The police took it away, but I don’t think they’re going to try and run any tests on it unless something else comes up. They don’t have the resources to test every single strand of hair they come across.”

      “I’m just glad there wasn’t anything too scary inside.” The envelope had been bad enough, but I wasn’t sure if Jack had told his guys about that.

      “Just a hoax, apparently. If you’d like to follow me, I can show you the feed from HR.”

      Ian and I followed Higgins toward a small office, where he sat us down in front of a large widescreen computer monitor.

      “The controls are at the bottom there, just point and click. Rewind, fast forward, and play. Should be simple enough. I’ve already set it to about one second before the guy—Roger was his name?—appears.”

      After we thanked him, he left us to it.

      “Okay, just press play…” I put my hand on the computer mouse and moved the pointer.

      “Do you want me to show you how?” asked Ian.

      “I may not have worked in the tech industry, but I can manage to press play by myself, thanks.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      The video feed was surprisingly good quality. A lot of CCTV system still use grainy video feeds, or stop-motion video that records an image every few seconds. But this wasn’t like that at all. In the Tremonte, the security cameras recorded in high-definition color with sound. It was like watching live TV.

      After I pressed play, just as Higgins had told me, the empty hallway was partially filled by a man who I assumed was Roger walking toward the door to the HR department.

      “There he is,” said Ian pointing his finger at the screen completely unnecessarily.

      “Let’s see…”

      Roger walked up to the door and opened it. He motioned as if to step inside, but then he hesitated, taking half a step back instead. I could only see the back of his head, but from his body language he seemed surprised or nervous.

      “I just want to see Susan,” he called inside the office. Apparently, it was in response to something that had been said from inside the room, but the security feed hadn’t picked up that side of the conversation.

      “I won’t be a minute,” he called again with some consternation. “Just let me in!”

      “…want to see you!” The camera’s microphone had only picked up the last four words Michael said. He stepped out into the hallway to confront Roger.

      “You don’t even work here,” said Roger indignantly. “You’ve got no authority over me. Leave me alone. If I want to go to HR, I’m going to go to HR. My wife’s in there.”

      “Soon-to-be ex-wife. She dumped you. Get over it. She doesn’t want to see you, nor does anyone else. Why don’t you just get out of here.”

      The Michael on the camera sure was different than the one that I had met on the two occasions previously. He was harsher and more abrupt, and there was none of the charm he tried so hard to exude. He was like a different person.

      “Move out of my way.”

      “I’ll do no such thing.”

      Roger went to push past Michael, putting one hand on his shoulder and pulling him to the side. But Michael wasn’t having it. His hand whipped up and grabbed Roger by the wrists, twisting them, and then forcing his arm behind his back into a half-nelson hold. With his other hand, he grabbed the back of Roger’s head, snatching him by the hair.

      “You’re leaving. Now.”

      “Wow,” said Ian as he stared. “He doesn’t mess around.”

      On the screen, Michael forced Roger down the hall until they both disappeared from view.

      “Is that it?”

      It seemed to be. We let the video keep running though, staring at the now empty hallway. After another few seconds, two women popped their heads out of the doorway. It was Kay and Susan, looking around nervously.

      “Has he gone?” asked Susan.

      “Yep!” called Michael’s voice from down the hallway. “I just handed him over to security.” A moment later, he came back into view.

      “Thank you, Michael.”

      “It was nothing. A gentleman aiding a damsel in distress never needs thanks. It is our duty.”

      I rolled my eyes at the screen. That was the Michael I knew. It seemed he saved his charm only for the ladies.

      All three of them disappeared back into the human resources office.

      “It all happened pretty much like they told me it did,” I said to Ian now that all of the action was over.

      “I don’t think I noticed any clues.”

      “Me either.” I leaned back in the chair with my arms folded in front of me. “I wish the cameras had been on the night of the party. That would make everything easier.”

      “I’ve got an idea!”

      “You do?” I hoped it was a good one.

      “What about the pickpocket? He was there, and he was paying attention, right? Keeping an eye on everyone so he would know when to make his move?”

      “That is a good idea, Ian. Well done. I’m not sure how eager the pickpocket will be to talk to me again though. Last time, he nearly jumped out the window.”

      “We should be careful then. Maybe the pickpocket killed Tim. That might be why he tried to jump out the window—he thought you were on to him!”

      That was a morbid thought.

      “Killed them just so he could steal a wallet? I know he’s technically a criminal, but killing people over something so petty? I don’t think he’s that bad a guy.”

      “Maybe he wanted to kill himself because of guilt. Thought he was a tough guy who could murder people for their wallets, but then after he did it he felt too guilty to live.”

      “I guess anything is possible. But I really hope you’re wrong. He struck me as more of an opportunist idiot than a cold-blooded killer.” I stood up and started to head for the door. “Let’s go and find out.”
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      We had parked outside and entered the ground floor of Bradley Dyson’s apartment building when I remembered something.

      “Oh no! I forgot Bridget!”

      “Where is Bridget?” Ian sounded puzzled. He hadn’t seen her all day.

      “She’s still at the casino. Jack was looking after her in his office. Let me text him.”

      Hey. Really sorry to do this, but could you look after Bridget tonight?

      I had almost shoved my phone back into my tote bag when I heard it buzz. I pulled the phone back out again. Jack had gotten back to me right away.

      Sure. That’s fine.

      “There. That was easy, wasn’t it?” said Ian.

      “I guess so. Come on. His apartment’s on the third floor and the elevator doesn’t work.”

      I pushed open the door to the stairwell and heard a dull thumping sound.

      “Sounds like there’s noise coming from up there.”

      “It does. What do you think it is?”

      “Could be a party,” said Ian as he started to walk up the stairs.

      “Don’t be silly. Who has a party at five o’clock on a Wednesday afternoon?”

      “It still sounds like a party,” said Ian again.

      As we passed the second floor, I began to think Ian might be right.

      “Why don’t people get their building elevators fixed?” complained Ian.

      “I’m sure the residents would like it fixed. It’s probably a cheapskate landlord.”

      “I should complain,” announced Ian with a huff as we finally reached the third floor.

      “I’m sure the landlord will listen to the complaints of a one-time visitor.”

      “You never know. I might come back again.”

      “Let’s hope we don’t have to. Come on.” I pushed open the door to the hallway that led out to Bradley’s apartment. The music grew even louder, and we could see that it was actually coming from his apartment.

      “I was right—it is a party!”

      “Okay, you win that one. Now let’s go find our pickpocket.”

      The door was propped open, and there was a moody girl in a leather jacket leaning in the doorway.

      “Is it that one?”

      “Of course it is. At least it means he’ll probably be home.”

      The girl in the doorway was leaning with her back against one side of the door frame, while her feet were propped up against the other side. When she saw us standing outside, she did nothing to move, just raising her eyebrows and kind of nodding in my direction. I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean.

      “Excuse me,” I said as I stepped over her legs to get inside.

      “You’re excused.”

      Inside, I could barely recognize the apartment I’d visited previously. This time, the view was blocked by groups of people, most of them standing around talking, with a few swaying to the beat of reggae music.

      “Excuse me?” I asked a young man in a Bob Marley T-shirt. “Do you know where I can find Bradley?”

      The man lifted his hand into the air as if with great effort, and then pointed to the right-hand side of the room where one of the doors led off to a bedroom.

      He didn’t say a word, but left his hand hanging in the air until we started to go in that direction. I had no idea how long he left it hanging there.

      We pushed our way through the throng of people, past the sofas full of rips and tears, which were now mostly covered up by people lounging and lolling all over them.

      The bedroom door was open, and inside it was a little less hectic than the main living room of the apartment. I spotted Bradley sitting on the side of the bed, with four other young people sitting around him. There were some couples standing around the bedroom as well.

      “Bradley?” I said loudly to attract his attention. As soon as I said it, I felt like a mother calling her son, and I felt embarrassed. I’m sure his friends called him Brad.

      “You again!” His eyes went wide and his head whipped left and right as if looking for an exit.

      “Stand here by the door. Make sure he doesn’t get out,” I hissed to Ian.

      That was something he could handle.  My partner stood in the doorway, resting his hands on both sides of the doorframe and planting his legs to make a giant human X to block any attempts to flee.

      Bradley was on his feet, darting glances around the room.

      “Is this your new girlfriend?” said a girl in a tight green crop top who had been sitting beside him on the bed. Her tone was gently mocking.

      “No. She’s from the Tremonte.”

      The others exchanged nervous glances. I wondered if my previous interaction with Bradley had been exaggerated in the retelling. The way he told it, I’d probably hung him out the window by his ankles and threatened to let him go.

      “I need to talk to you. We got interrupted last time, remember?”

      I scanned the room thinking about how I could persuade the dozen or so people in there to leave so we could have a private chat. I wasn’t optimistic. I could try and get Bradley all the way out to the hallway, but pushing through the throng of people would be hard work and he could easily slip away.

      I spotted a solution to my problem on the opposite side of his bed. Built into the wall was a pair of closet doors, one of which was already open. I could see shirts hanging up inside, and it looked to be just about big enough for a couple of people to sit inside for a cozy chat.

      “Come on,” I said harshly, grabbing him by his wrist and leading him toward the closet.

      He didn’t resist, following behind me until we were just outside the closet doors. Then he halted.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes,” I snapped. I pulled open the other closet door, stepped inside, and pulled him in behind me.

      “Woo!” called the people from outside the room. Not wanting to be disturbed by their yelling, I grabbed the handles on the inside of the closet door and shut the two of us into the dark closet. There wasn’t much room in there, and I quickly realized the cozy chat we were going to have would be more like an intimate one.

      It was dark inside, with the only light streaming through the outline cracks of the doors.

      “What are they doing?” shouted someone outside.

      “Seven minutes in heaven!” shouted someone else.

      “Seven minutes in heaven! Seven minutes in heaven…” A girl started to chant. Several others joined her, and in a few moments there were at least half a dozen people outside, all chanting in unison, “… seven minutes in heaven, seven minutes in heaven…”

      “We started the timer!” shouted a guy outside, banging on the door for emphasis.

      “How juvenile are your friends, Bradley?”

      “You just dragged me into a closet. What do you expect?” When I didn’t reply, he said, “And please, call me Brad. You’re not my grandma.”

      I was standing, slouched over, with shirts pushed up against my head, and a pair of hangers poking me.

      “Let’s sit down.” I first crouched, and then pushed my back up against the wall, and pulled my legs in. There, that was much more comfortable. Brad slipped down beside me. There wasn’t much room inside, and our legs and shoulders pushed against each other. A strange thought came to mind—I couldn’t remember the last time I’d played seven minutes in heaven with a cute guy. Then another thought popped into my mind: why on earth was I thinking that? I was here on business.

      “You’re not in trouble, Brad. I just need to ask you some questions.”

      “That’s what they always say,” he said bitterly. “If you’re trying to take me away, my crew outside will beat you up.”

      The party outside had a friendly, non-threatening vibe from what I’d seen. Apart from the girl at the door on the way in, they didn’t strike me as the type of people who would try and ‘beat up’ a private detective. I figured it was an empty threat, and decided to ignore it for the time being. Besides, Bradley’s friends looked like a crew who could be bought off with a few slices of free pizza.

      “… seven minutes in heaven…” The chant outside had died down to a murmur, but a few hardcore teasers were still insistently going at it though.

      “I don’t want any kind of violence, Brad. I’m just here to talk to you about something. This isn’t about you being a pickpocket or a thief, or whatever you are. We’re just trying to get to the bottom of what happened that night. You know someone died, right?”

      “I didn’t do it! I didn’t do it, all right?” He was almost yelling. “I didn’t do it!” he repeated a final time for emphasis.

      I interrupted him by putting a hand on his leg and squeezing it. I could feel the muscles of his thighs through his jeans. Then I decided not to notice them. Then I noticed that I was deciding not to notice how nice his legs were. I had to get back on track.

      “I’m sure you didn’t do it. I’m not here because we think you did it.”

      “You’re not? When you came by last time, I…”

      Oh, wow. That was why he was so crazy, threatening to jump out the window. He thought we were going to accuse him of murder.

      “No. I mean, we have considered it, but it seems unlikely to me that a pickpocket would go to such elaborate measures just to steal a wallet or two. I just wanted to ask you what you saw that evening.”

      “Like what?”

      “They covered the cameras up. I think you know that. That’s why you’ve been stealing things from those staff parties, right?”

      His silence was answer enough.

      “And I’m figuring that you were paying attention to everything that was going on.”

      “I guess.”

      “We think the food was contaminated. You were paying attention, so, did you see anything? Was anyone around them acting suspiciously? Did you see anyone actually messing with the food on people’s plates?”

      “I saw… I didn’t see anyone put anything in anyone’s food. But that table was weird.”

      “Weird in what way?”

      “The way they kept looking at each other. They weren’t relaxed, like people usually are at parties. First, there was this woman. She could have been quite pretty, but she often had a sour look on her face. You were talking to her for a bit.”

      Kay. It had to be her.

      “What about her?”

      “I was watching the ones who died, because they were the drunkest. I was just keeping an eye on them to look for a good opportunity to lift something from them. But that woman Kay kept staring at them. Not all the time, but her eyes would cut over and give them a glare. That’s the word. She wasn’t staring at them—she was glaring at them, like they’d really annoyed her. I think she was jealous because of the guy.”

      I had noticed that too. Of course since then I had received the explanation for that from Kay herself. She didn’t like being overlooked by Tim in favor of Susan.

      “Anyone else?”

      “Yeah, that guy who was getting married. The foreign one. He couldn’t keep his eyes off them either. But it was the woman he was staring at. I actually wanted to go over to them earlier, they fell asleep ages before you caught me. But I couldn’t. There’s something weird about that foreign guy.”

      “He wasn’t there when you made your move.”

      “Yeah, he finally went to the dance floor with his woman.”

      “Fiancé.”

      “Yeah, her. That’s when I made my move. Before that, he had his eyes on them the whole time. It was like he was watching them to make sure they didn’t steal anything.”

      So both Michael and Kay had been keeping an eye on Susan. According to Tim in the hospital, Michael had had a fling with Susan, and perhaps wasn’t over her either. And of course he wouldn’t have wanted Brenda to find out about the affair he had with her.

      “Ten… nine… eight… seven…”

      “Want to make out for five seconds?” said the pickpocket suddenly.

      I smacked him on the leg. “No, I have a boyfriend.”

      At least I thought I did. I wondered what Ryan would think about me being locked in a cupboard, playing seven minutes in heaven, with a handsome young thief.

      “… One!”

      The light seemed almost blinding as the doors flung open. The crowd outside booed when they saw that we were sitting side-by-side with nothing more exciting than hand-holding going on. I looked down. Handholding? When had that happened? I snatched my hand back from Brad.

      “Have you finished?” asked Ian with a concerned look at me.

      “I don’t think they’ve even started,” said a girl standing beside him.

      I stood up, sending the hangers above me swinging and clattering together.

      “No, it looks like she’s finished,” said Ian to the girl. “Right?”

      “Yeah, we’re done.” I turned to look back inside the closet. “For now.”

      “Ooh.”

      “Let’s get out of here, Ian. I’ve got to get to work.”

      I let Ian lead the way, pushing through the people filling the apartment as he aimed for the exit. It seemed like there had been even more arrivals since we had gotten there. The music seemed louder too. I didn’t envy the neighbors this evening. If they weren’t there already, that is.

      When we got outside to the hallway, the air felt cooler immediately. Clearly the air conditioning inside couldn’t keep up with so many people.

      “What did you learn?”

      “Not a lot. Except that both Kay and Michael were keeping a careful watch on Susan. It doesn’t tell us anything new, but it does support what both Kay and Tim have told us today: That Kay was jealous of being passed over by Tim – even though she has another job lined up already—and that Michael had a thing for Susan. Even if it was over already.”

      “So what’s next?”

      “I need to think. We’re going to have to talk to Susan’s ex, Roger, at some point. And I’ll have another word with Jack when I pick up Bridget. I’ve got a shift at the casino tonight.”

      “Better hurry up then.” Ian started to head down the hallway. “Do you think they fixed the elevator while we were in there?”

      I laughed.

      “No, Ian, no I don’t. It’s the stairs for us.”
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      After taking Ian home, showering, and changing, I walked to work. When I arrived, I was under the impression that I would do what I normally did: work the blackjack tables, with a few rotations at the other games in between. But I was wrong. Very wrong.

      “Tiffany Black?” The speaker was a middle-aged woman in a business suit, and she had accosted me outside of our staff break room. I had just put my personal belongings away in my locker, and was on my way to the floor to relieve the dealer at my station for the evening.

      “Yes?” I said quickly. I didn’t have time to waste.

      “I’m Stella Smithfield, from human resources. I’d like to talk to you for a few minutes if that’s okay.”

      “I’m afraid not,” I said with a regretful smile. “My shift is about to start.”

      “That’s been taken care of. You’re starting half an hour later today. If you’d like to follow me.”

      Before I’d even confirmed, she turned and started down the hallway. After a few steps, she looked back over her shoulder. “Tiffany?”

      “Coming!”

      I felt hot and embarrassed as I followed her toward a small meeting room. I knew I’d made a few mistakes last time I was working, but I hadn’t expected to be pulled out of work.

      Then again, I hadn’t expected much of anything. I’d been distracted by little things like, you know, murder. That and my boyfriend being in mortal danger. And my other friend Stone also being in mortal danger after he went off to save Ryan. As well as looking for someone to look after my dog. But it seemed I should have been worrying about my job as well, on top of all of that.

      “Take a seat.”

      The room reminded me of an interview room in a police station. It didn’t bode well.

      “What’s this about?”

      “As I said, my name’s Stella, and I’m in charge of the employee excellence program here at the Treasury.”

      I’d never heard of it. “Employee excellence?”

      “Yes. It’s a new initiative I’m taking point on. Obviously, we want all of our staff to be the very best they can be. It improves the customer experience. Now, I was wondering if I could get your input.”

      “My input?” I asked tentatively. I didn’t like the sound of this at all.

      “Yes. How do you think you’ve been performing lately? Do you think it could be summed up in the word ‘excellent?’”

      “Is this about the other night? I know I had a bad night. I had a lot on my mind. I made a mistake—”

      “— Tiffany?” She interrupted, eyebrows raised. “If you could just answer the question? Has your performance been excellent?”

      “Last time I was here, it was not excellent.” I hated saying it.

      “Right, not excellent. And my job, in human resources, is to make sure that you are excellent. Not just you, everyone. But today, it’s you.”

      “I see. What does that mean exactly?”

      “It means that we’re going to have to put you on an improvement plan if there are any more mistakes.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that.

      “Improvement plan? How does that work?”

      “The process is like this. Your work is going to be carefully monitored, to see if it improves. If it doesn’t, then a series of what we like to call negative positivities will result.”

      “Negative positivities? I’ve never heard of it.”

      “I created the term to avoid some of the stigma of old-fashioned terms like ‘warning.’ The first negative positivity will be a written warning.”

      “Not a verbal one?”

      “No. This is a verbal one.”

      “And then?”

      “Then another written warning, I mean, negative positivity, followed by compulsory retraining. If the retraining is not successful then we will be inviting you to reconsider your position.”

      “You mean firing me?”

      “In the HR world, we don’t like to phrase those outcomes with negative language. It makes people feel bad.”

      In other words, it made the HR people feel bad, and the term was for their benefit. It didn’t help the person being fired with what label was stuck on it.

      “So basically, I got a verbal warning today, and if I don’t improve I could get fired? That doesn’t sound positive.”

      “That’s why it’s a negative positivity. Now, you’ve got a few minutes before you have to start your shift. Perhaps you would like to take a moment to reflect on your performance.”

      “Yeah, I’ll get right on that. Thank you, Stella.”

      I left the office feeling annoyed. I wasn’t entirely sure if I was annoyed at myself, or annoyed at my employer. On the one hand, I had made some mistakes recently, but they weren’t that big in the greater scheme of things. It seemed like the human resources woman was going a little over the top. I couldn’t help but feel resentful.

      But at the same time, I had to admit the mistakes I’d made had been my fault. I could blame them on extenuating circumstances, but that would never hold any weight with the casino. I had to focus on my job while I was there.

      I went back to the staff room to wait for my shift to start, and to think. Gears started turning in my head. I resented the woman from human resources. Susan and Tim worked in human resources. Could what happened to them be due to disgruntled staff? Maybe a worker at the Tremonte blamed HR after being fired or disciplined like I was. It made a certain kind of sense.

      I thought about it for a while and decided it was an avenue I should explore. I would need to find out if there were any employees who’d have a bone to pick with Susan and Tim. A few minutes later, it was time to start my shift.

      When I got to my table, half an hour after I was originally supposed to start, I was determined to do a good job. No more mistakes. No more messing up. Do the work, and then get out. Worry about my problems on my own time, not while I was working. But sometimes these things are easier in theory than in practice.

      I inspected my first group of customers with a smile. My table was a low stake one, and it attracted casual gamblers rather than the high rollers. Today I had four women from California on a girls’ trip to start with.

      “We’re feeling lucky!” announced their ringleader, a woman with curly red hair.

      I smiled at them and hoped that they were lucky.

      I had just finished dealing the first hand, which the red-haired lady won, when a familiar voice made me start.

      “Tiffany! Tiffany!”

      Oh no, please don’t let it be…

      It was.

      Nanna.

      I was almost always delighted to see her, but this was one of the few occasions when I wasn’t. Not tonight of all nights.

      “Hello!” I said as nicely as I could. I wasn’t going to call her Nanna at the table. Not in front of other customers.

      “Are you sure you want to play at this table?” Please get the hint, Nanna. Please get the hint, please get the—

      “Of course I do!”

      Maybe I was too subtle.

      “Join us!” said the redhead. “I just won! I think it’s a lucky table.”

      “I will!” Nana slapped a fistful of chips down on the table, and then began to stack them into neat little piles. It didn’t look like she was going anywhere anytime soon.

      I began to deal as professionally as I could, making sure not to pay any more attention to Nanna than to the other four ladies at the table. It was to no avail. Nanna won her first hand after I dealt her a king and an ace.

      “Blackjack! Thank you very much, Granddaughter,” she announced.

      “Oh, wow. Is she your actual granddaughter?” asked the redhead.

      “She is,” said Nana proudly.

      “Does she give you free chips?”

      Nanna snorted. “I wish. She says she’s not allowed to. But she does give me the best cards, don’t you, Tiffany?”

      “No! You get the same cards as everyone else! And no, I can’t give out free chips either. That would be stealing from the casino.”

      “It doesn’t really count as stealing if it’s from a casino, does it?” asked the redhead. “They’re basically licensed to steal. Turnabout is fair play, and all that, right?”

      This was a disaster. I wasn’t supposed to get into conversations like that with the customers.

      “Ready?”

      One of the Californian women wandered off while I began the next hand.

      “I won again! I can’t believe it! Thank you, Tiffany!” yelled Nanna with delight. She’d managed to score twenty-one again, this time taking three cards to do so.

      The happy Californians began to grumble under their breath. They didn’t have time to do much of it though.

      “Tiffany?” called a voice, approaching from behind. It was Stella Smithfield again.

      Until recently, I hadn’t ever thought about the human resources department, but I was beginning to feel a sudden and intense dislike toward them.

      “Yes?” I said as professionally as I could muster.

      “After this hand…” She nodded toward the edge of the casino floor.

      Just behind her was another girl ready to replace me. She gave me an awkward smile, and I gave her one just as awkward back.

      “I hope I haven’t gotten you in trouble,” said Nanna.

      I didn’t say anything. I just dealt the hand, with Stella watching on.

      “Blackjack!” yelled Nana again.

      Unbelievable. Absolutely unbelievable. But at least Stella was there watching, so she could see that nothing nefarious was going on. And of course the cameras were always watching.

      Two minutes later, I was having another conversation with Stella, this time in a hallway just off the casino floor.

      “This talk is off the record. It’s not another verbal warning.”

      “Thank goodness.”

      “Yes. Because you don’t have any more verbal warnings. The next one will be written. We think it would be best if you called it a night.”

      “But I only just started! I didn’t know my grandmother was going to show up. And you know I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I never would.”

      “That doesn’t matter. One of the ladies at your tables made a complaint. She said it was unfair. Whether it’s fair or not isn’t the point. Customer satisfaction is the most important thing. She was not a satisfied customer. After our chat earlier, I’m surprised you decided to invite your grandmother to gamble at your table. That’s really not the excellence I was hoping to see from you this evening.”

      “But…” I wanted to say it wasn’t fair. But Stella had just coldly informed me that fair didn’t matter. That was the casino world for you.

      “So I should just leave? My shift is over?”

      “That’s right. Don’t worry. We’ll log you for the whole half-hour, even though it was only twenty minutes.”

      “Thanks.” Half an hour’s pay wouldn’t have covered the gas to drive there. I guess it was lucky I walked to work.

      After changing back into casual clothes, I went back to the casino floor to track down Nanna. I found her standing by a slot machine.

      “Hi, Nanna,” I said glumly.

      “I’m sorry, dear. Did I get you in trouble? I thought I was allowed to gamble here?”

      “You are. I guess it’s just not my day. But for future reference, it would probably be best if you didn’t come to the table I’m dealing at. And if you do, please pretend you don’t know me. It can upset the other customers.”

      “I didn’t mean to get you in trouble. I’m sorry.” Nana squeezed my upper arm and then rubbed it. “I’m a hundred dollars up though! Can I buy you breakfast?”

      “Breakfast? It isn’t even midnight yet.”

      “You know us seniors like to eat our meals early.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that. And I hadn’t had time for dinner. A midnight breakfast sounded like a fine plan to me.

      “Let’s go.”

      Nanna called an Uber for us to a twenty-four-hour restaurant that she knew. It was a couple of blocks off the Strip, and appealed more to the locals than the tourists.

      When we arrived, it was full of people mostly of Nanna’s vintage with the exception being one newly married young tourist couple who looked out of place among the army of seniors who filled the rest of it.

      “What is this place?”

      “Welcome to Silver Heroes,” said Nana. “They do discounts for seniors if you eat early. And they serve breakfast all day.”

      “And all night?”

      “That’s right. That’s the best part of the day, isn’t it?”

      “Sometimes,” I admitted. We were sitting in a booth by a large plate glass window, and I gently rested my head against it, staring out at nothing in particular.

      “You okay, dear?”

      “You tell me.”

      I turned my face back toward Nanna. She leaned forward, examining me.

      “Oh dear. Oh dear, oh dear. It’s not just work, is it?”

      “Nope. I was thinking about Ryan earlier.”

      I didn’t feel the need to explain to Nanna that it was while I was locked in a cupboard playing seven minutes in heaven, with a handsome young thief.

      “Perhaps it’s time you stopped thinking about him so much.”

      “But I’m supposed to think about him. He’s my boyfriend.”

      “Is he, dear? I mean, he left you months ago. When you’re in a relationship, there’s a contract. It may be an unwritten one, but there is one nonetheless. He left you without even a whisper, didn’t he?”

      “He left a note,” I said with a rueful smile.

      Nanna laughed, and I joined in with her.

      “That doesn’t count,” Nanna declared. “As far as I’m concerned, he broke his contract with you. You’re as good as single.”

      I didn’t feel single. Estranged, maybe. But single? No.

      Our food arrived. We both had one of the all-day breakfast specials, though Nanna’s was the senior version. They looked to be identical, except that hers was two dollars cheaper than mine.

      The sight of eggs, bacon, hash browns, toast, and waffles cheered me up instantly.

      “I’ll have to hash it all out with him when he comes back.” I stabbed a piece of bacon and lifted it up in front of me contemplatively. “If he comes back. And then there’s Stone too.”

      “Stone and Ryan are big boys. Men. They can look after themselves. It won’t do you any good worrying about them. There’s nothing we can do, is there?”

      I thought back to the box and the threatening letter in Jack’s office. There was nothing I could do about that, and now I worried that anything we did do would only make matters worse.

      Our conversation slowed as we dug into our breakfast in earnest. When my plate was nearly empty, I told Nanna about something else that was bothering me.

      “It wasn’t just because of you that I got in trouble. I made several mistakes the last time I worked as well. In fact, they sent me home early.”

      “I am sorry, dear.” Nanna reached over and rubbed my hand. “It’s because you’re worrying too much.”

      “You’re almost certainly right. But it got me thinking. Today I had a meeting with human resources, and it made me feel annoyed. Really annoyed.”

      “That’s their job, isn’t it? To make the employees upset?”

      I laughed. “I don’t think that’s their exact job description, but they can have that effect. Stella sure did today.”

      “Isn’t the case you’re investigating about someone who worked for human resources?”

      “Yep. That’s what I mean by it got me thinking. I know how I felt after my meeting. Maybe someone at the Tremonte felt the same way—annoyed at the human resources department? Maybe it wasn’t even Tim and Susan specifically. Maybe they were just convenient targets. What do you think?”

      “It sounds like it’s worth looking into. I could definitely imagine wanting to poison someone from a human resources department.”

      “Don’t say that, Nanna,” I whispered.

      “Why not? They sound awful. I can’t believe they would discipline you. They should have been more sympathetic instead of giving you silly warnings. If I was in charge of the company, they would be there to support you, not to reprimand you.”

      “I think Stella believes she was supporting me.”

      “I have a mind to go back there and have a word with them. They listen to their customers, don’t they? I should tell them I’m a customer, and I want them to treat my granddaughter better.”

      I knew Nanna definitely would do that if I asked her to. If I thought it might help, I would even have considered letting her. But when you’re an adult, sending your grandmother in to fight your battles seems a little immature.

      “Thanks, Nanna. But I think it probably wouldn’t help my case. I appreciate it though.”

      “Just a thought. Now, do you want me to drop you home? Or should we have a cupcake first?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Cupcakes it is. Waitress!”
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      The next morning, I went to Jack’s office to finally pick up Bridget, slightly nervous that he might be mad at having had her thrust upon him overnight without much warning.

      It wasn’t far off midday, and I’d slept surprisingly well despite all the stress I was under. It turned out that a breakfast-and-cupcake-fueled evening of excess with Nanna was just what the doctor ordered.

      When I reached the executive floor and got to Jack’s office, it had turned from its usual den of tranquility into a hustling and bustling hub of activity.

      Jack’s office door was open, and a pair of men in blue overalls from the maintenance department was just leaving. I could see through the open doorway that there were still more people inside. Jack’s secretary waved me in when she saw me heading that way.

      “Tiffany!” said Jack when he saw me from his position in the middle of the room, the focal point for everything else going on.

      There was a joyful bark, and Bridget shot across the room like a rocket, bounding toward me and then greeting me with two paws pressed against my stomach and her head bashing into me to nuzzle.

      “What’s going on?” I peered around the hectic room.

      Before he greeted me, Jack had been talking to a man in chef’s whites. On the far side of the room, by the window, there were two workmen installing what looked to be a small, round handmade bed. Just near it was a little wooden alcove that seemed to be a feeding station, with two silver bowls in it.

      “Bridget and I have been having fun. Emily, too, but she’s at work now.”

      “So you didn’t mind?”

      He shook his head with a laugh.

      “Not at all. Bridget is welcome here anytime.” Jack gestured to the room’s additions. “Look! I’m all set up for her now. Over there, she’s got a nice little dining area with sterling silver food and water bowls. The carpenters are just finishing off a bed with a beautiful view of the Strip, and in just a moment a groomer is coming by to pamper her.

      “Looks like you had fun, girl?” I said down to Bridget, who was now walking circles around me. She looked up at me and gave a little bark of happiness.

      The chef cleared his throat and made eye contact with Jack.

      “Is there anything else, sir? Or should I get started?”

      “Nope, that’s it.”

      The chef hurried out of the room.

      “He’s creating a special menu for Bridget. It actually gave me a good idea—we’re going to start a new side business. We’ll be delivering homemade organic doggy meals across the city for those who want the very best for their pups.

      “Really? That’s… different.”

      I wasn’t sure if a high-class dog food company would be successful, but I couldn’t deny Jack’s enthusiasm.

      “And we can thank Bridget for that brilliant idea. Can’t we, girl?” Jack crouched down and rubbed Bridget’s head. “We did some brainstorming here last night, along with Emily. We had all kinds of great ideas.”

      “Sounds like more fun than I had,” I said with a sigh.

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t ask.” I thought back to my meeting with human resources at the Treasury.

      A ringing sound came from Jack’s desk. Not from his telephone, but from a tablet.

      “Hold on. That’ll be Emily.”

      Jack went over to his desk, unfolded the cover from the screen, and propped it up. He swiped across to answer a video call, and set up the tablet so that it had a view of the office.

      “Hi!” said Emily. “Where’s my favorite girl?”

      “Here I am,” I said with a surprised laugh.

      But it wasn’t me that she meant. With a bark, Bridget bounded over to the desk and stuck her head up over the edge, staring right into the screen as if looking to see if Emily was actually on top of the desk.

      “There she is!”

      Bridget barked, got down from leaning on the desk, and started to run around it in circles as if searching for where Emily might be hiding.

      “Oh, hi, Tiffany!” said Emily as she saw me once Bridget had stopped blocking the view of the camera. “Glad you’re there. I’ve got something to talk to you about as well.”

      “Yeah? Did you get something interesting out of Tim?”

      “Kind of. He told us about two other guys who also had a thing for Susan. But I think you know about that already. We think that’s just a clumsy attempt at misdirection. No, we got back a little more information from the coroner.”

      “Oh?”

      “Botulism. The thing about it—it doesn’t usually hit people that fast. It takes time to act. Tim and Susan couldn’t have just eaten a tainted couple of shrimp and then gotten sick at the dinner. They must have had at least an initial dose much earlier. And from the toxicology reports, it looks like Susan had a much bigger dose than Tim.”

      Nanna was right. She had suggested that they may have been poisoned before the dinner. But now we had some confirmation.

      “So they were poisoned before the party. That makes me think we really do need to keep looking into the human resources people.” I decided to try my latest theory on Emily, too. “Or a disgruntled employee that was upset with the HR team?”

      “Maybe, but that’s not what the PD is thinking. Our running theory is still that Tim poisoned them both. Now we’re just looking at the timeframe, to figure out when exactly he did it.”

      “Yeah?” I wondered whether Emily and Jack had argued about it at all. Emily and her team still thought it was Tim, but Emily’s boyfriend was bankrolling a private detective—me—to prove it was someone else.

      “Yep. I’ll let you know if we wrap it all up.”

      “Right. Thanks for that, Emily.”

      I stepped to the side so Jack could fill the video screen again.

      “I’m going to come by and see you and Bridget at lunch today!”

      I didn’t think I would have time to make a second trip back to Jack’s office to pick Bridget up. I had too much to do as it was.

      “I was actually here to pick her up now…”

      Jack turned to look at me with an unreadable expression on his face.

      “Oh, right,” said Emily, sounding a little crestfallen.

      That was why I was there. But I still hadn’t solved my longer-term problem of what I was going to do with Bridget. Unless my building decided to change its rules on pets, I was still in a bind.

      “Unless you’re happy to look after her for the rest of the day? Maybe until tomorrow?”

      “Jack would love to!” said Emily through the screen on her boyfriend’s behalf.

      Jack laughed. “Bridget is absolutely more than welcome to spend as much time here as she likes. Think of me as your doggy daycare.”

      I glanced around the office again. He really had it set up like that. She had a bed, a place to eat, and apparently a five-star chef now working on a special menu for her. And Emily coming for a lunchtime visit. She was being pampered.

      “We had an idea, last night, when we were brainstorming,” said Emily. “Something that might be fun for Bridget.”

      “It was just an idea,” said Jack. “Nothing definite. You may not approve.”

      “Nothing too seedy, I hope. Nanna would never forgive me.”

      “No, nothing of the sort. I was thinking it might be nice if the hotel had an ambassador. A friendly little mascot who could be the cute and fluffy face of the company. Maybe represent us at charity events and the like. You know, children’s hospital visits and things like that.”

      I looked down at Bridget, who was now sitting between us, mouth open, panting with a smile so big I don’t think I’d ever seen her happier.

      This wouldn’t be the first time Bridget had been working. Nanna had tried to train her as a personal assistant, and before that she had a job as a support animal at the spa she used to live at. She was a working dog. Why not add a third line of work to her resume? Ambassador.

      “That sounds like a great idea. She’ll need to get her own secretary soon! Won’t you, girl?”

      “Yeah, that won’t be a problem.” Jack’s tone was so serious I thought he may actually be considering hiring a secretary for my dog. “Jeannie can manage Bridget’s schedule.” Jeannie was his secretary, so it looked like Bridget would have to be sharing her services for the time being.

      “Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out,” I said to the pair of them.

      Emily and Jack laughed, while Bridget gave a supportive bark.

      Bridget… with Jack and Emily, I thought with an ache. They got along great, and Jack could give her everything she needed. He didn’t have any restrictions on pets in his buildings—and if he did, he could get rid of them with a snap of his fingers. I felt like I was losing Bridget. But maybe it was for the best.

      “Whoops, gotta go. Later!” Emily disappeared from the screen and the video call ended abruptly.

      “Guess she had to get back to work,” said Jack.

      “Looks like it.” My smile fell as I remembered something that was never far from the forefront of my mind. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything about Stone and Ryan?”

      Jack’s cheer also seemed to evaporate.

      “No. But I’ve got guys putting a plan in place to get them out. We’re not ready to pull the trigger on it, so I can’t tell you anymore right now, but I’m doing my best.”

      “Thanks, Jack. You shouldn’t have to be doing anything.”

      In my head, I cursed Ryan for the thousandth time. He’d caused so much trouble. Not just for me, but my friends as well. I immediately felt guilty, though. I did hope he was all right. But there was nothing I could do about it, and we had bigger fish to fry. Or at least different fish to fry.

      “The police still think it was Tim,” I said to Jack, now that Emily was gone.

      “I know. It’s a bit of a point of contention between me and Emily at the moment, but we’re just avoiding the subject.”

      “Good idea until it’s over, I think. Speaking of which, I don’t suppose you know of any employees who may have had issues with the people in HR, do you?”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “HR might have upset someone. An employee who was reprimanded, given a warning, something like that?”

      “I see what you mean. I’ll call down and get a list drawn up, find out who’s recently gotten in trouble or been fired. I’ll get… umm… what’s her name…”

      “Kay?”

      “That’s it! Kay. I’ll get her to draw up a list for you.”

      The problem with getting Kay to draw up a list of potential unhappy employees was that she should have her own name on it. She hadn’t been happy with how she’d been treated at the Tremonte.

      But then I had another thought. Perhaps the list could show her true intentions. If the list had an obvious bias, I would know she had something to hide and was trying to push me in another direction. I decided not to voice my concerns, and let Jack go ahead with asking Kay to draw up the list for now.

      “Any more word from the hospital? From Tim?”

      “Not today…” Jack looked down at his shoes, as if he was making a very poor attempt at hiding something.

      “Jack? What is it?”

      “I’ve been considering Tim’s position. As head of HR, he had access to all the personnel files, everyone’s details, addresses, phone numbers, resumes—everything. I think he needs to be moved out of that position.”

      No kidding.

      “Yeah, putting a stalker in charge of everyone’s private details probably isn’t the smartest thing you’ve ever done.”

      Jack chuckled ruefully. “I guess not. I was thinking that I might try and move Kay into his position. She seems to be coping quite well. It’s only been a few days, but everything seems to be running smoothly.”

      “Yeah, but there might be a problem with that.”

      “I know. I heard she’s taking a job at another casino. She told you?”

      “Yes. It sounded like she felt unhappy here. Like she had always been overlooked. She said Tim played favorites when it came to Susan, and she didn’t get the recognition she deserved.”

      Jack leaned back against his desk, a contemplative look on his face.

      “You know, I thought that department was run really well. That’s the problem with being up here at the top of the tower. You don’t really get to know everything that’s going on downstairs. Even when you try and stay involved, people are afraid to talk to you, or keep things hidden. Maybe it’s my fault.”

      “You’ve got a big organization to run.”

      “Maybe I should have given the job to Kay instead of Tim in the first place. At the time they were both qualified, but I felt I knew Tim so much better.” Jack slowly shook his head to himself. “At least I thought I did. Apparently not.”

      “You’ll have to beat whatever other offer she’s received.”

      That wasn’t my only worry. The other problem was that he may be in the process of considering promoting the person who killed Susan and tried to kill Tim. After Tim himself, she was right near the top of my list of suspects. She had more reason to be annoyed than almost anyone that I had found so far.

      “I’ll have a talk with Bridget, and see what she recommends.”

      I laughed.

      “She does make a pretty good sounding board. She’s a great listener. Her advice can be a little sketchy, though. It normally involves walks or dog food.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind.”

      “And you’re sure you’ll be okay with her? I probably won’t be able to get back here again today.”

      “Absolutely no problem at all.” He smiled down at the dog with an almost fatherly look in his eye. “As soon as you’re done, I’ll get Kay to draw up that list of angry employees for you.”

      “Thanks, Jack.”

      When I crouched down to say goodbye to Bridget, it was bittersweet. She and Jack and Emily seemed perfect for each other. I wasn’t sure what kind of life I could offer her in a building that banned pets, while I was simultaneously trying to work two jobs.

      Maybe it would be for the best if she stayed here. For good.

      When I was outside and waiting for the elevator to take me back to the lobby, I pulled out my phone and was concerned to see that I had three messages from Ian.

      What was the matter this time?
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      Ian was in the middle of a crisis. Judging by his messages, he wasn’t going to calm down anytime soon. He was freaking out about the whole prenup requirement to regain control of his finances, and wanted me to accompany him to his cousin’s law office.

      I’d been planning to hang around the Tremonte until Kay had prepared her list of angry and annoyed employees, but Ian needed me and I figured Kay could do with a little time to get the task done.

      Ian texted me the address of his cousin’s office, and I agreed to meet him there. She had her own independent practice on a strip mall on one of the highways leading out of the city.

      When I arrived, I parked in the lot outside and sized it up. Amber had a pretty big unit for a one-woman operation, next to an insurance broker on one side, and a nail salon on the other.

      The lot was quiet, with the exception of one crazy guy. The crazy guy being Ian. He was outside, pacing back and forth while he waited for me. He had his phone up against his ear, and even before I heard a word I could tell from his body language that he was talking to Sally. Something about the achingly hopeful look on his face and the energetic pace of his steps that gave it away for me.

      “…I’m doing this for you…”

      Ian lifted a hand and waved at me absentmindedly, clearly not minding that I could hear his conversation.

      “…I don’t care about that. I’ll wait for you. I’ll wait for you as long as it takes. Until the end of time.”

      Wow. Ian was something else. Offering to wait for her until the end of time? How long had I waited for Ryan? According to Nanna, I was broken up with him the second he left with just a note. But it was only now that I was actually coming to terms with it myself.

      “…for us! I’m doing it for us!”

      Ian shoved the phone back into his pocket and turned to face me. His cheeks were rosy red, and he moved faster than usual with a nervous, restless energy.

      “Tiffany!” he said so loudly it was almost a yell. “We’re going to do this. We’re going to tell my cousin to get this sorted out. Now! There’s going to be no prenuptial agreement, and they’re going to release control of my finances. No ifs, no buts, no more messing around. It’s my money and I’m going to get it!”

      This was the most worked up about something I’d seen him in a long time. The normally docile Ian was burning with passion today. But I didn’t want him to be starting any blazes on my watch.

      “Good on you. But let’s try and do this calmly, okay? We don’t want to upset your cousin or your parents.”

      I held out my arms in a gently lowering motion to try and get him to settle. It didn’t work.

      “Sometimes you gotta smash a few eggs to make an omelet, Tiffany. And I’m about ready to go to smash town.”

      “Smash town? How about nice, calm conversation town? Just explain your position again, and see if you can get your cousin to have a word with your parents. Maybe she can sway them to your way of thinking.”

      “Or how about I threaten her with the highest-powered lawyers in Vegas?”

      “You won’t be able to pay the highest-powered lawyers in Vegas, will you? Your money’s all tied up.”

      There was a chance a lawyer might agree to do it for a sizable cut of his fortune, but I didn’t want to point that out to Ian. For one thing, I didn’t want him to lose such a substantial amount of his wealth. And for another, suing family members still seemed like a really bad idea to me.

      “I’ll figure it out. I’ll borrow the money. Don’t you worry. Let’s go in there and I’ll tell her what’s up.” He smacked his palm against his thigh for emphasis.

      Ian marched up to the door, pushed the handle down, and pushed it open hard, ringing the bell on the other side as well as rattling the Venetian blinds that hung in the window.

      I sheepishly hurried in behind him, hoping to prove some kind of calming influence.

      Amber was standing behind her desk on the far side of the large open-plan room. She was leaning over stacks of papers, telephone pressed against her ear, while her eyes were darting around, watching a whirling cyclone tearing across her office, leaving destruction in its wake. When the whirlwind paused, I realized it was her toddler daughter, Angel.

      Ian stopped in his tracks, unsure how to proceed with Amber clearly busy on the telephone. He had wanted to go in guns blazing, but instead found himself waiting for her to finish her call. To emphasize the point, Amber held up a single finger in a ‘wait a minute’ gesture toward us.

      Angel had a fistful of paper, which she had removed from the printer tray, and had been in the process of distributing it all over the floor of the office. But when the bell above the door rang, she halted in her tracks, and her little head swiveled our way, eyes bright with delight.

      “Uncle Ian!” she shouted. The remaining sheets of paper clutched in her little fist fell to the ground as she released them, and she ran to her uncle and tackled him around the legs.

      “Hi, Angel,” I said down to her. She didn’t even look up at me, falling to the ground at Ian’s feet, and hanging on as if for dear life.

      While Amber finished her phone call, I watched her. Again, I felt like I was looking at a strange, magical mirror that showed an alternative dimension me. There was no denying we looked very much alike. No denying unless you were Ian, that is. If I had become a lawyer instead of a casino dealer or private detective, that could have been me over there instead of her. I could see it easily.

      Amber finally put the phone down.

      “Hi. Sorry about the mess.” She stared down at Ian’s legs, where Angel had, miraculously, fallen asleep, both arms still wrapped around one of his legs.

      “She refused to take a nap today… But it looks like she’s having one now. How do you do that, Ian?”

      “Do what?” he asked in bewilderment.

      I was pleased to see that some of the fire and brimstone had disappeared from him. His young niece seemed to have that effect on him.

      “Get her to sleep. I just don’t get it.” Amber stared down a moment longer before snapping back to attention. “So. What are we here for?”

      Amber’s redirection resurrected Ian’s fire.

      “I think you know why I’m here. I need to get access to my money, but I won’t sign a prenuptial agreement. Never. I want you to rewrite that contract so that clause is gone, and then get my parents to sign it.”

      Amber nodded understandingly. “Yeah, I know. The problem is, your parents don’t, Ian. And they’re the ones with control over this trust fund at the moment. Do you see the dilemma?”

      “Yes, but it’s easily solved. I’ve figured it out. Just don’t tell them.” He paused for the effect of his brilliant words to fully sink in. “Cut out that clause, get everyone to sign, and then let them find out in their own time. After I marry S—I mean, after I get married without a prenup.”

      Ian crouched down and picked up Angel, cradling her in his arms. I nodded toward a couple of chairs in front of Amber’s desk, and the two of us made our way over and sat down. Amber sat behind her desk in a large leather chair, the weariness on her face impossible to hide.

      “Ian, I can’t do that.”

      “But—”

      “I’m a lawyer, and I have a code of ethics to follow. Tricking my clients—and your parents are my clients, not you—into signing something that they don’t understand, and is against their express intentions, will get me disbarred.”

      “But it’s my money!” said Ian, making his point as forcefully as he could while trying not to wake the sleeping angel in his arms.

      “You are good with her, aren’t you?” said Amber, changing the topic completely.

      “Am I? I don’t think so,” Ian looked down at Angel. “Children are easy.”

      “Easy? Easy?” Amber gawked at his words.

      “Angel seems easy enough to me. Maybe you’re just lucky you’ve got a good one. Other people probably have it much harder.”

      Amber just sat there, slowly shaking her head in disbelief. Angel was clearly not an easy child in her view.

      “You have a lot of free time these days, don’t you, Ian?” said Amber finally.

      He shrugged. “Not really. I’m trying to get back together with my girlfriend, and of course I have my job with Tiffany.”

      “How do you fancy being a nanny? A manny, even?”

      Ian looked down at Angel, smiled, and then look back up at his cousin. “No thanks.”

      “But you’re so good with her! And I can pay you! I’ll pay you as much as the last nanny got.”

      “No, I’m busy investigating a murder with Tiffany. Aren’t I?”

      “It is a big case,” I said in support. I wouldn’t wish being forced to look after a young child on anyone who didn’t want to. I could barely handle a dog.

      “Oh, go on. I’ve got a little nursery room set up in the back, full of toys and games and everything. And a little bed for her to nap in. All you’d have to do is come by for a few hours each day and look after her. Don’t you want to spend more time with your niece?”

      “I want to spend more time with my money,” Ian insisted.

      “Look, I can’t trick your parents into signing the contract. But what if I was to have a word with them? I’ll talk to them, and explain how strongly you feel about this prenuptial agreement, and see if I can’t swing them around. They’ll listen to me. At least I think they will.”

      “Yeah? Then maybe I could come in and hang out with Angel sometimes. If you really do it.”

      “I can’t promise anything. But I’ll talk to them. Look, I’ve got a client coming in about twenty minutes, and I had no idea what I was going to do. Could you literally save my life, and stay here for a couple of hours with Angel now?”

      Ian looked at me and I gave him a shrug in response. “It’s okay, Ian. If you want to look after Angel, I’ll be all right on my own.”

      “When are you going to speak to my parents?” Ian looked at Amber suspiciously.

      “I’ll try and arrange it in the next couple of days. I think I should speak to them in person, not just in a phone call. I can be more persuasive that way. Now, do we have a deal?”

      On the other side of the desk, my doppelgänger stood up, one hand extended across it. Still cradling Angel against him, Ian stood up and shook her hand, without causing the toddler to stir at all.

      “It’ll be nice for all of you to spend some family time together,” I said to the two cousins. “I’m going to get back to work though.”

      “What are you doing next?” asked Ian with a small amount of envy in his voice.

      “I was planning to go back to HR and talk to Kay about disgruntled employees. But now I’m thinking that I’ll try and talk to Michael again, without Brenda, and see if he’ll confirm or deny what Tim said about him.”

      “You shouldn’t go to a strange man’s house without me to protect you,” said Ian with an air of little-brotherly concern.

      “Then I’ll take someone with me. You can’t make it, so I’ll take…” I tried to think who I could take. I’d bothered Jack enough as it was, and it was the middle of the workday so Emily was out. Stone and Ryan were gone. That left me with… “…Nanna!”

      “Oh, good idea. She’s nearly as tough as me.”

      She was twice as tough as Ian in my opinion, but I didn’t want to damage his sense of manliness by saying it out loud.

      “Exactly. Have a nice time with Angel. Good luck with your client, Amber.”

      “And good luck to you with your case. Ian? I’ll show you where the crib is out in the back. Come on.”

      Amber stood up and gave me a wave as I was heading out. The way she waved was like a mirror image of the way I did it. Uncanny.

      As I exited, the bell rang softer on my way out than it had on the way in.

      Now it was time to see what Michael had to say for himself when his other half wasn’t around.
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      I got into my car and pulled out my phone. I had a few calls to make before I could set off to Michael and Brenda’s house. The first number I called was the Tremonte. I reached a switchboard operator and had them put me through to Kay in human resources.

      “Hello? Is this Kay?” I asked when the call finally connected.

      “It is. Tiffany? I’m just working on that list for you right now.” Her voice was friendly and bubbly, none of the resentment that I had heard at our first meeting audible.

      “Great, thanks. I was wondering if you could do me another favor though. Could you text me Michael and Brenda’s address and phone number?”

      “Sure thing. Jack told me to get you anything you need. Anything else?”

      “No… well, just one thing. Is Brenda at work now?”

      “Yes, she is. She’ll be here until five.”

      Excellent. I wanted to make sure she hadn’t called in sick. She had been wanting to take time off work last time I saw her, despite Michael’s protestations that she should continue to work hard and do her best. I wanted to talk to Michael alone, without her there, so this was welcome information.

      “Thanks, Kay!”

      After I hung up, I called Nanna next and confirmed that yes, she did indeed have some free time. She was at Mom’s house, so I was going to pick her up there.

      After I confirmed that Nanna was available, finally I called Michael and Brenda’s landline after receiving the text message from Kay. He answered on the third ring, and in the background I could hear what sounded like opera music playing.

      “Ahh, Tiffany, Jack’s secret jewel. Of course you are welcome to drop by!” he said when I asked. Oh, Michael.

      With all my calls completed, I put the car into gear and went to pick up Nanna. I was hoping she would have some lunch ready for us when I arrived.

      My hopes were dashed when Nanna met me right by the front door, bag in hand and ready to go immediately.

      “Don’t you think we should have a bite to eat first?” I asked her hopefully.

      “What? Are you kidding me? No way!”

      That wasn’t like Nanna. Normally she liked to make sure that I was well fed. “Why not?”

      “Because we’re going to Italian Michael’s house! I’m hoping he’s going to feed us!”

      I was even more suspicious now. “Nanna? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Italian Michael! Since you told me about your case, I looked him up. His YouTube channel is amazing. His food is to die for. You should see this tomato soup he makes. It’s—”

      “I’ve seen his tomato soup. And it did smell pretty good,” I admitted. “Come on then. I wouldn’t get your hopes up about him fixing us an Italian feast, but maybe we’ll be able to grab a bite to eat after.”

      “I’m not giving up hope. Maybe he’ll put us in his YouTube videos, too!”

      “I’m sure he won’t want us ruining them.”

      “Ruining them? We would be stars! You know his channel’s very popular. I think he might be the next big thing.”

      “Yeah? Well, he’s also a philanderer, according to Tim. So don’t set your expectations too high.”

      Nanna brushed the warning away. “He’s European. They’re all like that.”

      I rolled my eyes at her sweeping generalization of the people of an entire continent.

      True to her word, Kay had texted me the address, and less than half an hour later Nanna and I were pulling up in the driveway of a large modern home.

      “This is exactly the kind of house I expected him to live in,” announced Nanna as we stepped out onto the gravel driveway.

      We walked up to the door and rang an ornate brass doorbell. A moment later, the salt-and-pepper-haired Italian chef was at the door, an apron tied around him, covering the designer shirt and tailored slacks he wore underneath.

      “Welcome! Welcome! Please, come in. I’m afraid I’ll have to hurry you, too. A boiling pot waits for no man.”

      “He’s cooking something,” said Nanna in a low voice, nudging me in the side as she said it. “We’re coming!”

      “I’m always cooking,” he called over his shoulder as he hurried back inside, beckoning us to follow him. “It’s my passion, my life!”

      I thought Brenda was his passion and his life. And I bet Susan got the same adoration, however long their fling lasted.

      We followed him into a gleaming kitchen. It was all chrome and marble and bright illumination from the large and copious windows that surrounded the room on two sides.

      Michael was working at a central island, which had a cooktop with six burners, and two ovens underneath. There were two pots on the burners, one of them covered with a lid, the other filled with boiling water.

      “I’m filming.” He pointed toward a camera on a tripod set up at the far end of the island counter, aimed so that it caught both the burners and himself. “I hope you don’t mind. I’ve just got to finish this.”

      “Oh no, it’s so exciting! I’ve watched all your videos,” said Nanna. I figured her contribution was enough for the both of us.

      Michael went to the camera and pressed a button. A red light illuminated, indicating that it was recording.

      “And now we will boil the fresh tagliatelle in this water for just four minutes. When pasta is this fresh, it doesn’t need long. Now, remember, the water should taste as if you’d scooped it straight out of the ocean! A lot of Americans make the mistake of not putting enough salt in, so don’t do that. Salt, salt, and more salt!”

      Michael picked up a big handful of tagliatelle noodles and dropped them into the boiling water. With a wooden spoon, he gently poked it into the pot.

      “Notice, I’m not stirring them, just making sure that they’ve separated. The water is doing most of the work. Now, we’ll turn the heat down to a simmer, and let it cook to perfection with the lid on top.”

      Michael put down his spoon, picked up the lid and placed it on top of the pot, and then turned down the burner. Next, he lifted the lid of the other pot.

      “This ragu is based on a recipe handed down from my grandmother’s great-grandmother. And it smells—I wish you could smell it online—it smells like Italian heaven. That’s like regular heaven, but with better food!” He paused to laugh at his own joke, a throaty chuckle that came from deep in his chest.

      Michael walked back over to the camera and pressed the button to pause the recording

      “People don’t want to just watch pasta boiling for four minutes. That would be boring,” Michael explained. “Now I get everything ready for the last scene.” He began to bend over to open a cupboard, but as he did so his cell phone rang.

      “My love!” he said when he saw the screen. He popped the phone up onto the counter, and answered it, turning on the speakerphone.

      “Light of my life! What a delight to hear your voice.”

      “Michael! Michael! You’ll never guess what,” said Brenda on the other end of the line.

      “What is it, my petal?”

      While he was speaking, Michael had bent back down again to open the cupboard. He withdrew three pasta bowls which he set onto the counter while he and Brenda continued to speak. He then proceeded toward the refrigerator.

      “I’m getting promoted! I’m going to be a senior human resources officer!”

      “Oh! What fabulous news! You were so right to say that working hard would get you noticed, my love! I shall prepare a bottle of chilled prosecco for when you return this evening. We shall celebrate in style!”

      “I’m so lucky, Michael. I’m so lucky to have you supporting me! You had faith in me when I’d almost lost it in myself. I’m so excited!”

      “As you should be! And this is just but another stepping stone on the mountain of success. While it is a mighty achievement, it will be but the first of many for you!”

      “I hope you’re right, but I’m just happy with this. I can’t wait to see you this evening!”

      “Every moment apart is torture, but it makes our evening reunions all the sweeter, my love. Adieu until this evening!”

      “Isn’t he romantic?” whispered Nanna in my ear.

      “A bit too much for my taste,” I whispered back to her.

      Brenda disconnected the call, and Michael returned from the refrigerator with a large salad he had prepared before we arrived.

      “Now let me just finish this video, and then I hope you will do me the honor of joining me for a little light lunch.”

      “Yes!” yelled Nanna before he’d even finished speaking.

      “That would be lovely,” I said with rather more restraint.

      “You can sit over there while I finish up,” he said, pointing toward a wooden dining table next to some sliding doors that led out to the backyard beyond.

      Nanna and I got out of his way and sat down as he returned to talking to the camera while he finished cooking.

      “…drain the pasta, return it to the pot… mix in a little of the ragu… stir… place onto plates… a generous ladle of ragu on top of the already coated pasta… and you’re done! Bon appétit!” Michael finished by holding up the fingertips of his right hand up to his lips and doing a chef’s kiss toward the camera.

      Nanna and I sat there not talking, simply watching him as he moved around his kitchen. Every movement was carefully calculated, and he knew exactly where he was going. There was no fumbling, no dropping, no clattering of kitchen items. His motions were smooth but not robotic, and I felt like we were watching the master at work.

      When he finally turned off the video, he came over to us beaming and bearing the salad bowl, and three salad plates.

      “How was I?”

      “As fantastic as ever!” said Nanna enthusiastically. “I felt like I was there with you!”

      “You were, Nanna,” I pointed out.

      “No, I wasn’t. I was all the way over here,” she said primly. “Bravo, Michael!”

      “Thank you, Nanna—can I call you Nanna?”

      “Of course you can,” she said, and patted him on the arm before he went back to get the rest of the dishes.

      When Michael returned again, he was carrying three bowls of tagliatelle al ragu.

      “Here’s a little something I’ve been whipping up this morning.”

      “It looks and smells delicious,” said Nanna. “Did it take long?”

      “Oh, no. But I did let the ragu simmer for eight hours, so I was up early.”

      Eight hours of cooking? Who has time for that? I wouldn’t have time for even one job, let alone two.

      “Do you mind if I film your reaction?”

      “I don’t really like being on video,” I said hesitantly.

      “I do! Film me!” shouted Nanna. “You can pretend I’m your mother if you like.”

      “How about I pretend you’re a dear friend, perhaps an intimate friend, no?”

      Nanna giggled and then loaded up a fork with pasta and sauce while Michael got his camera and brought it over.

      “And now for the judgment, a grandmother who really knows her food is going to tell me whether I need to throw this in the trash or whether it will suffice.”

      Nanna made a big show of first smelling and then putting the pasta into her mouth, and in seconds she was groaning and moaning with delight, really hamming it up for the camera.

      “That is the best spaghetti bolognese I’ve ever had!” she announced when she finally swallowed.

      “Tagliatelle al ragu,” corrected Michael, his voice just slightly tense.

      “Eleven out of ten, and the Nanna seal of approval. It’s just wonderful, Italian Michael.”

      Pleased with her response, he stopped the recording and set his video camera back on the counter before sitting down with us to eat.

      “Thank you for the delicious food, Michael. I just wanted to ask you a few questions about the office where Brenda works and—”

      “Shush, dear,” said Nanna, interrupting me. “Save that until after lunch. Let’s just enjoy this, why don’t we?”

      “The lady has spoken,” said Michael to me with an apologetic smile.

      Maybe it was for the best. Talking of murders wasn’t really conducive to an enjoyable lunch. And the pasta really was tasty.

      Nanna leaned across the table toward Michael. “Now tell me about your garden…”

      While we ate, Michael regaled Nanna with all of his gardening tips and advice. It seemed like there was a fair amount of work to gardening in the arid climate of Las Vegas, particularly if you wanted to harvest as wide a range of crops as he apparently did. From his Italian tomatoes to European beetroot, and even the olive tree that he was hoping would produce enough olives in another ten years or so to start pressing his own oil, there was a lot to it.

      I listened, hoping that he might drop some nugget of information that might be of use to me, and maybe he did—but only if I started spending a lot more time cooking or gardening than I currently did.

      When we were finished, Michael suggested we take a short stroll in his garden and that he and I could talk. Nanna had accepted before I even had a chance to think about it. It turned out to be a good idea.

      “Now, Nanna, do you think you could do me a small favor while we’re outside?”

      “Of course. After a lunch like that, I’ll do anything.”

      “Anything?” said Michael with an amused tone. “I’ll keep that in mind. But for today, I was wondering if you could pick the Roma tomatoes for me. Some of them should be just about perfect, vine-ripened just the way I like them.”

      Michael handed Nanna a large plastic bowl and then pointed her in the direction of several rows of tomato vines, which were held up by bamboo canes. With a happy smile, Nanna went on her way.

      “This is very impressive,” I said as we strolled around the garden. He had divided it up into several sections. There was a fresh herb garden with a wooden lattice overhead to prevent too much harsh sunlight damaging the more sensitive herbs. Next to it was a root vegetable section, which bordered a fruit and berry garden. Beyond that were rows of tomato vines which Nanna was working, and then beyond were raised beds containing cucumbers, lettuce, and other salad ingredients. I’m sure there was plenty more that my brief tour didn’t cover.

      “It must be an awful lot of work, maintaining all this,” I said to him in no small amount of awe.

      “Everyone’s got to have a hobby, and I enjoy it. I don’t see it as work—more of a vocation.”

      “It’s very impressive. I’m sorry to bring it up, but there are a few questions I wanted to ask you. It’s why we’re here, actually.”

      “It’s no bother. Ask me anything you like about the garden, or my recipes or—”

      “Thanks, but I was thinking more about the human resources office where Brenda works.”

      “Oh, yes, of course. I almost forgot this wasn’t a purely social call.”

      I tried not to roll my eyes. “Have you been seeing Brenda long?”

      “Ahh, Brenda,” he sighed as he looked up toward the blue sky, as if she may actually be up there floating with the clouds. “My love. Sorry, what was the question? How long? Oh, a year. More than a year. Let me see… thirteen months and twelve days.”

      “And do you take her lunch often?”

      “Oh yes, three times a week. Her lunch break is from one o’clock to two, so I ensure I arrive on time for her to enjoy some proper nourishment. And then twice a week she goes out with her colleagues—not that Vegas has many restaurants up to my standards. She would eat my lunches every day if she could, but she tells me, ‘Michael, my love, I have to network!’ So twice a week she eats with her colleagues or others from her industry.”

      “So you’ve had a chance to get to know some of the others in her office?”

      “Yes. They’re a friendly bunch. Though I do think they got a little jealous of the feasts I prepare for Brenda.”

      Michael stopped by a cucumber, lifting it up and examining it before gently laying it back down again. I guess it wasn’t quite ready for harvesting yet.

      “And did you know Susan?”

      “Somewhat,” he said hesitantly. “She seemed like a great girl. It’s an awful tragedy what happened to her.”

      “Did you know her outside of the office?”

      Michael glanced around, making sure that Nanna was still busy filling her bowl up with the bright red Roma tomatoes she was collecting.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look, I’ll be straight with you. I’ve heard that you and Susan had an affair.”

      Michael halted his slow pacing, and winced, as if he were in actual physical pain.

      “The greatest mistake of my life. How could I have betrayed my darling Brenda so? I am but a weak man, foolish, undeserving of her love.”

      So Tim hadn’t been lying to us. It was true. And if it was true, it would also give him a reason for wanting her dead.

      Although Michael didn’t seem dangerous, I carefully glanced around, noticing which directions I could escape to and any makeshift weapons within arm’s reach.  Near to where Nanna was collecting the tomatoes there was a shovel leaning up against some latticework. That would do nicely if push came to shove.

      It was time to put him to the test.

      “If Brenda found out about it, she wouldn’t be very happy, would she?”

      This was it. My muscles were tense, ready to flee.

      “If?” Repeated Michael, sounding a little puzzled. “She was distraught when I told her, yes. As she had every right to be.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “She knows? You told her?”

      “Of course I told her! We are about to embark on the voyage of a lifetime—marriage. How could I go into it holding such a ghastly secret? No, I told my darling what a foolish and weak man I had been. She was angry, she was sad, she was upset—as she had every right to be. I was too—with myself, for my selfishness and sheer stupidity. But you know what they say, honesty is the best policy, and I truly believe that to be the case.”

      “So you just told Brenda out of, what, a sense of duty and guilt?”

      “Yes. Although…” He turned his head away as if fascinated by something else in his garden.

      “Although what?”

      “There was one other little, tiny, inconsequential reason.”

      “What was that?”

      He sighed and then dug into his pocket, pulling out his phone.

      “Look.” Michael cycled through some messages, going back in time several months. “Look at these messages.”

      I looked down at the screen.

      I know what you’re up to.

      You’d better stop. Or else!

      Your life will be over if you don’t stop it. I saw you.

      “They’re a bit creepy, but they don’t actually say anything about you and Susan, do they? How do you know it wasn’t just a prank?”

      “There’s more…” He went through a couple more threatening one-sentence messages, until pausing. This time, there was a photo. It was of Michael leaving an apartment building.

      “Where’s that?”

      “Susan’s apartment building,” he said quietly. “That person was watching me. Stalking me.”

      He swiped his finger across to the next message, this one showed him leaving a café. In the background of the image, Susan was visible sitting alone at a table with two empty glasses in front of her. But on this particular picture, a bullseye had been superimposed over Michael’s head.

      “So someone was stalking you.” Or maybe someone was stalking Susan and caught Michael. And I could guess exactly who. “And you told Brenda?”

      “I had to, yes.” Michael’s voice sounded more normal now, without the flowery language he usually used.

      “And do you know who sent these pictures and the text messages?”

      I could take a pretty good guess.

      “No. But I should be grateful to them, I suppose.”

      “Grateful?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Yes. They made me take responsibility for my actions. Really look at what I was doing, who I was. They made me grow up. I always thought of myself as a ladies’ man, not someone who could ever be tied down to one person. But I realized that I couldn’t be that forever. I would end up as a sad, lonely old man. And I’m not so young anymore. I realized I’d been missing out—missing out on what normal people do. Marriage. A family. A stable home. All of that. The American dream, isn’t it? Or part of it, at least. If I was going to settle down, it would have to be soon. I would be fifty before I knew it! So I made the decision to man up, admit to Brenda what I did, and finally take responsibility for my life. These messages and pictures were the impetus for it all. So that’s why I’m grateful to whoever the rapscallion is. In the end, they brought Brenda and I closer together than ever.”

      “I see.” This interview had not gone the way I expected, but the revelation of the threatening text messages was an interesting new development. Though unfortunately for Jack, it meant that Tim was still holding firm in top place in my list of suspects.

      “I think I got all of the ripe ones!” called Nanna as she walked toward us.

      I smiled at her and then glanced back at Michael. “And I think it’s about time we got out of your hair. I’m sure you’ll have to get to work editing your videos and preparing them.”

      “Alas, work does indeed call. But before you go, I hope you’ll do me the honor of taking some of my fresh-baked olive oil focaccia which I made this morning with you.”

      Nanna was already nodding.

      “Oh yes, we definitely will. Thank you ever so much, Michael. This has been an absolutely wonderful lunch.”

      “Come on Nanna. Let’s get you home.”

      While I drove Nanna home, she regaled me with tales of just how wonderful Michael was, much of it simply recapping the last couple of hours.

      While Nanna talked, I thought about my conversation with Michael. The messages he had received were nagging at me. The obvious answer was that Tim had sent them. But what if it wasn’t him? He had, after all, told me about another person stalking Susan. Her ex-husband, Roger.
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      When Nanna finished telling me for the third time about how good the tagliatelle had been, I filled her in on some of the details that Michael shared with me in the garden. I wanted to see if Nanna was thinking the same thing I was.

      “…so it’s probably Tim who sent the messages, right?” I finished.

      Nanna sucked in air between her teeth. She didn’t seem convinced. “While he is the obvious culprit, since we know he was a stalker already, I think you should keep other options in mind.”

      “Like who?”

      “Didn’t you tell me that Susan’s ex-husband used to keep showing up where he wasn’t wanted?”

      Yep. Nanna and I definitely thought alike. And the fact that she had the same idea made it seem more likely in my mind.

      “That’s what Tim told us. He said Roger would always arrive at the same place before Susan did. He made it sound pretty weird, as if the meetings were made to look like chance, but there were so many of them it was impossible for them to be accidental.”

      “Exactly. It sounds to me like he was stalking her too. Though by showing up before she did, rather than sneaking around in bushes like Tim. He’s got to be a suspect, right?”

      “He’s on my list, but I haven’t actually spoken to him yet.”

      “I think you should do that first, and then talk to Tim again as well. I bet you it was one of them sending Michael the messages. And with one of those photos having a bullseye on it, you know whoever was sending them wasn’t averse to death threats.”

      Nanna had a point. It was time to talk to Roger. He hadn’t been there the night of the party, but from what Emily had told me, Susan and Tim probably received their fatal dose of botulism much earlier in the day.

      Maybe Roger deserved to be higher up on my suspect list. All I knew of him was what I’d seen on the security footage from the Tremonte, and that he was Susan’s ex. I didn’t have a feel for him yet.

      “You’re right, Nanna. I’ll talk to Roger before I do anything else.”

      “I’ve got to go and share this focaccia with your mother, but when you do go and see him, make sure you take someone with you. He sounds like he might have come a little unhinged since he separated from Susan.”

      “Okay, will do. But don’t worry about me, Nanna. I can look after myself.”

      “I know you can, dear. But I do worry. It’s what Nannas do.”

      After I dropped Nanna off, I pulled over and called the Tremonte, once again asking for Kay in HR. Not only did I want Roger’s details, but I was also curious to see how she was reacting to being offered a promotion. Since Brenda had just been moved one spot up the chain, I figured Jack must have offered Kay a position too. But was she planning on taking it, or was she still planning on taking the offer from the other casino?

      When Kay answered, I spent a moment on pleasantries, and then cut straight to the chase. “I need to get hold of Roger, Susan’s ex. I don’t suppose you have any details for him, do you?”

      “Hmm…” Kay took a moment to think. “You’ll have to give me a minute for that. I’ll go through Susan’s old records, from when they were married. I should be able to pull them up. I’m pretty sure he’s living at the same house they used to share, too. When they broke up, she moved into a small apartment downtown—she said it was a much better fit for a young single woman. She left him with the house out in the suburbs. I’ll have to dig out that address though. I went there once for a barbecue, but it was years ago now.

      “That’s fine, can you text it to me when you find it?”

      “Will do. Oh! Here’s Roger’s phone number. I’ll send that to you right away.”

      “Thanks so much. By the way, I think congratulations are in order.”

      “Jack told you, huh? Both Brenda and I have been promoted. Jack wants to make me the new HR manager. It seems good things do come to those who make good things happen after all.”

      Make things happen? Was she referring to the fact that she worked and studied hard? Or was it that a couple of her competitors got knocked out of the way?

      “So you’re not going to take that other job then?”

      “Nothing’s finalized yet, but let’s just say things are looking up.” She made it clear that that was all she wanted to say on the matter for now. “I’ll text you that information.”

      It didn’t sound like she had turned down that other job offer yet. Maybe she was planning to get Jack and the other casino into a bidding war over her services. That would be a ruthless move. But was it the ruthlessness of a killer, or just the ruthlessness of someone finally grasping at opportunity after being denied it so long?

      “Thanks so much.” I hung up and she texted me Roger’s phone number. But I didn’t call it yet.

      Nanna’s words about taking someone with me rang in my ears, as did the memory of seeing how belligerent Roger was on the security camera feed. I decided to give Ian a call, and see if he could escape from Angel’s not so angelic clutches.

      He answered his phone almost immediately. Or at least someone did.

      “No, no, no, no!”

      “Ian?”

      “Give me… give me that,” I heard Ian’s voice in the background. “Be a good girl and hand it over… Got it!” There was the sound of crying in the background. “Tiffany? Thank goodness.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked him.

      “What?” asked Ian in an extra loud voice. “You need my help!? Right now!?”

      “Actually, yeah, I wouldn’t mind.”

      “Urgently!? You want to pick me up right now! If it’s that urgent, I’ll have to help you!”

      Clearly his yelling was not for my benefit.

      “Are you going to listen to anything I say, or are you just going to put on a show for your cousin?”

      “Yes, I will be ready!”

      Ian hung up the phone and I stared at it with a smirk. I guess he wanted to get out of his new job as the “manny” for young Angel, and this time I was being his guardian angel. A couple of seconds later a text message arrived. It was from Ian.

      Pick me up! Now!

      I snorted in amusement.

      “Yes, sir,” I said under my breath as I put the car back into gear.

      Ian was outside the door of his cousin’s office the second I pulled up into the lot outside. He waved goodbye over his shoulder and hurried to the car.

      “Hi, did you have fun with young Angel?” I asked when he sat down, feigning complete and total ignorance.

      “Drive! Drive, before they get out here! Go, go, go!”

      “That fun, huh?” I said as we pulled out of the lot.

      “I think we're a safe distance away now. Let me just call Roger. That’s who we’re going to see.”

      Kay had sent me the details of Roger’s address and phone number within minutes of our previous call.

      “Oh, so you did actually need my help?” asked Ian with a chuckle. “I thought you were just saving me.”

      “Nanna thinks I should take someone big and strong with me. But since everyone big and strong I know is busy right now, I called you instead.”

      “I’m strong! I got my phone back from Angel, didn’t I?”

      I reached out and squeezed his bicep. “Okay, I admit it, you’re stronger than a three-year-old.”

      “Thanks.”

      I dialed Roger’s number and he answered after a few rings.

      “Yes?”

      “My name is Tiffany Black, and I’m a private investigator. I’m working with the Tremonte to investigate what happened to your ex-wife. Do you mind if I drop by for a chat?”

      “I know who you are. Do you need my address?”

      “Maybe you can just confirm it for me?” I read out the address Kay had sent me.

      “I see you really are a detective. That’s right. Okay, I’m at home. Come if you must.”

      “He was pretty cold,” I said as soon as the call had disconnected.

      “He should spend some time babysitting. That’ll warm him up.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think I’m going to be suggesting that to him today. Let’s go.”

      Roger’s house was in an older suburb, and it was a ranch-style home that looked like it had seen better days. Upkeep hadn’t been one of his key priorities since splitting up with his wife.

      There was a wooden gate blocking the driveway entrance that didn’t look like it had been moved in years, so I parked just past the house out on the street.

      “Looks like a fixer-upper,” said Ian as we walked up the driveway. It was paved with cracked slabs, with scraggly weeds trying to grow through them, though they were clearly parched by the inhospitable climate.

      There were three steps up to the front door, which was located on a porch that could have done with a good repainting, if not complete rebuilding. I glanced back toward the road, but I couldn’t see anything. The sun was just about to set behind us and it was blinding.

      I rang the doorbell, and I could hear the buzz ringing inside. At least it worked, unlike Bradley Dyson’s.

      While we waited, there was a loud crack. I turned around, but couldn’t see anything thanks to the low sun.

      “What was that noise?” I asked, a little perturbed.

      Ian was staring at his shirt.

      “Probably just a gunshot. This is a bad neighborhood,” he said absentmindedly. “Look, I’ve got something on my shirt.” He peered down at it. “It’s Angel’s lunch! Look!” Ian pulled the fabric away from his body and held it out for my inspection.

      “Yep. That’s what it looks like. Do you really think that was a gunshot?”

      “I expect so. Look at this. Can you smell it? I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.”

      I reached out and rang the doorbell again, the first attempt having drawn no response from inside at all.

      “It’s fine. If anyone points it out to you, just tell them you were babysitting. They’ll understand. Shouldn’t you be more worried about gunshots than a messy shirt?”

      Ian was shaking his head and staring down at the shirt.

      “No. It’s no good. No good at all. Look at it, Tiffany, look.”

      “Ian, I’m not worried about your shirt. I’m worried about Roger not answering the door and that noise we just heard. If you’re that bothered by it, I’ve got a spare work shirt in the trunk. Go and put it on or stop talking about the shirt, would you?”

      Ian looked at me, as if sizing me up, as if he’d never actually seen me before—or at least never considered what I looked like.

      “It’ll be a girl’s shirt,” he said after completing his analysis.

      “Great sleuthing, Ian. But it’s just a work shirt. It’s plain black. It doesn’t have frills and pink flowers all over it.”

      “Fine,” he said begrudgingly, like he was doing me a favor. “I’ll put the girly shirt on. In the trunk?”

      “Yep. But it looks like Roger isn’t home anyway. Which is weird since I just called him. Let’s go back to the car.”

      I had to hold my hand against my brow to shield my eyes from the sun.

      “It’s too bright,” complained Ian.

      “We live in a desert.”

      “I live in a city.”

      “Yeah, a city in the desert.”

      It often surprised me what things surprised Ian. It was like he spent his life not noticing anything until it was literally thrust in front of his face.

      With my hands still firmly up against my brow, I turned to face back the house as soon as we were clear of the driveway. I couldn’t stand the sun in my face anymore. I pulled out my phone, planning to give Roger another phone call.

      Maybe he was out in the backyard harvesting Roma tomatoes. I snorted at the thought of it. Judging by the upkeep of the front of his house, he didn’t seem like the type who would keep a garden.

      I pulled out my phone and went to sit on the hood of my car. As I did so, something felt wrong. Really wrong. My car didn’t usually feel like that when I sat on its hood. It was like my car had gotten smaller. Had it shrunken with age?

      I peered down, trying to see if there was anything wrong.

      “Oh no.” My eyes had locked onto the front right tire. It was completely flat. “Darn it.”

      Putting my hand up against my brow again, I turned and then my mouth gaped open. My windshield was smashed. Right in front of the driver’s seat was a bright white mark where it had been bashed with something, and radiating out from it was a spiderweb of cracks filling almost the entire windshield. I couldn’t see through it at all.

      That explained the loud crack we had heard, at least. Just as I was about to start swearing, something stopped me.

      It was a scream.

      And not a manly one.

      Ian.
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      I hurried to the back of the car, putting my hand up to shade my eyes from the sun again. I found Ian cowering up against the open trunk, one of my shirts now clinging tightly to his torso, hanging down to only the level of his stomach and leaving a flash of white skin underneath.

      But the cause of Ian’s scream was also standing there. It was a man with short gray hair, a tanned but craggy face and a mean glint in his light blue eyes. He held a crowbar in his right hand, which he was bouncing up and down into the palm of his other hand. It was Roger, Susan’s ex.

      “The shirt matches your eyes, pretty boy.” Roger spoke in a low voice that I didn’t like one bit.

      “No, it doesn’t!” Ian shouted. “And it isn’t my shirt, it’s hers.”

      “What’s going on? What have you done to my car?”

      “Your car?” Roger carefully ran his eyes over it, as if seeing it for the first time. I could now see that the back two tires were also completely flat, with a very visible cut, or stab mark, in the side of the closest one to me. “I didn’t do anything to your car. What a shame.”

      “Yes, it is a shame, and whoever did it is in deep trouble,” I said indignantly, putting my hands on my hips and trying to look at him intimidatingly. The problem with that was that I don’t do intimidating well. I’m far too sweet.

      “I’m sure they’ll be real scared of you, sweetcheeks.”

      Sweetcheeks? They couldn’t be that sweet. I hadn’t eaten a cupcake in ages. Or hours.

      “If it wasn’t you? Who did it?”

      “Wouldn’t know. It’s not a great neighborhood. That’s why I’ve got this.” Roger swung the crowbar through the air just in front of my face so that I could see it close up.

      “Look, I called ahead and you agreed to talk to me. What are you playing at?”

      “I’m here aren’t I? If you want to talk, then talk.” He lowered the crowbar back down to his side and stared at me, his pale blue eyes locked onto mine. “Talk.”

      “I’ve been hired by the Tremonte to look into the death of your ex-wife and the poisoning of another Tremonte employee. At the moment, I’m just talking to–”

      He didn’t let me finish.

      “I didn’t kill her.”

      Straight to the point. If he wanted to play it like that, then so could I.

      “Do you know who did?”

      Roger kept his mouth shut and began tapping the crowbar onto the palm of his left hand again. Finally, he gave a nonchalant shrug as if he neither knew nor cared.

      “Why were you stalking Susan? You turned up wherever she did. Cafés, health clubs, restaurants, everywhere—well?”

      Still slowly tapping the crowbar against his palm, Roger gave another shrug. I never realized that shrugs could be menacing before, but there was a certain way he did it that made me shiver down my spine. Maybe it was the effect of the crowbar that seemed to be attached to the end of his arm.

      “I didn’t stalk anyone. I was living my life. If anything, she was stalking me. Wherever I would go, she would be there. It was creepy.” The tapping of the crowbar against his palm stopped for a moment as he used his left hand to touch his chin. “Maybe I should have got a restraining order against her. What do you think?”

      “You wrecked Tiffany’s car, didn’t you?” accused Ian.

      “Nope. And you can’t prove I did.”

      “Well, I think you did. You’re holding a crowbar, and—”

      Roger lifted up the crowbar and held it right in front of Ian’s mouth to shut him up. It worked.

      “I’ve got something to do now.” The words weren’t menacing, but the way he delivered them was. The something hung in the air, like a threat.

      Roger turned back to look at me.

      “I’ll be keeping an eye on you,” his pale blue eyes ran up and down my body and I suddenly wished I was wearing a thick winter coat, despite the still blazing heat of the setting sun. He chuckled to himself and then started to walk back toward his house.

      I didn’t try and stop him. He wasn’t exactly the chatty type, and I had a feeling that anything else he said would just upset me or Ian instead of progressing our investigation.

      “He wasn’t very nice, was he?” said Ian when Roger was halfway up his driveway.

      “No, he wasn’t. And look at my poor car!”

      Ian and I began a circuit of the vehicle, slowly walking around it and inspecting the damage. Every single tire had been slashed and was now flat as a pancake. And of course the windshield was wrecked as well. Despite Roger’s denials, I was pretty sure he had done it. There wasn’t any other sign of life on the street.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked rhetorically, sighing at my poor car, and stroking its roof. “Guess I’ll call my insurance and a tow truck.”

      Ian didn’t respond. He was busy staring at his own phone. Typical.

      When I got through to the towing company, they told me it was going to be at least two hours before they could get there.

      What were we going to do for two hours stuck out in the suburbs, in what was about to be a very dark night? I looked up and down the road. There weren’t even streetlights here. I asked the company if they could get there any sooner, and they said that two hours was the best they could do. With a sigh, I accepted and gave them Roger’s address.

      When I hung up, I saw Ian now standing on the other side of the car, pacing up and down as he talked into the phone.

      “…Twenty minutes? Great! See you!”

      “Who were you talking to?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Jack!” said Ian brightly. “Why call an insurance or tow truck company when you know one of the richest men in the city? They can always solve problems. He’s going to pick us up! And he’s going to arrange for the car to be taken away and fixed. Good thinking, right?”

      Once again, I was a damsel in distress that Jack was saving. It was nice to have friends who could help, but I felt almost like I was taking advantage of him. Though it was Ian who had requested his assistance, not me.

      “Thanks,” I said finally. Despite the guilt of putting Jack to all this trouble, I had to admit it sure was a better solution than what I had come up with. Waiting out here in the dark with Roger just a few yards away didn’t sound like a fun time.

      “Let’s wait in the car.”

      In less than twenty minutes, the cavalry arrived. Cavalry in the form of Jack, Bridget, and a flatbed truck, that is. Jack arrived first in his fancy black Mercedes Benz, with a big flatbed truck following behind him.

      When he stepped out of the car, he looked as cool and fresh as ever, wearing a white dress shirt—though without a tie or jacket—and dark aviator sunglasses.

      “Are you okay?” He asked with concern as he eyed my vehicle.

      “I’m fine. But she isn’t,” I said, nodding my head toward my poor car. “All four tires are flat, and the windshield’s wrecked.”

      “I’ll have it taken care of.” Friendly barking rang out from inside Jack’s car. The windows were tinted, so I couldn’t see inside, but I would recognize that bark anyway. “Hop in. But if you don’t mind, Bridget is already set up in the front—she’s got a doggy harness on. Are you guys okay in the back?”

      “Of course!” I said. “I’m just grateful you came. Really grateful. Thank you, Jack.”

      Before climbing into the back of the car I looked through the open driver’s side door to see Bridget, sitting up in the passenger seat with a doggy harness around her. Her mouth hung open, tongue lolling out, and she was panting away happily.

      “You like Jack’s car, huh, girl?”

      She gave a happy little bark. I guess I couldn’t blame her, though I did feel like she was being just a teensy bit of a traitor. My car was nice too. In a comfy, worn-in kind of way.

      “I like sitting in the back,” announced Ian as he slid across the leather seats. “That’s where you sit when you have a chauffeur.”

      “I guess it is.”

      “And we’re being chauffeured around by one of the richest men in Vegas. Isn’t that something?”

      “It’s very kind of him, Ian.”

      Jack finished his inspection of my car and then went to talk to the flatbed driver. After a few words, he came back and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “You’re all set. They’re going to take your car and cover all the repairs. It’ll be delivered back to your apartment building in a few days.”

      “Thanks, Jack. You’re amazing.”

      “I do my best,” he said with an amused laugh. “I’ll set you up with a loaner vehicle from the Tremonte’s fleet. Keep things easy for you.”

      “Wow. Thanks again, Jack. I don’t know how I can repay you.”

      “We’ll just call it part of your fee for taking on this case. I know you weren’t that eager to do it. And I am grateful. Thank you, Tiffany.”

      I felt myself blushing. After all he had done, he was the one thanking me.

      Jack started the car and drove in the direction of the Strip.

      “Oh no.” Ian was staring at his cell phone.

      “What’s up?”

      “It’s Amber. She just sent me a message. She needs me to go back and look after Angel again. She’s got to meet some client early this evening, and she’s got no one else to turn to.”

      “It’s probably getting near her bedtime. I’m sure she’ll just pass right out,” I said, trying to encourage him.

      “Do you think so?” Ian sounded doubtful.

      I didn’t think so, but I wanted to cheer him up a little.

      “I’m sure she will.” I leaned forward. “Jack? Do you think you could drop Ian off on the way? He’s got to babysit his cousin’s little girl.”

      Jack agreed, and fifteen minutes later, we were dropping a dejected-looking Ian off outside his cousin’s office.

      Amber opened the door and waved at us as Ian walked toward them. Angel was standing beside her and gave us an even more enthusiastic wave, a manic glint in her eyes visible even from where we were in the car. She didn’t look tired.

      “They look nice,” said Jack, seeming to hesitate a moment instead of driving off immediately.

      “They are.”

      Jack leaned forward to stare out the window toward the mother and daughter.

      “I hope you don’t think this is strange, but she kind of reminds me of you.”

      “That’s what I said! Ian says he can’t see the resemblance. But I really felt like I was looking in some kind of weird mirror when I first met her.”

      “But she’s Ian’s cousin, not yours?”

      “Yep. Weird, right?”

      “I guess. Hey, do you mind if we stop by the hospital on the way? I need to tell Tim that his position has gone and I’ll be reassigning him when he returns to work. I think it’s better I do it in person.”

      “Sure, that’s fine. I might have a few questions for him too.” Now that I’d spoken to both Michael and Roger, I wanted to see what else Tim could tell me about them. Like, was Roger always so hostile, or had he become like that since he and Susan had split up? And what did he think of Roger’s theory that Susan was actually stalking him rather than the other way around? I couldn’t imagine why she would, but the way the timing supposedly happened, with him being at each location first, it did make more sense from a purely practical point of view.

      When we arrived at the hospital, Jack released Bridget from her doggy harness and attached an expensive-looking leash to her collar.

      The three of us walked inside and headed toward Tim’s room.

      “Excuse me?” called a stern, female voice. It wasn’t the kind of excuse me that meant someone wanted to get past you. Nor was it the kind that was going to precede a polite request. It was the kind of ‘excuse me’ that meant you were about to get in trouble. “Excuse me,” she called again.

      We halted in the corridor as a matronly looking administrator marched up to us with a serious frown on her face.

      “No dogs!”

      A little girl who was passing with her mother stopped and started to stroke Bridget’s head. Bridget nuzzled against her affectionately.

      “We’re here to visit a friend,” said Jack in a soft voice. “She won’t cause any harm. She’s an emotional support dog.”

      “I don’t care if it’s a qualified surgeon. It’s not allowed in here. Rules are rules. And the rules say, no pets.”

      “But she’s good for morale, look!” Jack nodded down, where the little girl was still happily stroking Bridget’s head while her mother looked on with a smile. “Look at that sweet little face!”

      “There are lots of things that would be good for morale, but not efficient in the running of the hospital. I’m afraid you’re going to have to leave.”

      “But—”

      “No buts! Out! Off you go.”

      The administrator put her arms on Jack’s shoulders and turned him around, and then began to push him in the small of his back toward the door we had entered through.

      “Do you mind if I go and talk to Tim?” I called to Jack. “And then I can dog sit Bridget after?”

      “Okay!” he called as he was unceremoniously pushed out the doors of the hospital.

      Although I was annoyed on Bridget’s behalf, I had to admit that seeing Jack being pushed around by a small old lady was quite entertaining. Jack wasn’t the kind of person who ever got pushed around, and I imagined this was a novel experience for him too.

      With a smile still on my lips, I headed back to Tim’s room. When I pushed open the door, I froze and stared.

      He wasn’t there.

      The room was empty, with the bed freshly made and no sign of any resident patient.

      “Excuse me?” I asked a passing nurse in the hallway. “Where has this patient been moved to?”

      “He wasn’t moved anywhere,” she said with a frown. “He checked himself out. He’s gone home.”

      “But wasn’t he still really sick?”

      “Yes, he was. He is. He should have stayed here at least two more days.”

      “I see. Thank you.”

      Surprised, and worried, I walked back through the hospital toward the parking lot. Tim was gone. Then an odd thought struck me. Roger had denied damaging my car. Was it possible that Tim had done it?

      Probably not.

      But probably not didn’t mean definitely not.

      I wasn’t sure what was going on anymore.

      With a frown on my face, I walked back outside to give Jack the news.
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      The Tremonte’s loaner cars were a sure sight better than anything I’d ever gotten from a dealership. Jack had given me the keys to a nearly brand new shiny white Benz. It wasn’t as nice or as big as his one, but it fit me like a glove.

      The driver’s seat was more comfortable than my bed at home, and the air conditioning worked so well I only needed it on the lowest setting instead of jacking it up all the way like I did in my car. It almost made driving through Vegas traffic enjoyable.

      After arriving home and parking it in the lot, I got out and stood beside it, just staring at it for a moment. It was a beautiful vehicle, but it made me feel a little guilty. What would my poor old Honda think if she saw me staring at this younger, sleeker model?

      “Nice ride,” said someone right in my ear.

      I jumped and spun around, glaring at whoever it was that had just whispered in my ear.

      “Bradley?” I asked when I saw the young pickpocket looking at me with a grin.

      “You know it. Your favorite seven minutes in heaven partner. Come here.”

      He stepped toward me with his arms open, and before I knew it he was hugging me in a warm embrace. This was weird. Really weird. Not terrible, but definitely the strangest thing that had happened to me all day.

      “Are you mugging me?” I asked when he finally let me go.

      “Mugging you? Of course not.”

      I stared at him, trying to work out what his game was. But I couldn’t figure it out.

      “How did you know where I live?”

      “Your name’s Tiffany Black. You told me that yourself. And you’re a private detective. I think, in your line of work, you should know that’s easily enough information.”

      “I guess you’re right. The bigger question though, is what are you doing here? What do you want?”

      The smile fell from Brad’s face, and his shoulder seemed to slump.

      “It’s you. You’ve got me stressed. I just don’t know when you’re going to come back, and make my life hell again. Having this whole murder thing hanging over my head, looming like a black cloud, it—”

      “What are you talking about? I told you, you’re not even a suspect. Just forget about it and get on with your life. And if you want your job back, go and talk to Jack at the Tremonte. He’s a softy—too much sometimes—so you’ll probably get it.”

      “My job? Yeah, I’ll think about it. But are you serious? You’re really not investigating me?”

      “Nope. So just, you know, go and do whatever it is you do. But no more stealing. Okay?”

      “Okay, no more stealing. What about lying, is that okay?” He had a goofy grin on his face when he asked me.

      “No! And I’m not your moral advisor, Bradley—”

      “Brad,” he corrected again. “You’re not my grandmother either, remember?”

      “Is that all you came here for?”

      “There was something else. I was thinking, maybe I could help you? You know, if I help to solve the case, then you would know for sure it wasn’t me.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks. I already have one assistant. I don’t need any more. Why don’t you just go home and think things over, Bradley—I mean Brad. And then next week, head over to the Tremonte with a letter of apology.”

      “Yeah… no. Probably not.”

      Brad started to walk away, heading for the exit.

      “Suit yourself!” I called after him.

      “See ya!” he answered. Just before he was out of earshot, I could have sworn I heard him start whistling a tune.

      “Well, that was weird,” I said under my breath.

      When I got home, it was still early, but I decided to catch up on some rest and get an early night. Working two jobs wore me out.

      After washing up, and crawling into bed, I grabbed my bag and went to pull out my phone. But I couldn’t find it. I dug right to the bottom and searched through it. Finally, I emptied the whole bag out.

      It wasn’t there.

      I fell back on the bed with a thump, annoyed with myself. I must have left my phone in my car. And who knew where that was now?

      I would have to go to the Tremonte, talk to Jack, find out where my car was, and then go out of my way to collect my phone. As if I didn’t have enough things to do.

      Annoyed at myself, I lay back in my bed and eventually fell asleep.

      My plan of an early night and a good sleep were ruined when I woke with a start in the wee hours.

      “Tiffany?” said a voice in a loud whisper. “Tiffany!” it called again a little louder.

      I was in a half-asleep daze.

      “Ryan?” I said, confused.

      “No…” The voice sounded a little annoyed.

      “Ian?” I blinked, but it was dark in the room, and all I could make out was a shadow sitting at the end of my bed.

      “No…”

      “Stone?” I said in confusion.

      “How many guys could it be?” said the voice again, sounding annoyed now.

      “Jack?”

      “No!”

      I pushed myself up in the bed, against the headboard, suddenly feeling afraid. Now I recognized the voice. Adrenaline surged through me.

      “What are you doing here! What do you want, Brad?”

      I fumbled for the bedside lamp and turned it on to see the pickpocket sitting at the end of my bed, holding a phone in his hand. My phone.

      “I thought you might want your phone back.”

      “My phone? You’ve been to my car, and—”

      “What? No, of course not. I lifted it from you earlier. Why do you think I was hugging you? Didn’t you think that was strange?”

      “Pretty strange, yeah.” I rubbed my eyes, my panic abated. I didn’t think he was there to cause me any kind of harm. Though I was still mystified by his presence, and why he stole my phone.

      “What kind of thief returns the stuff he steals? And what happened to your promise about not stealing anymore?”

      “I was lying. And I was lying about the not lying too. But I only started with good intentions. Like, you know, Robin Hood.”

      “Robin Hood? I don’t think so. Seriously, why are you in my apartment now? It’s pretty weird, Brad.”

      “But it wouldn’t be weird if it was Ryan, or Ian, or Stone, or Jack or—”

      “Just answer the question! What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here because of that party. That woman died, and the other dude got sick on my watch, and I felt bad about it. When I asked if I could help with the investigation earlier, I wasn’t kidding. I really did want to help.”

      “And you thought turning up in the middle of the night and breaking into my apartment would somehow be useful?”

      “No,” he said with a grin. “I got you a present that might help though.” He leaned over the side of the bed and picked up a bag that had been on the floor. He placed it onto his lap. Brad then opened the bag and began to pull things out of it, one after the other, like a ratty version of a stage magician.

      “I got the addresses from your phone. I went to that guy Roger’s house, first.” He tossed four cheap-looking cell phones down toward my end of the bed. “Check those out. They’re all burner phones, you know, the cheap ones you buy at the gas station for a few bucks so you can make anonymous calls.”

      I blinked, trying to process it all, my mind still not fully all there. “Burner phones? From Roger’s house? You broke in?”

      “Yep. That’ll probably help you, right?” He next pulled out a slim notebook computer, and yet another cell phone, this one an expensive smartphone.

      “Got his computer too, and his real phone. Figure you’ll find something on all of those.”

      “This stuff is all stolen. I can’t…” I let my words trail off. I shouldn’t, but I could. If there was evidence pointing to Roger being the killer, wouldn’t it be worth the small crime that Brad had committed in obtaining the evidence?

      “Yeah, you can. You know you can. Anyway, after Roger, I went to the Italian dude’s house.”

      “You broke into Michael and Brenda’s house, too?”

      “Sure did. Here we go.” He pulled out another computer and another cell phone, setting them on the bed beside the larger haul he had swiped from Roger’s home.

      “I didn’t get the lady’s phone. It was right by the side of her bed. If you really want, I could go back and nab it and run out real quick, but I might—”

      “No! Don’t do that. Please, don’t do any more stealing. Not for me, not for anyone else.”

      “Okay, okay,” he held his hands out palms down in a calming motion “Keep your hair on.”

      “I should return all this,” I said, not really meaning it. At least not until I’d looked through it all.

      “No. You do the right thing. You look through that stuff, and you find out who killed that woman. I was there, I should’ve seen who poisoned her, but I didn’t. So now you’ve got to solve it.”

      Brad stood up and headed to the door.

      “By the way, your front door lock is very easy to pick. I suggest you replace it with something a bit sturdier.”

      “Would that have stopped you breaking in?”

      “No,” he admitted, “but I would have been here two minutes later.” He raised a hand. “Ciao!”

      I stared after his retreating form until he disappeared from view. A moment later, I heard my front door being closed firmly.

      I stared down at the two piles of electronic devices at the end of my bed.

      Now where was I going to start?
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      When the sun rose, I was sitting in my living room, surrounded by the electronic devices that Brad had left me with. It was quite a collection. Four burner phones, two nice cell phones, and two computers. It looked like I was running a small-time pawn shop, or working as a fencer of stolen goods.

      I’d spent the last few hours looking at everything, trying to take it all in. So far, I hadn’t managed to unlock either of the laptops, or the nicest cell phones. But the burner phones hadn’t had any security protection at all.

      “Tiffany?”

      Bang, bang, bang.

      “Wake up!”

      “I’m awake!” I yelled, annoyed at the implication that I wouldn’t normally be up and about at seven in the morning. It was, of course, a completely accurate expectation, though.

      I crossed my apartment to the door and opened it. “Come in,” I said, as Ian pushed past me, already having assumed the invitation.

      “How’s it going?” I asked him. He like he hadn’t slept much.

      “Terrible. I was dreaming of Angel all night.”

      That didn’t sound so bad.

      “Yeah? That’s sweet.”

      “Oh, no.” He shook his head at me. “Anything but. The dreams were nightmares.”

      I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. The little girl seemed to love him, but she sure was a lot of work from what I had seen.

      “What’s all this stuff? Where’d you get it all?”

      “From Brad. He came over last night and dumped it all here.”

      “One question: why?”

      “He broke into Roger’s house, and into Brenda and Michael’s. He stole all that stuff from them. And he gave it to me. He wants to help solve the case, and that’s his little way of contributing.”

      “Breaking and entering, and then stealing? Do you really think you should be doing all that, Tiffany?”

      “I just told you—I didn’t do it. It was Bradley. And I didn’t tell him to, either. He thought of it all on his own.”

      “Huh.” Ian poked at the small heap of burner phones. “Find anything interesting?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did. I found out who was sending Michael those threatening messages. It wasn’t Tim. It was Roger.”

      “Yeah? Do you know why?”

      “I can guess. All I got from the actual phones themselves was the same messages that Michael showed me. But now we know who was sending them. I imagine Roger was keeping tabs on Susan and got jealous when she started seeing someone else. In this case, the philandering Michael.”

      “What about the other phones?”

      “They’re weird, too. Each of them seems to have been used for contacting just one person, with lots more of those enigmatic messages. I don’t know who they are, though. The messages don’t really make any sense without the context. They’re probably other guys that Susan dated.”

      “Is that like, his hobby, or something? Harassing people?”

      “I guess. If you can call that a hobby. I’m starving. Why don’t you check the fridge? I think there might be a couple of cupcakes in a plastic container. And make some coffee, too. I need it after last night.”

      A few minutes later, we were sitting at the table, a mug of coffee and a cupcake in front of each of us. Ian had Michael’s laptop computer in front of him, trying different passwords to get in.

      “Ha ha! Got it! Old people always use weak passwords.”

      “He’s not that old,” I said in Michael’s defense.

      “Well, he uses passwords like he’s old. 987654321. Easy peasy.”

      “Do you think we should really look at his computer?” I asked, a hovering sense of guilt threatening to come crashing down.

      “If it helps solve the murder, then it’s fine,” Ian declared. He was clearly proud of his amateur hacking—if it could be called such a grand term—and didn’t want his effort to go to waste.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yep,” said Ian confidently. “Now let’s see what we can find…”

      I sat back and chewed on my cupcake, taking slurps of coffee between each mouthful, while Ian looked through the computer.

      “Ian, I was thinking, do you know Amber’s background? I’m wondering if there’s a reason why we look so similar.”

      He paused from tapping at the computer to look up at me.

      “Her background? She’s my cousin. We share one set of grandparents. But I really don’t think you look alike. She looks like a lawyer. You look like a…” he stared at me, assessing me again “…a pajama model.”

      “Ian, you’re only saying that because I’m still wearing my pajamas.”

      “A lady who sells phones?” he tried.

      “Forget it.”

      He went back to working away at the computer. I finished off my cupcake and drained the last of my coffee. After another few minutes, Ian looked up at me.

      “I found something interesting. But I’m not quite sure how relevant it is.”

      “Yeah? What have you found?”

      “I found his budget. Or his and Brenda’s. You know that nice house they have? And all of his expensive hobbies?”

      “Yes…?”

      “They can barely afford it all. They’re living right on the edge. It looks like every month Michael has to move money around from account to account, credit card to credit card. They’ve got a massive mortgage on that house, and then he spends a fortune at the garden center, as well as that Italian cook shop downtown. Not to mention he seems to have a designer clothes habit.”

      “His cologne smells expensive too,” I said thoughtfully. “And he has a nice watch.”

      “Interesting, isn’t it?” said Ian.

      “Yeah. Interesting in a kind of slimy way. I feel like we shouldn’t really be looking into their finances. You didn’t find anything else helpful, like a confession to murder or a to-do list with ‘kill Susan’ on it?”

      “Nope. There’s not much else of interest on this computer. Photos of him and Brenda, and he’s got a bunch of recipe websites bookmarked. Nothing to do with Susan as far as I can see.”

      “Okay. Since we’ve started, we might as well finish. Why don’t you try and look at Roger’s computer? See if you can guess his password too.”

      “Will do.” He slammed the lid down on Michael’s computer, and then propped Roger’s notebook up in front of him.

      “I’m going to take a shower and get ready.”

      “Uh-huh,” he mumbled, already engrossed in trying to crack Roger’s password.

      While I showered, I tried to piece everything together again, but I still didn’t have enough clues. I did feel like I was making progress though, thanks to Bradley. While I didn’t approve of his methods, if they lead to us figuring out who the killer was, it would be worth it.

      I returned feeling refreshed, and ready to face another day.

      “Any luck?”

      “Yep!” Ian sat up straight in the chair with a big grin on his face. “I’ll say! Check this out.”

      Ian turned the computer so that I could see the screen and pulled up various websites. The first one was an online calendar.

      “Notice anything interesting?” he said.

      I looked at the various appointments on it. “Gym… Hair salon? Nail salon?”

      “Yep. This isn’t Roger’s calendar. It’s Susan’s.”

      “That explains how he was able to always be where she was, arriving before her. He was cyber stalking her! With access to her calendar, he would know exactly where she was going to be at any given time.”

      “Yep. Look, if we go to Facebook—it’s her account. And here, the cloud storage? That’s hers as well. He’s even got access to her phone messages. He had all of her accounts linked to his computer, and he was keeping track of everything she did.”

      I shuddered. He’d been menacing in person, and it seemed he was even worse online.

      “And that’s not all,” continued Ian, “look at this.”

      On the desktop of the computer was a folder labeled Investigation Files. He opened it up, and inside were various subfolders. They were labeled Kay, Brenda, Jack, Misc, and…

      “Does that say Tiffany?” I asked.

      “Yep. Look.” Ian double-clocked on it and revealed a folder containing just two items.

      Ian brought up the first. It was a photo that had been snapped by a doorbell camera. In the picture, I was staring at the door, while Ian’s gaze was focused on his T-shirt.

      “That’s us!”

      “Yep. And he’s started a file on you as well. There’s not much in it though.”

      Ian pulled up the second file, which was a word processor document. It said, ‘Tiffany Black’ at the top, and underneath, ‘Private detective and casino dealer (Blackjack? Roulette?).’

      Underneath that was another row that was filled with more question marks.

      “I guess he hasn’t got much on you yet,” said Ian. “There’s a lot about some of Susan’s coworkers though. It seems he’s got half of Tim, Kay, and Brenda’s life stories in there. Their addresses, relationships—past and present, their universities, hometowns, hobbies and gym memberships, and so on. He’s really been working on all these people.”

      “He sure does like to keep tabs on everyone. There’s nothing about wanting to kill Susan in there though, is there?”

      “No. There’s a bunch of pictures of him and her together from when they were married, and then all the various accounts he logs into under her name. But there’s nothing like a murder plan or a search history revealing different ways to kill people or anything incriminating like that.”

      “Those files on me and all of her colleagues seemed pretty incriminating.”

      “But incriminating of what? Maybe he’s just interested in getting to know everyone.”

      “Yeah, right.” I snorted in amusement. Roger didn’t seem the type of person who would be pleased to get to know anyone.

      An alarm began to ring on Ian’s phone. He let out a dramatic sigh.

      “What’s up?”

      “I’ve got to go back to work, looking after Angel. Amber needs me to be there all morning today.”

      “Any luck on her talking to your parents?”

      “No. She was too busy yesterday to arrange anything. I’m going to push her today though. Tell her that she really has to arrange a meeting soon. I don’t know how much more I can take.”

      “Keep your chin up, Ian. Angel adores you, and I’m sure today will be better than yesterday.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Of course it will.” I patted him on the back, and then walked him to the door. He was cheered up a little by my encouragement, but still didn’t seem happy about his new role as a manny.

      I had a busy day ahead, too. First on my agenda? Finding out what happened to Tim.
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      Once again Kay had proved herself both competent and helpful, sending me Tim’s address within minutes of me asking for it.

      So, at the ridiculously early hour for me of 9 a.m., I was outside Tim’s door, waiting for him to answer. He didn’t.

      I rang the doorbell for a third time, tapping my foot impatiently. After another minute of nothing, I peered in through the downstairs windows. There was no sign of life inside at all.

      I knew Tim had checked out of the hospital the day before, but if he hadn’t come home, where had he gone? Had he fled the city because of guilt? Or maybe he was recuperating from his illness at a friend or family member’s home. Then an even darker thought crossed my mind. The nurse hadn’t been pleased about him checking out of the hospital so early. Maybe he had relapsed. Maybe he was inside the house, but unable to answer.

      With that worry on my mind, I didn’t feel any guilt about letting myself into the home. I didn’t even need to force the door, as I found a spare key hidden under a flower pot outside.

      I pushed it open and called inside. “Tim? Tim, are you in there?”

      The house was as silent as a morgue. I walked in and pushed the door almost completely closed behind me.

      The entry hallway was clean and neat, and light poured in from the skylights above. It was a single-story home, small but modern, with clean lines and plenty of natural illumination.

      When I’d found out he was the kind of obsessive stalker who kept a shrine to his target in his house, I imagined it being, a dark, dank, cluttered kind of place. But from what I could see, it was the opposite.

      I stepped into the first room leading off the entranceway and sucked in a breath. I had known it was in here, but seeing it was nonetheless startling.

      On the far side of the room was a large wooden table, on top of which were about thirty different framed photographs, every single one of them of Susan. Above the table, on the wall, were more photographs, some of them in frames, and some of them cut out of larger pictures—presumably to remove other people from them.

      I crossed the room for a closer look. Scattered among the framed photographs were bits of trash. I stared at them, confused. Then I realized the items weren’t trash. They were more like trophies, or memorabilia.

      There was the stub of a well-used pencil, a nub of an eraser, several elastic hair ties, and what looked to be a bag of crumbs which I took to be the remains of a sandwich. It looked like he’d been taking Susan’s trash as keepsakes.

      “Hi-yah!”

      I spun around, heart pounding, and had to duck to avoid being knocked out by a slow-moving baseball bat.

      It was Tim, and he was making a poor effort to fight off my home invasion. After ducking under his swing, I grabbed the bat by its handle, easily wresting it from his hands. I stood back from him, holding the bat up by my shoulder, ready to take a swing.

      Tim leaned forward, panting, arms hanging down, hands resting on his knees. He was as pale as a ghost and seemingly on the verge of collapse.

      “So you are here,” I said indignantly.

      “You… you broke in. I didn’t want to be disturbed.”

      “You could have been dead in here for all I knew. The nurse said you were supposed to stay in the hospital for several more days. You should be thankful I let myself in.”

      “Thankful? I’m not thankful for anything anymore.” He turned to stare at his shrine to Susan. “She’s gone. When I was in the hospital, I still didn’t quite believe it. I thought it was a mistake, or a bad dream. But it’s not, is it?”

      “No, it’s not. I think you need to sit down. You look like you’re about to faint.”

      “You’re probably right. But I don’t care if I do. I don’t care about anything anymore. Not if she’s gone.”

      Holding the bat in my left hand, I took him by the upper arm and helped him to the other side of the room, where there was a pair of armchairs. I guided him toward one, which he slowly toppled into. I sat down in the other chair beside him.

      “Why are you hiding?”

      “I was worried the cops would come. They might arrest me. If they arrested me, I wouldn’t be able to catch Susan’s killer.”

      “Catch her killer? You don’t look like you’re capable of catching anything other than pneumonia right now.”

      “It’s the only thing I have to live for. I need to avenge her.”

      Despite his weariness, he had a strange glint in his eye, and I realized I believed him. He really did want to track down Susan’s killer.

      Still, I had to take into account that he was still recovering from a severe illness.  It seemed to be perfectly possible that he could have killed her, and then forgotten about it. Either he forced it out of his mind in a post-murderous psychotic break, or merely lost it from shock.

      But I was now leaning toward thinking that Jack had it right. Tim was too in love with Susan to have ever wanted to hurt her.

      “You were right about Roger, by the way. He was stalking her.”

      “It makes me sick,” he said, followed by a weak cough.

      I decided not to point out for the millionth time the hypocrisy of his criticizing other people for stalking Susan.

      “And you were right about Michael too. He did have an affair with her.”

      “I know. Can you do me a favor, Tiffany?”

      “What?” I asked, expecting him to request a glass of water, or perhaps to grab him something from the store.

      “If you find out who killed her, can you tell me before the cops?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “So I can kill them!”

      I stood up and backed away from him.

      “I don’t think I’m going to do that, Tim. I work in support of the justice system, not in place of it. Is there anything else you can tell me about Susan? Or is there anyone who may have wanted her dead?”

      “I can’t believe anyone could ever have wanted her dead,” he said sadly. “She was the best girl in the world. The best.”

      Tim looked like he was about to fall asleep in the chair, and I didn’t think he was going to tell me anything else of interest. But at least I now knew where he was, and I could let Jack know.

      “If you feel any sicker, call for an ambulance, okay?”

      “I’m fine… I’m fine. Just leave me be. If you’re not going to help me kill whoever it was that took Susan from me, just go.”

      So I did. I left the house and placed the door key back under the flower pot where I found it. If Jack wanted to check on him later, he could let himself in using the same method.

      With one minor mystery solved, it was time to move onto other things.

      Next on my agenda, I was going to have a second attempt at something I had so far failed at: a proper conversation with Roger. At least now I had some leverage.

      Thanks to Ian breaking into his computer, I now knew where he worked. He had a job at a large retailer just a few miles away.

      I parked outside, walked in, and began pacing up and down the aisles until I spotted him. He was in the middle of restocking canned tomatoes when I found him.

      Before approaching him, I glanced up toward the ceiling and confirmed that there were security cameras pointed our way. Just in case.

      “Excuse me?” I called as I walked toward him. He looked up with an irritated frown on his face, one that turned even darker when he saw it was me, rather than just an annoying customer.

      “You again? I’ve got nothing to say to you. Get out of here.”

      “No? Well, I’ve got something of yours.”

      His eyes narrowed and his expression became even fiercer. “Did you break into my house?”

      “Not me. But a friend did. I’ve got your computer, and all your phones.”

      “I’m calling the police. Right now. You’re a criminal.” But he didn’t move despite his threat. He just stood there, holding a can of tomatoes in a vaguely threatening manner. I didn’t think he would do anything violent in the middle of the day while at work. But I was ready to turn and flee in case he did.

      “Yeah? And do you want to show them how you were cyberstalking Susan? How you had access to all of her accounts? And what about the cell phones? Do you want to show them to the police as well? The ones you were using to harass Michael and others? Maybe we should all go down to the police station together and show them your little collection.”

      He stared at me with his pale eyes for several seconds before striking back.

      “Yeah? Or maybe the story goes like this: you broke into my house, stole my stuff, and then tampered with it. Planted evidence to make me look bad. What about that for a story, huh?”

      I wondered if he could really get away with something like that. I didn’t think he could, but it was still a risk. I decided to play to his humanity, in case he really did care about Susan.

      “Look, you cared about Susan, yeah?”

      “Of course I did. She was the only one I ever loved.”

      “Then we’re on the same team. I’m just trying to find out what happened to her. Let’s just have a little chat, and you’ll get your stuff back without the police ever being involved. Deal?”

      “Fine. Deal. For now.” He stared at me for several seconds. “What do you want to know?”

      “What were you doing with Susan’s accounts? What were you hoping to achieve? It just makes you look really, really suspicious.”

      “I was trying to understand her. That’s all. I hoped that I could really get inside her mind, and figure out what she wanted. How I could be the perfect man for her. She loved me once, but why not now?

      “I wanted to show her that I was interested in the same things as her—so I showed up at the same places that she went to. I wanted to find out what she was thinking, so I could be the person she wanted, that she needed. Everything I did was for her. But now she’s gone. Someone killed her, and now I’m going to kill them.”

      His last sentence had such a menacing air to it I involuntarily backed up. I believed she really did want to kill someone. I was having quite a morning of it—in less than an hour, two different men had openly told me that they intended to commit a murder, just as soon as they could figure out who it was exactly they wanted to kill.

      “But you don’t know who did it.”

      “Not yet. But I will. I’ll figure it out.”

      “If you want to figure it out so much, then why not help me? Why are you being so hostile?”

      “Because if you figure it out, I won’t be able to kill them, will I?”

      He said it in such a matter-of-fact tone it was hard to believe he was actually talking about murdering someone. It was clearly something he’d given a lot of thought to since Susan’s death.

      “Would you rather they got away with it altogether?”

      “No, I want to kill them.”

      “But if you can’t find out who it is, they’ll just get away with it.”

      Roger sized me up.

      “Do you think you will catch them?”

      I could see the gears working in his head. He was thinking that if I did figure out who it was, maybe he would get a chance at them before the cops did. But that was a risk I was willing to take.

      “Some people think I have a knack for it. I’ve actually caught quite a few killers in the past. More than a few, in fact.”

      “Okay. If I think of anything, I’ll let you know.”

      “Good. Do you have any idea who it could have been?”

      “Not yet. I thought it might be Tim, but he loved her as much as I did. I don’t think he could’ve killed her.”

      “Okay, if you think of anything, or if you find any new information, let me know?”

      “Yeah,” he said gruffly. “But I want my stuff back. Bring it to my house later.”

      Yeah, I wasn’t going to do that. I already knew he had a doorbell camera. What else might he be recording? He was going to get his stuff back, but it wasn’t going to be me who handed it over. I had enough on my plate without having to fight off a burglary charge.

      “You’ll get it back soon. I’ll make sure of that.”

      “I better,” he said bitterly.

      “Thanks for at least talking to me this time, Roger.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said sarcastically. “Actually, there is one person you should look into. I’ve got my suspicions about them.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Kay. She was always so jealous of Susan. I don’t know if it would make her angry enough to kill her, but you should check her out. I didn’t find anything, but if you’re so good at this investigating business, maybe you’ll have more luck.”

      “Thanks for that. Have a good day at work.”

      I left Roger stacking cans of tomatoes and headed back to my car. It was interesting that he brought up Kay.

      While I had considered her as a suspect, I hadn’t dug into her too much yet. That would have to change soon.
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      After receiving Roger’s dubious assurance of assistance, I headed home. Not my apartment, but home home.

      When I arrived, I found what looked like a bomb scene, or at least the aftermath of one. Not the deadly explosive kind, but more of a food and kitchen utensil explosion.

      The kitchen was filled with the debris of what seemed to be an epic cooking session. In the middle of it, causing most of the mayhem, was Nanna, bouncing around from stove to counter to refrigerator and back again. Mom, meanwhile, was sitting calmly at the kitchen table, ignoring Hurricane Nanna.

      Propped up on the counter near three large and messy mixing bowls was a tablet, with Michael’s cheery voice chattering away with his trademark flowery language. In between clatters and bangs from Nanna, I caught a few words from the Italian chef. He was giving the closing comments at the end of an instructional video.

      “Hi. What’s going on?” I said, looking at the devastation.

      “I’ve been cooking,” said Nanna proudly. “Michael really is a good teacher.”

      I remembered being in his spotless kitchen at his home, without even a drop of sauce on the counters, while he moved around the kitchen with the grace of a dancer.

      “I see you’ve put your own take on his techniques.”

      “I have to a little bit. Of course my ingredients came from the supermarket, but all of his came from his garden. Even his canned stuff is stuff he did himself.”

      “It smells very nice, though,” said Mom, finally perking up. “What is it that you’ve made for us?”

      “Cannelloni. All of it prepared fresh. I even rolled the pasta myself.” On the countertops I could still see a generous dusting of flour and bits of stuck-on dough which proved she was telling the truth.

      “No more store-bought pasta from now on, then?” I asked.

      “Oh no, never again.”

      I doubted that very much. I suspected that once Nana realized how much cleaning up there was, her enthusiasm for Michael’s cooking videos might wane somewhat. She would probably become more of a viewer than an active follower.

      “Hey, Mom, Nanna, I was wondering… Is there any way I could actually be related to Ian?”

      “To Ian? They both said puzzled. “Why would you think that? He’s nothing like you.”

      “I know he isn’t. But his cousin is. She really is the spitting image of me. You should see her.”

      The women were silent in thought for a moment.

      “I did have an uncle who disappeared,” said Nanna finally. “What are her grandparents’ names?”

      “I don’t know. So you’re saying it’s possible?”

      “Anything’s possible, dear. Everyone’s related if you go back far enough, aren’t they?”

      “I suppose so,” I said reluctantly. “She really does look a lot like me, though.”

      “Right. Ready to eat?”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” I said with a grin.

      The three of us sat down to lunch, and I had to hand it to Nanna, the food was exceptional. Even if Michael did use ingredients he handpicked from his own garden, I couldn’t believe it would be much better than what Nanna had managed to concoct.

      “You’ve outdone yourself, Nanna. This really is delicious.”

      “Good. You’ll have to have another plate then, Tiffany. There’s lots left over.”

      “I’m stuffed—I really am. But maybe I could take a plate to Ian? He’s looking after his cousin’s demonic daughter in her office, and I’m sure he’d appreciate it.”

      “Then I’ll fix him a plate. Just you wait right there.”

      “Thanks for that,” I said when Nanna finally handed the foil-covered plate over. “I better take this to him before it gets cold.”

      “Have a good day,” said Mom.

      “And good luck with your murder!” called Nanna after her.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at Amber’s office, she pointed me into the back. While she gestured at me, she kept her phone pressed against her ear, nodding into it and making agreeable sounds to whoever she was talking to while her fingers tapped away at her computer.

      Holding the foil-covered plate in front of me, I walked into the back room of the office. It was one part legal library and one part daycare.

      One wall of the room was lined with bookshelves, but only the high up shelves—above toddler-height—actually had books on them. All of the lower shelves had been left completely bare.

      The reason for that decorative decision was sleeping soundly in a crib on the opposite side of the room. In contrast to the mini-law-library, the opposite wall was decorated with pictures of animals and alphabet letters. On the floor was a big play mat and several different kinds of toys. It looked like Ian had been having an interspecies tea party with young Angel and a diverse selection of dolls, both human and animal.

      Ian himself was sitting in a chair next to a regular wooden table, looking tired but not overly distressed this time.

      “How’s it going? Want some lunch?”

      “It’s going…” he glanced over at the sleeping child “… surprisingly well. Knock on wood.” He rapped his knuckles on the table.

      “Glad to hear it. Nanna’s been watching Italian Michael videos on YouTube, and she’s cooked us up some cannelloni. I brought you a plate. It’s really good.”

      “Yeah? You’ve been having fun without me.”

      “You could say that. I’ve also been to see Tim and Roger this morning.” I went on to fill Ian in on everything that had transpired since I’d last seen him, while he ate Nanna’s home-cooked lunch.

      When he’d finished, he sat back in his chair, a satisfied smile on his face. “What’s next then?”

      “I’m going to go and talk to Kay again. Roger kind of hinted that he had his suspicions about her. I’m not exactly sure why though.”

      “She did get that promotion because of what happened,” Ian pointed out. “The one she always wanted.”

      “I know. I’m definitely going to keep that in mind. Do you want to come?”

      Ian glanced over again at the sleeping toddler in the crib.

      “I would, but I think Amber needs me today.”

      I wasn’t sure if I entirely believed him this time. But I wasn’t going to pull him away from his niece.

      “Okay then. Have a nice time with Angel.”

      “I will,” he said.

      And I actually thought he would.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at the human resources department, Brenda was sitting at her desk, looking engaged in her work, a slight smile on her face. I assumed it was the aftereffect of her recent promotion.

      “Hi. How’s it going?” I said when she noticed my presence.

      “Great!” As soon as she finished speaking, she turned back to her computer, pretty much dismissing me.

      “I won’t bother you anymore,” I said. She turned and gave me another smile, before returning straight back to work.

      I walked over to the manager’s office formerly occupied by Tim. Soon it would officially be Kay’s—if she actually took the job Jack was offering her.

      On the face of the door, Tim’s nameplate had been removed, and there was a slightly lighter-colored rectangle of wood where it had been affixed. There was no replacement sign yet.

      I gently pushed the door open. Kay, like Brenda, looked busy. On her desk was a stack of papers, she was holding a phone against her ear, and staring intently at the computer screen. When she saw the door swing all the way open, she put the phone down on the desk for a second.

      “Hi. Just give me a minute, and I’ll be right with you.”

      I hovered by the door, not quite sure what to do. I pulled out my phone and pretended to look at it, but I wasn’t really.

      While I was standing there, waiting for her to finish whatever task she was working on, I noticed how much Kay was typing on her computer. It made me think—I’d seen both Roger and Michael’s computers and gotten a lot of information out of them, but I hadn’t seen anything of Kay’s. Everything I knew about her came from us talking to each other, or what other people had told me. I hadn’t found out anything about Kay myself through actual sleuthing.

      She at least looked efficient at her job. A job she wouldn’t be doing if both Susan and Tim hadn’t been moved out of the picture. Kay told me herself that Tim would’ve recommended Susan to replace him if he ever moved on. But now that wouldn’t be happening.

      Kay finally hung up the phone, lifted her hands up from the keyboard, and pushed her chair back as if giving herself room to breathe.

      “Hi, Tiffany. How’s it going?”

      “Oh, you know. Making progress. At least I think I am. I was wondering, did you know that Susan was planning to leave?”

      Kay gave me a quizzical look.

      “Leave? Susan? I don’t think so.”

      “Really? She was going to try and become a full-time novelist. You told me she wrote books, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. I knew about the books. I didn’t know she was planning to give it a go full-time though.” Kay breathed out a sad sigh. “So if she left just a little bit sooner, she wouldn’t have died.”

      “That’s right.” It was interesting that Kay didn’t know Susan was leaving. If she had been under the assumption Susan wasn’t going anywhere, then Kay would’ve assumed that Tim would recommend Susan, and not her, for his position if he ever left.

      “Want a muffin? We’ve got too many today.”

      Kay passed a plastic box over to my side of the desk. I opened it up and took one out.

      “These look nice.” I had selected a chocolate chip one. “Did you make them?”

      Kay laughed. “Of course not. Brenda brought them in. You know who made them.”

      “It must be nice having all this yummy food all the time.”

      “It is, actually. I almost think of it as one of the perks of the job.”

      “Speaking of that, last time we met you told me you were taking a job at another casino. But you’ve decided to take Jack’s offer instead?”

      “I’m still considering it. I first accepted Jack’s offer, and then I told the other place that I wouldn’t be going to work there. But then they upped their offer again. By a lot. With added perks too—platinum health insurance. So now I’m considering what to do again. I wonder if the Tremonte will match that offer.”

      “Wow. Things seem to be going well for you. And all of this happened because Susan died, hasn’t it? Tim’s job wouldn’t have come up otherwise.”

      I didn’t feel good about being so direct, but I really wanted to get a read on how she would react. I don’t like upsetting people, but sometimes you have to ask questions that you know the receiver isn’t going to love.

      “It became possible because I’m good at my job, I’ve worked hard to improve my qualifications, and I’ve spent time networking. I did all of that while Susan was very much alive. As you know, I got my other offer before what happened at the party.”

      “But you really wanted to stay at the Tremonte, didn’t you?”

      “I did—until I saw what else was out there. Then I realized how underappreciated I’ve been here. I realized I was worth a lot more. I’d been underselling myself. I decided to take control of my own fortune, and I got out there and looked for better jobs. The fact that I’ve been offered one here now, as well, is just an unfortunate coincidence. I was on my way up either way.”

      “Is there anyone else who benefited from Susan’s death?”

      “Benefitted? You know, it’s not a very nice thought, to think about benefitting from anyone’s death. But I suppose, in a way, Brenda did too. She’s been moved up to what was previously Susan’s position. But then again, she probably would’ve got an equivalent position anyway if I left. There would have been a slot open for her to get moved up into.”

      “So whether Susan died or not wouldn’t really have made any difference for Brenda?”

      “Right. It didn’t impact Brenda in any way. Maybe it just adjusted the timing of it all by a few weeks, or a couple of months, but it’s not like she gained some big advantage.”

      But Brenda may not have been motivated by wanting to improve her position. She had another good motive: revenge for Susan having an affair with Michael. Although that happened months in the past, maybe she bided her time so it would look less suspicious.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Brenda, out in the main office. She was sitting there, typing away, a soft smile still playing on her lips. Was she really all there, mentally? People didn’t normally smile all the time like that, did they? Unless they were really pleased about being promoted.

      I sighed. I felt like my investigation was stalling again.

      “What did you think of Roger, Susan’s ex-husband?”

      “Roger? Oh, I never liked him. He used to be a bit of a charmer, at least, but he got worse and worse as the years went by. Now he’s just mean, from what I’ve seen.”

      I wondered what she would think if she knew he was keeping a file on her on his computer.

      “Thanks for your time again, Kay. Sorry if some of my questions were a bit, you know, rude.”

      “That’s okay. Sometimes you have to ask the hard questions, right?”

      “You do.”

      Kay’s telephone rang again, and with an apologetic smile, she picked it up, sending me on my way.

      Outside, Brenda was still working away at her computer.

      Tap, tap, tap.
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      I headed out into the main office.

      “Brenda? Could I talk to you for a minute?”

      She turned to me, the same soft smile still sealed in place on her lips. “Give me five minutes, if you don’t mind. You can wait in there.” She nodded toward the break room.

      Still clutching the muffin I had taken from Kay, I did as Brenda suggested. The break room was a small, not particularly exciting area. There was a brown plastic table with four matching chairs around it, a small kitchen area with a sink, a microwave, a coffeemaker, and a large refrigerator. Apart from that, there was a small window at the end of the room, a wall of cupboards, and not a lot else.

      I pulled one of the brown plastic chairs out from under the table and sat down, and began to eat the muffin. My phone buzzed as I received a message.

      I looked at it, hoping it would be some kind of break. It wasn’t. It was Nanna.

      Let’s grow a garden and do this next year!

      She linked me to one of Michael’s videos. With nothing better to do, I pressed play and almost immediately zoned out when Michael’s voice began to come out of the phone as he canned some tomatoes. Idly, I wondered if they were the tomatoes that Nanna had picked when we visited him.

      I sat back in the chair, thinking about Brenda. How would she have felt when she found out about Michael and Susan’s fling? Not good, I imagined.

      On the screen, Michael was standing in front of a small pyramid of jars that he had filled with various things harvested from his garden.

      “And that’s how you keep your vegetables right through the winter season. Join me again next time when we’ll start to get into the exciting world of vinegar. I just know you’re going to love it. Ciao!”

      “I’m here!” said Brenda as she walked in. “I haven’t had a break since lunch!” She pulled out the chair opposite me and sat down.

      “You must be excited about your promotion.”

      She leaned forward. “Oh, yes, it’s really exciting. I’m so pleased. Who knows where it’s going to lead? I could even be the human resources manager one day!”

      “I’m sure you can do anything you set your mind to.” I wanted to make her feel good, since I was about to ask some awkward questions. I hated to do it, but it’s part of the job. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I’ve got to investigate every avenue.”

      “Ask me what?” she said with a furrowed brow. “But go ahead. I know you’re just doing your job.”

      “I wanted to ask about Michael. And Susan.”

      “Oh,” she said in disappointment. “I don’t want to talk about that.”

      “I know it’s difficult. But I wonder if you could tell me what exactly happened there? And how did you feel—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it!” Brenda stood up and slapped her hands down on the table. “You should keep your nose out of it. It’s nothing to do with your investigation. You just want to gossip, don’t you?”

      “No! Not at all. I don’t even like—”

      “Susan was selfish, narcissistic, and greedy. Sure, she prettied up good, but it was lipstick on a pig. She was selfish. She didn’t care who she hurt, as long as she got what she wanted. Well, I guess she learned her lesson. You reap what you sow.”

      I was taken aback by the sudden turn in Brenda’s demeanor. From what Michael had told me, Brenda was upset, but had forgiven him. The Brenda I was seeing now did not look like the forgiving type. Nor the forgetful type, either.

      “Brenda, I didn’t mean to upset you. I was just trying to—”

      “Well, you have! You have upset me. I tried to forget about all of that. I did—I tried to forget about it all. But you just had to bring it up, didn’t you? I’ve had enough of you. Get out of our office. We’re trying to do serious work in here.”

      “Okay, okay,” I said, rising to my feet with my hands held out in front of me, half to calm her and half to defend myself in case she decided to swing at me. “I didn’t want any trouble.”

      There was still half of the muffin on the table when I left. I gave it a final sad glance.

      “Out!”

      “I’m going, I’m going.”

      “You’d better be.”

      When I exited the HR office, Brenda walked right up to the usually open door and slammed it shut in my face.

      I stood there, staring at the closed door. I was in a mild state of shock. Although I’d known about Michael and Susan’s affair for some time, I had no idea it would set Brenda off that much. She clearly wasn’t over it in the slightest and still resented Susan, even though she was dead.

      How had she worked alongside her while she was alive? There must have been repressed anger there, hidden just beneath the surface the entire time.

      It had to have been her. I could see it now, her slipping some kind of botulism powder or however it came onto Susan’s food to rid herself of her once and for all.

      The problem was, I needed to find some kind of evidence. Thanks to Brad, and his ‘gifts’ the night before, I had an idea.

      I pulled out my phone and dialed a number.

      “Jack? It’s me, Tiffany. Can you do me a favor? I need to get access to the HR department’s computers…”
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      Helpful as always, Jack made the necessary arrangements for me to visit the IT department and get remote access to the HR computers.

      The computer people’s office was one floor up from HR, and theirs was in a dark corner of the building, without seemingly any outside lighting.

      “You Tiffany?” said a man with a bushy beard and horn-rimmed glasses when I arrived.

      “That’s me!”

      “Wade. Follow me.” He made a beckoning motion my way, as if encouraging a cat.

      Inside the den—I mean office—there seemed to be just one other person working. Wade’s coworkers was a red-haired lady who had big headphones over her head, and she was completely oblivious to my presence.

      Wade took me to a computer at the back of the lair and pointed at the screen.

      “If you look here, you can see I’ve set it up so that you can access each of the HR computers. It’s not actually their computers; it’s just a copy of the data from the most recent backup. They won’t know you’re looking. Each one has been labeled here with the owner’s name. There’s Tim, Kay, Brenda, Susan, and temp. That last one is for the computer they use for the office temps. If you click on any of them, it will be like you’re using their computer yourself.”

      “Thank you very much.”

      “Are you sure you can manage?”

      “Yes, I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

      Wade took a few steps back and then stopped, looking on for several seconds as if to make sure I could operate a mouse or locate the computer’s monitor.

      “I’m fine,” I said over my shoulder. He left.

      After my recent encounter, there was only one person’s computer habits I wanted to examine right then.

      I selected Brenda’s computer, and then fired up her internet browser. I clicked onto her browser history to see what kinds of sites she’d been looking at recently. It didn’t take long. It only went back three days. She’d wiped it.

      “Darn it,” I said under my breath.

      As quick as a flash, Wade was back again. “What have you done? What’s the matter?”

      “I haven’t done anything. I wanted to check her browser history, but she deleted it three days ago. It’s all gone.”

      “Oh. No, it isn’t. I can restore a backup for you. Let’s see… three days ago… excuse me.”

      I slid my chair to the side so that he could gain access to the keyboard and mouse. Wade tapped away, pulling up windows and minimizing them again at a rapid pace.

      “Here you go. I restored the browser history going back over the last twenty-four months. If you need further, let me know, and I’ll pull some older backups from our off-site storage facility.”

      “That won’t be necessary. Thanks, Wade. Now let me see…”

      I scrolled back through her browser history. It looked like she was into online shopping, celebrity gossip websites, and… botulism!

      And she hadn’t just searched for botulism once, but more than a dozen times, most of them from well before Susan had died.

      Botulism danger.

      Botulism death rate.

      How to catch botulism.

      Biggest cause of botulism.

      How to grow botulism.

      Botulism and canning.

      Deadliest strain of botulism.

      I clicked on the entry for botulism and canning, accessed at 1:23 pm three weeks before Susan had died. A moment later, I could see the purple link that Brenda had chosen from the search results, and I clicked through.

      It revealed a website about canning, and this specific page was about one of the deadliest dangers in the business—accidentally growing botulism in your freshly canned vegetables.

      “So that’s how she did it,” I said under my breath. She had cultivated a deadly strain of botulism using Michael’s canning supplies, and then used it to contaminate her coworker’s food. She must’ve given Susan a big dose early that day, or possibly even the day before since botulism took some time to take effect. And then another megadose on the night of the party. But why did she poison Tim?

      I tapped my fingers on the desk, and then I remembered something. On the night of the party, I had seen Tim lifting food straight off of Susan’s plate, without any complaint from her. It was clearly something he did regularly. He must have just got caught in the crossfire. When Brenda tried to poison Susan, she got Tim as well.

      So that was it. Brenda killed Susan out of a deep-seated desire for revenge. The fact that she got a quicker promotion out of it was a happy accident. The only problem was, I didn’t have any actual physical proof yet beyond her internet searches. But I knew just where to get it.

      “Thanks for the help,” I said to Wade on my way out. The redhead was still zoned out.

      “I can get you more backups if you want! And show you how to do a deep search on the computers, and…”

      I rushed out the door and hurried downstairs to the parking lot where I’d left the Benz I was borrowing from Jack.

      I hopped in and screeched out of the lot. Brenda would be finishing work in another hour or so, and I wanted to clear this all up before she did.

      After borrowing the car, I had connected my phone to the car’s stereo system so I could make and receive calls hands-free. It was something I couldn’t do in my old Honda. While I was driving, I received a call from Ian.

      “Tiffany, I need to see you!”

      “Sorry, Ian, not now. I’ve got to get to Brenda and Michael’s house. I think I’ve cracked it!”

      Ian showed no interest in his supposed part-time job as a private detective’s assistant.

      “But it’s about me and Sally. I thin—”

      “I’m sorry, Ian, but I can’t deal with it right now. We’ll talk later, okay? Just give me a couple of hours.”

      “But—” I pressed the disconnect call button on the steering wheel. Talk about convenient.

      When I arrived at the house, I went to the trunk of the car and removed Michael’s computer and phone from where I’d stored them earlier. I was going to use them as a peace offering. While I was wary of giving Roger’s back due to his propensity for secretive recordings, I thought Michael would be less likely to film the process and have me arrested for thievery.

      I rang the doorbell and waited. When he arrived at the door, his mouth erupted in the welcoming smile. As before, he was wearing an apron over his elegant-looking clothes and must have been in the middle of cooking.

      “What a pleasure! I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “I know. Can I come in? I need to talk to you about something.”

      Michael’s eyes flicked down to what I was holding in my hand.

      “What’s that?” he asked, the warmth in his voice dropping a few degrees.

      “Here,” I said, passing them over. “I’m sorry to say that Tremonte’s resident thief stole them from you. But I’m here to return them on his behalf.”

      “How did you… How did he…”

      “You don’t want to know. But I got them back for you.”

      “Then I guess thanks are in order. Come on in. I’ve got something on the burner.”

      I followed Michael inside, back toward the kitchen that Nanna and I had eaten in last time.

      “What are you cooking?” I asked pointing toward the burner.

      “Ahh! This is a very special soup. A very special one, indeed. It’s called vichyssoise, and it’s a cold potato soup.”

      “It doesn’t look cold to me,” I said with a laugh.

      “Quite. This one isn’t ready. In fact, you must try some. I’ve got some already chilling.”

      “I don’t want to put you to any trouble. I just want—”

      “Oh, it won’t be any trouble. Not any trouble at all. You just wait right there. I won’t take no for an answer!”

      Michael hummed to himself as he walked over to the refrigerator. He pulled the door open and then crouched down, rummaging around at the back. He pulled out a plastic container and carried it back to the central island.

      “This is one of the finest soups you’ll ever taste. Absolutely delightful.” He opened a cupboard under the island and pulled out a bowl, and then poured about half the contents of the container into it.

      “And it just needs a little salt to bring out the flavors.” He crouched down again and removed another small container, took off the lid, grabbed a generous pinch from inside, and sprinkled the white granules all over the top of the bowl. “And let me just give it a stir to meld the flavors for you…” He grabbed a spoon from a drawer, gave the soup a stir, and then presented the bowl to me.

      “You must tell me what you think. I’m going to record the video for this one tomorrow, and I think it’s going to be very popular. At least among our local viewers—is there anything better than a cold soup in a hot desert climate?”

      “It sounds great. Thanks,” I said, and walked over to the table and set the bowl down. “Have you got a moment to join me?”

      “I will be with you in just two minutes. Let me just finish this off, and get cleaned up.”

      Guiltily, I sat down and began to eat the soup. It didn’t seem right to be eating a man’s food just before I was going to accuse his fiancée of murder. But he had insisted.

      I spooned a mouthful, and it wasn’t as good as I was expecting. It was a potato-based soup, and it tasted pretty bland to me. Even with the salt, it tasted as dull as its gray color suggested. It really could have done with a good dose of black pepper in my opinion, and another even bigger pinch of salt. Maybe some hot sauce too. But I didn’t like to criticize. Free food was free food, after all.

      In the kitchen, Michael turned off his burner and moved the soup he had been cooking into another container. Then he took the stockpot off the sink and filled it up with water. Next, he washed his hands, dried them off on a towel, and finally came over to join me.

      “Sorry about that. I must seem frightfully rude. But I didn’t know you were coming, so I needed just a moment to finish cleaning up.”

      “Oh no, it’s my fault. I should have called.”

      “How’s the soup?”

      “Wonderful. It’s very… subtle. You can really taste the potatoes, though.”

      Truth be told, I’d only eaten three mouthfuls and I didn’t really want to eat many more. The bowl was still nearly full, though. I ate another big mouthful and smiled up at him.

      “So! To what do I owe the pleasure this time?”

      There was no easy to say what needed to be said, so I gave it to him straight.

      “I’m really sorry to say this, Michael, but I think Brenda may have been the one who killed Susan.”

      Michael stared at me and his mouth fell open while he raised both his hands up to his cheeks in a perfect expression of shock. As the sleeve of his left wrist slid down slightly, it revealed a beautiful gold watch.

      “Brenda? My Brenda? My light, my life, my flower? A killer? A murderess? No! It can’t be. You must be mistaken. You must!”

      “I’m afraid not. I found evidence on her computer. She’s been searching about botulism for weeks. What it was, how it grows, the most poisonous strains, and most importantly—how to cultivate it.”

      “To cultivate it? Botulism? Who would want to do such a thing? In fact, it’s one of the key things we try to avoid when we’re canning anything, I have to…” He trailed off, and he fixed me with an imploring look.

      “I think she used your canning supplies in order to grow the botulism.”

      “I just can’t believe it. I just can’t…” Michael slowly lowered his hands back down to the table.

      “It’s a bitter pill to swallow, Michael. I know.” I reached over and gently clasped both my hands on top of one of his. He gave me a grateful smile in response.

      “It is impossible to believe,” he said. “She is my love, the one I took lunch for every day. To think that at work she…”

      His voice trailed off and my head began to throb. Through it all, I remembered something.

      “The time logs,” I said. “1:23 pm and thereabouts. All those searches were done during Brenda’s lunch break. She would usually have lunch in the break room—so her computer wasn’t being used. Unless someone came back to use it.”

      Michael grinned at me. “Exactly. I knew you’d figure it out.”

      I frowned. “It was you. It was you doing those searches on Brenda’s computer. You were too clever and tech-savvy to use your own devices, so you’d use Brenda’s work computer. You’d excuse yourself from the break room for a few moments, and do your poison research.”

      My head throbbed some more, and Michael nodded with apparent pride. “Of course. But I had no idea you would find that search history. I thought I deleted it all.”

      The shock of what he’d told me made me woozy. I had to struggle to even keep my eyes open.

      “Are you feeling tired?” he asked me with fake concern. “That would be the salt. Or rather, the sedative. I’m impressed with how much of that soup you managed to force down. It must have tasted awful. But then, you’re almost as polite as I am, aren’t you?”

      “You put a sedative in my potato soup?”

      “Potato soup? More like botulism soup.” Michael laughed and sat back in his chair. “That won’t be a recipe I’ll be sharing with my channel though. I don’t think people would really like that one. While most of my subscribers are idiots, they earn me money. And an idiot’s money is just as good as anyone else’s.”

      “But why kill Susan?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Michael tapped his wrist, his fingers bouncing off the glass face of his watch. Then he waved his arm behind him. “For this. All of this. Brenda has a steady job, but it didn’t pay enough. She needed a promotion. As far as I could see, no one in the office was going anywhere. So I had to move one of them along.”

      “You killed Susan just so Brenda would get a promotion?”

      “That’s right. I knew Kay was leaving, so I figured either Susan or Brenda would be moved into her position. The problem was Tim. He would have chosen Susan over Brenda in an instant. I couldn’t have that. Him turning out to be a stalker was an added bonus. With him gone, Brenda’s really going to work her way up the ladder quickly, don’t you think?”

      “No! You’re not going to get away with this. You can’t!”

      I shook my head to try and clear some of the wooziness from it, but the shaking just made me feel like I had downed half a bottle of scotch. I clung onto the table to try and study my head.

      “I can assure you—you’re not going to stop me. You’ve just had a generous dose of a strong sedative, and a megadose of botulism. I’ll tell you what’s going to happen: in a few minutes you’re going to fall asleep. Then, I’m going to drag you out of here by your hair and throw you in my canning shed. Brenda never goes in there. Then, slowly, the botulism will kick in. You’ll be dead before you even awaken from the sedative. Nice and simple. Eventually, I’ll compost you down and you’ll go on to feed my garden. It’s a good plan, don’t you think?”

      “No… I don’t… think…” My head had already started to feel fuzzy. I had to save myself—and fast.

      I stuck my hand in my bag and pulled out my cell phone, slapping it down on the table. I tried to turn it on, but my fingers kept fumbling with the switch.

      “Let me help you.”

      Michael reached across the table, picked up my phone, and then placed it into his apron pocket.

      “That’s not… helping…” I said, my words slurring as they came out of my mouth.

      “It’s helping me,” said Michael with a chuckle. “Now, why don’t you just put your head down and go to sleep?”

      “I don’t like that… plan,” I said. I dug my fingers into my palms, trying to fight the effects of the sedative. I pushed my nails into my palm so hard I think they almost bled. A surge of adrenaline poured through me. He wasn’t going to beat me. Or if he was, I was at least going to take him down with me.

      “Michael, come here,” I said, leaning forward toward him across the table, beckoning him with my hand.

      With an amused and curious smile, he leaned toward me. “Yes?”

      While his mouth was still open, I used the adrenaline spike to shove my hand into the remains of my soup bowl, fill up my hand with the poisonous gloop, and shove it right into his mouth. I grabbed the back of his head with my other hand and pulled his face down into the bowl by his hair. I caught him by surprise and he hadn’t been ready. I didn’t have any more strength to fight him, so I stood up and put the entire weight of my body on the back of his head, collapsing on him and forcing his snout into the botulism bowl, hoping it would go into his mouth and nose and eyes and anywhere else. If he was going to feed me botulism, he could have a hefty dose of it himself.

      He stuck out an arm, grabbed the side of the table, and yanked. The table lifted up in the air and the soup bowl slid away, and so did I. Twisting his torso, Michael escaped me, and I fell back onto my chair, a stupid, satisfied smile on my face.

      “That’s toxic!” he yelled at me. “Toxic! You’ve just poisoned me!”

      “Good.”

      “Tiffany!” called a distant voice from the kitchen doorway.

      “…Ian?

      “I can’t believe you hung up on me! I needed to talk to you about Sally. She and I—”

      “Ian!” I tried to yell. It came out more as a slurred, plaintive cry instead of a desperate warning.

      Nevertheless, it was enough to get his attention. Ian looked around and his eyes locked on Michael. He had stood up and was now holding a large rolling pin and walking toward Ian, who was oblivious to the danger he was in.

      “Did I interrupt one of your videos? I’m sorry, but I really need to talk to Tiffany. I need her advice, and… What are you doing!?” Ian jumped back as Michael swung the rolling pin at his head.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt, but don’t you think you’re going a bit overboard?” Ian dodged again as Michael swung at him with another wild fling of his arms.

      “Tiffany! What’s going on? Why is he attacking me?”

      “He’s… the killer,” I finally managed to force out.

      “Killer?” said Ian, confused, his mind clearly still on Sally rather than the murderer who was trying to do him in at that very moment.

      “Watch out,” I told him.

      Ian backed away from Michael, who continued to take threatening steps toward him. Ian, walking backward, made his way around the central island. He turned his head left and right as if looking for something. There was a large block of knives, but it was at the other end of the island, where Michael now stood. But on Ian’s right was the sink, which currently held a pot full of water. He picked it up and threw the contents of it into Michael’s face.

      “Get back! Leave me alone!”

      “No,” said Michael harshly. He used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe his face off, and then raised his rolling pin back in the air. Ian held the empty pot in front of him like a shield. Michael came toward him, swinging the rolling pin again, and this time Ian blocked it with the pot. He followed it up with a jab to Michael’s chin with the bottom edge of the pot. The impact sent Michael staggering backward. Ian hurried around the island to the table where I was.

      “Are you okay, Tiffany?”

      “No. He’s trying… to kill us. Watch out.”

      Ian turned to look back at Michael, who had now recovered from the blow and was coming back toward him. As before, Ian slowly backed away, until Michael was between me and him. The Italian chef went for another big hit with his rolling pin, and Ian managed to block it again. He didn’t succeed in a riposte this time.

      If we were going to get out of this, Ian needed my help. Summoning up all my energy, I made one last valiant effort. I forced myself to my feet, grabbed the soup bowl again, and using all my remaining strength flung it straight at Michael’s head. I fell to the ground as the shattered fragments of the bowl showered down on top of me.

      “Agh!” shouted Michael, swinging his hands up to clutch at his head. Unfortunately for him, he was still carrying the rolling pin, and he smacked his already battered cranium hard with the heavy wooden kitchen implement. “Oh!”

      Michael fell to his knees in front of me. Completely spent, all I could do was lie on the ground and stare.

      Not missing the opportunity, Ian swung the stockpot by one handle, bringing it crashing down on Michael’s head for a third staggering blow that landed with a wicked clunk.

      “Take that!” yelled Ian triumphantly.

      Michael finally toppled over from his kneeling position, and ended up lying on the floor, groaning, in the fetal position in front of me.

      “That’s what happens when you mess with Ian and Tiffany!”

      “Ian, call an ambulance. Now. I’ve been poisoned… botulism…”

      Ian’s eyebrows shot up, and he let go of the cooking pan, letting it fall and land on Michael’s head for a fourth punitive whack. He dug out his cell phone and dialed 911.

      I closed my eyes to wait.

      But I didn’t wake up.
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      When I finally did wake up, it was several days later, and it was in a hospital bed, much like the one Tim had been in.

      I don’t think I even realized I was awake until someone told me.

      “You’re up!” a voice rang in my ear.

      “Awake, awake, awake,” repeated another littler voice.

      I blinked. I was awake. Everything that happened immediately came crashing back to me. There was no slow recall of information—I remembered it all. Michael trying to kill me, and then Ian and I finally overcoming him.

      “I am,” I said in a croaky voice. “Water.”

      I turned my head to the side and could see Ian standing up to pour me a glass from a pitcher by the side of the bed. Two little fists appeared on the bed in front of me, and a moment later a toddler was climbing into the bed. She sat across my stomach and stared at me.

      “Mama?” Then she shook her little head. “Not Mama.” She tilted her head and frowned. Then, she thrust her head right up against mine, as if really examining me to make sure I wasn’t actually her mother.

      “Angel! Get down!” said Ian, when he turned back around.

      “It’s okay. Leave her. She’s cute.”

      “If you’re sure. Oh, right, this thing goes up. Just a second.” Ian reached for the remote control hanging off the side of the bed, and a moment later there was a whirring noise as I settled into a seated position in the bed.

      “Here’s your water.”

      I took it with a shaky hand, supporting it with my other hand to make sure I didn’t spill it. I drank it down like it was nectar.

      “Thanks. I needed that. How long have I been here?”

      “Four days. We’ve been coming to see you every day. Haven’t we, Angel?”

      “Every day,” she repeated with a firm nod.

      “The botulism?” I asked. I wasn’t up to full sentences yet.

      “You got a good dose, but they caught it early. They pumped you full of… stuff… medical stuff… I don’t know the term. And you pulled through it. They say you’re going to be okay.”

      “And Michael?”

      “He’s here too. Handcuffed to a bed. He’ll be okay too, but he won’t be getting out into the world anytime soon. They’re arresting him for murder and three attempted murders.”

      “Good.” There was something about people who tried to kill me that really put me off them.

      “You wanted to talk about Sally.”

      “Did I? Oh, yes. Good news. I don’t need to talk to you about her anymore. Things are looking up. We’re talking every night now, sometimes for hours on end. She claims that we’re still not officially a couple again, yet, but I think it’s just a matter of time.”

      “That’s great. Parents? Cousin?”

      “Yes!” Ian’s face lit up. “They agreed! They’re not going to make me sign a prenuptial agreement when I decide to get married, and I’m getting control of my finances back next week. Everything’s been going great since you’ve been in hospital.”

      I tried to glare at him, but I couldn’t really pull it off. My facial muscles weren’t quite fully under my control again yet. “Glad to hear it.”

      “Great, great, great,” said Angel, patting my shoulder with each iteration.

      “Come on, Angel,” said Ian, picking her up off of me.

      I gave him a grateful smile.

      “We’ve got to get going. I’ve got to get her back to her mom’s for a pediatrician’s appointment. Isn’t that right, Angel?”

      She nodded solemnly at me. “Pediatrician,” she repeated perfectly.

      “Good job, Angel.”

      She clapped her little hands together. “Jood gob!”

      “She’s better with some words than others,” explained Ian. “I’m really glad to see you awake again, Tiffany. I’ll come back and see you again later. Now that you’re awake, it doesn’t feel like such a waste of time.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re a real charmer, Ian.”

      “Yes, that’s what Sally said.”

      “See you,” I said, waving.

      As soon as they were gone, I closed my eyes. The visit hadn’t been long, but it had been tiring.

      I think I dozed off, but not for long.

      “Hey, closet buddy. You awake?”

      “Just about,” I said, trying to focus my eyes. It took a moment, but then Brad came into view. The cheerful young thief was grinning at me.

      “We did it.”

      “We?” I asked, confused.

      “Yep. Thanks to me, you solved the case. They give you all the glory, but I don’t mind.”

      “I don’t feel glorious,” I complained.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of returning the phones and computers to where I found them. I got them out of your car. Nice ride, by the way.”

      “Not mine. It’s the Tremonte’s. But thanks. You were pretty helpful.”

      “I live to give,” he said with a chuckle.

      “And take,” I pointed out.

      He shrugged. “Give and take. That’s what life is all about.”

      Our friendly conversation was interrupted by a bark, and Brad’s eyes immediately went wide.

      I grinned as Bridget bounded into the room and launched herself up onto the bed, lying down on top of me, first resting her head against mine, and then immediately beginning to move it again, nuzzling against me.

      “Hey, girl. Where did you come from?”

      “That’s the casino dog!” said Brad, clearly worried. He hurried to the room’s entrance and pressed his back against the wall next to the door frame.

      I stared at him curiously, but then finally understood when a moment later Jack walked into the room, heading straight toward me. As soon as Jack was inside, Brad quietly stepped behind him, gave me a cheeky little wave, and hurried off down the hallway.

      “How’s our patient?” asked Jack. “I think I’ve got to pay you double for this job.”

      “No, it’s all part of the risk. It’s what I get paid for in the first place. I couldn’t have done this without you, Jack. Thanks for all your help along the way.”

      He made an ‘it’s nothing’ gesture with his hand. “But seriously, are you okay?”

      “Nope,” I said with a shake of my head. “But I should be okay soon enough.”

      We both laughed. I wrapped an arm around Bridget and hugged her close.

      “How did you get her inside? Was that administrator lady not here today?”

      “Oh, I have my ways. Let’s just say me and the hospital have come to an arrangement.”

      “An arrangement? What kind of arrangement?”

      “Oh, you know. The kind of arrangement that involves me building a new children’s wing for the hospital. And Bridget here is going to act as its mascot. Assuming you don’t mind.”

      “Wow. That’s pretty generous of you. And of course I don’t mind Bridget helping. It’s her job, after all.”

      “It’s good to give back,” said Jack with a shrug.

      I grinned at him, thinking of the last person who told me how good it was to give, just a couple of minutes before.

      Jack sat down on one of the chairs, and I sensed that something wasn’t quite right. He looked tense, like there was something bothering him.

      “Jack, is everything okay?”

      “I guess so. Just keeping busy, you know? I’m looking for a new position for Tim, one where he won’t be able to get into any trouble.”

      “He’s lucky to have a job at all. What about Kay and Brenda?”

      “Kay’s staying on. I made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. She’s taken over Tim’s role, but unfortunately she’s going to basically have to rebuild the department. Brenda’s gone. Not just from the Tremonte, but from Vegas. I think she moved out east, but she didn’t leave any forwarding details. I think she wants to start afresh.”

      I could understand that.

      “Any other news?” I asked him. I felt like I still hadn’t gotten to the bottom of why he was looking so out of sorts.

      “Oh, Nanna has been all over the news. I’m sure she’ll tell you all about it. She’s enjoying the celebrity of having eaten inside the killer’s house, and even appearing on his YouTube channel.”

      “That sounds exactly like Nanna. I’m sure I’ll get the full story from her soon. Several times.”

      We lapsed into silence and I could see there was still something weighing on Jack’s mind. His shoulders were slumped over, and his face fell when he wasn’t actively forcing himself to smile.

      “There’s something else, isn’t there? Something you’re not telling me.”

      Jack looked me in the eye, and I could tell he needed to make an effort to do so. There was silence again for a few moments, and then he reached forward and held my right hand in both of his.

      “It’s Ryan and Stone,” he said softly.

      I didn’t like what I saw in his eyes. “What…” my throat felt dry, and I had to force the rest of the words out “… about them?”

      Jack took a deep breath, and his words tumbled out, one over the other. “Ryan got found out. Before the mob could hurt him, Stone rushed him away. My informer got there in time to see them escaping, but they were shot at. I’m not sure about Ryan, but P—I mean, my informer—saw Stone get shot at least twice, once in the leg and once in the stomach.”

      My mouth felt dry, as did my lips and throat. Jack went on, “The two of them managed to get into the light aircraft Stone and I had arranged, in case they needed to make a sudden getaway. But someone from the mob saw, and they managed to shoot the plane right after it got into the air. My informer saw it spiral and crash land. No one knows where.”

      He stopped talking and squeezed my hand. “Tiff.”

      I felt cold, and a shudder ran down my body. “No,” I whispered and looked down, forcing my tears back. I wasn’t going to cry.

      “It’s what happened.” Jack’s voice sounded deeper than usual, more serious. “There were witnesses. We can’t deny the facts. Tiff.”

      “No,” I said, looking back up at Jack. “Don’t tell me…”

      “They’re both presumed dead,” Jack said gently. “No one can survive a plane crash like that, let alone getting shot twice.”

      I shook my head slowly until I felt dizzy. “Stone can survive anything. And Ryan, I’m sure he can…”

      My voice faltered. I stared at Jack. At his somber, mournful eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Tiff. They’re both dead.”

      “No. I won’t believe that. I’ll find them both myself if I have to.”

      Jack shook his head. “You’re in denial, Tiff. You know all the stages of grieving people go through? You’re in the first one, denying the truth, as though that’ll bring them back. But my informant saw what happened. I’m sorry, but they’re gone. We need to accept it.”

      “I won’t. Where did this plane crash happen? Maybe we could…” I faltered, wondering how exactly I could examine the wreckage of a plane crash to find Stone and Ryan. If they were alive, they wouldn’t be hanging out with the dead plane.

      “The police and maybe even the FBI will get onto it. But we have to accept what happened.”

      “What happened?” I said, as though to myself. “They had an accident. Accidents happen. They’ll both be back in Vegas soon.”

      “No, Tiff. You’re not hearing me. They’re both gone. Dead.”

      Dead. It sounded so final.

      But it couldn’t be, it wasn’t. I knew it.

      I knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that Stone and Ryan were both alive somewhere, and I wasn’t about to stop believing it.

      They had to be alive. They had to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Pride and Prejudice in Las Vegas

      

      

      

      When cupcake-loving croupier Tiffany Black receives some devastating news about her boyfriend Ryan and her friend Stone, she refuses to believe it.

      Her belief that the duo are safe and sound is only strengthened when she sees what appears to be a ghost who looks just like Stone.

      Meanwhile, alongside Ian and Nanna, she keeps herself busy investigating the suspicious death of a Jane Austen fan.

      What killed the real-life Mr. Darcy - pride or prejudice?

      Click here to be the first to read Pride and Prejudice in Las Vegas

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Note from the author: THANK YOU!

        And Please, Please Leave A Review

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading my books!

        I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

      

        

      
        If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review.

        An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

      

        

      
        Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

        Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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      It was with pride and barely concealed excitement that I walked down one of the below-deck hallways of the Swan of the Seas after collecting the tools of my new trade: a smartphone and a notebook computer.

      Tucked under my arm were the two ugly blue blouses I’d been issued that made up the entirety of my uniform. Because of my unique role, which would see me scurrying back and forth across the entire ship, I was exempt from wearing dress pants or a skirt and was permitted to wear jeans.

      Having collected everything I needed for my new job, I was on my way to my very own cabin—well, mine and my mystery roommate’s.

      After an abortive attempt at being a journalist at a small town newspaper back home, I’d left Nebraska to sail the seven seas and, to quote another cliché, find myself. And I was going it alone. It was the bravest thing I’d done in my life, though sometimes I wondered if it was also the stupidest.

      I felt a tinge of pride when I got to my cabin, seeing the small plastic nameplate stuck to the wall outside filled with two printed names: A. James, who was me, and S. Williams, who was presumably my new roommate.

      “Gosh, I hope she’s nice,” I said to myself under my breath. I was feeling optimistic though; she had the same last name and first initial as my best friend. She had to be nice, right? The only worry I had was that I hadn’t yet met her; somehow, we’d missed each other during training.

      My hand hesitated. Should I knock on the door of my own room? Or should I just use the keycard and let myself in right away? I clutched the keycard in my hand as another thought occurred to me.

      What if S. Williams was a man?

      What if he was a handsome man? Wouldn’t that be an interesting way to start my new life? But I was pretty sure the cruise liner company had policies against cohabitation with members of the opposite sex. A rather outdated policy, in my opinion.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Come in! It’s open!”

      I cocked my head. That voice. It sounded like it came from a thousand miles away.

      Tentatively, I pushed down on the heavy metal door handle, which operated a heavy metal lever to unseal the door.  Although the door was sturdy, it swung open easily—if a bit slowly—and I peered inside.

      “Adrienne! Addy! Addy! Addy!” The voice was from a thousand miles away. “Yay! I told them to put us in the same room, but I didn’t think they’d actually do it!”

      “Samantha? What on earth are you doing here?” My mouth agape, I shook my head in disbelief.

      I’d left my best friend back home in Nebraska a month ago, when I left for my employee training and a few days of solo R&R before my first cruise.

      My best friend was sitting on the bottom bunk bed. Her hair had been trimmed to a cute little blonde bob and her chubby cheeks were, as almost always, locked in an indefatigable smile. Samantha bounced to her feet and grabbed me in a tight squeeze across the doorway.

      “I couldn’t let you go off and travel the world without me!” she squealed in my ear.

      “But… how?”

      Samantha let me go and I stepped inside our small room, to get a better look around.

      “It’s easy. A couple of days ago, I was browsing a job site, and there was a last-minute position here.”

      “But what about training?” I asked, blinking at her. Seeing something, even a person, in an unexpected place can leave you feeling a bit off-kilter.

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, you know. When you’ve been working on cruise ships for five years, you don’t actually need to attend the training.”

      “But you…” I shook my head and laughed. I knew for a fact she’d never even seen an ocean before—at least she hadn’t a month earlier when I last saw her. Five years cruising experience indeed. “You lied!”

      Sam flicked her short hair defensively and gave me a charming smile. “For a good cause! It’s your first time going off on your own for so long, and God knows cruises can be dangerous. What if something happened to you? I’d never forgive myself!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I can take care of myself.”

      Sam eyed me warily. I knew she didn’t have much faith in my abilities, but she was trying to be polite. “Sure,” she said finally. “But it’s your first time on a big ship like this, and who knows what kinds of people are here? All kinds of crazies in close quarters—”

      “Like you!” I interrupted with a grin.

      Sam looked relieved. “Glad you’re not mad at me. I just—you know, the last time you went on a road trip alone, last summer? What happened then… well, I just can’t let that happen again. I needed to be with you, even if that meant fibbing a little on my resume.”

      Refusing to let that terrible memory cloud this important day, I smiled at Sam. “Unbelievable. It’s so exciting you’re here!”

      “I know!” said Sam, though her excitement had seemed to fade rapidly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked with a frown. “You look a little… green.”

      Samantha gave me a lopsided smile, held up a pill she produced from somewhere, and popped it into her mouth. “It’s because we’re still docked. Once the ship gets going, I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re seasick? And we haven’t even left yet!”

      She gave me a sad nod. “I’ll be fine. I read all about it. Apparently the body adapts.”

      “Does it? For everyone?”

      She shrugged. “It better. Speaking of everyone, what time is it? Don’t we have a meeting to get to?”

      “Hold on…” I whipped out my smartphone. “Smile!”

      Sam gave me a thumbs-up and a passably genuine smile, though I knew she was having to force it more than normal. She also looked a little green, but that would be fixed with the liberal use of photo filters.

      “I’m glad you thought to capture this moment,” said Sam, her smile now wan.

      “Ye-es. But actually, it’s work! #FirstDay #CrewLife … I’ll think of some more.”

      “What do you mean that’s work? Taking selfies?”

      I bobbed my head excitedly. “Yep! And that wasn’t a selfie because I wasn’t in it. I’m the social media manager, Sam, which means I spend all day taking pictures and Tweeting and Instagramming and Facebooking and posting things on the ship’s digital displays and customer information websites.”

      Sam was frowning now. “That’s not fair. I’m just a customer liaison. That means I have to listen to all their complaints and help them with all their problems.”

      I gave her a supportive shoulder squeeze. “That’s awesome! You’ll get to meet so many interesting people. I’m a little bit jealous!” This was a one hundred percent, total, absolute lie, but it was also sparkling white. I was pretty sure my job was going to be way more fun than hers, but I didn’t want to get her down.

      “Yeah, maybe. Come on. Let’s go.”

      Remembering she’d said something about a staff meeting, I pulled up my schedule using the staff app on the phone. She was right. Although my role was different, I was technically part of the Customer Liaison Team like Sam and we indeed had a meeting.

      We walked arm in arm down the hall and I felt like I was floating on a cloud. Of course, I was actually floating on water, but I guess they’re pretty similar feelings. I wanted to grill Sam more about how she faked her way into the job, but that conversation would have to wait until we were back in our room with the door sealed tight.

      “We must be going the right way. Can you hear all those people?”

      From ahead of us, we could hear the echoing chatter of a small group of people. Down below deck, it was all hard metal surfaces and sounds bounced around like in a cave. Up in the passenger areas, though, it was more like being inside a proper building: carpets and wallpapers and wood paneling absorbed sound normally rather than the utilitarian echo chamber of the ‘working’ levels.

      “Know where you’re going?” The voice had a rich, melodious tone and when I turned to look, I saw that the girl it was coming from had a smile just as friendly as Sam’s. In fact, given Sam’s current state, it was even friendlier. She must have heard us as she’d been walking down a corridor that intersected the one we were on.

      “I think so,” I said, offering the girl a smile.

      I had been worried about not knowing anyone aboard the ship, but then Sam showed up, and now this girl, even though we’d just met, had an air of friendliness about her that seemed infectious.

      “Cece Blake,” she said, sticking out a hand.

      Sam and I both exchanged quick, gentle handshakes with her.

      “Adrienne James.”

      “Samantha Williams.”

      She gave us a once-over, her eyes flicking over our uniforms. “Ooh, social media manager? That’s a new one, you lucky thing.”

      I beamed at her.

      “And customer liaison.” Cece’s smile grew notably tighter. “That can be real interesting.”

      “What do you do?” I asked her at the same time as I read her name badge. Idiot, I mentally kicked myself.

      “Housekeeping,” she said, tapping a short-nailed finger against a badge that said exactly that under her name.

      Our friendly meeting was interrupted by a thumping sound.

      “What was that?” asked Sam with a frown.

      I made a mental note to remind her to stop asking so many questions. If she was going to pretend she had five years of shipboard experience, then she really needed to pretend to know what was going on.

      “Sounded like a giant bag of meat smacking against a metal bulwark,” said Cece with a shrug.

      It kind of did. “Is that… a thing?”

      Cece snorted and used a hand to cover up a giggle.

      “Hell-ohhhh?” came a slurred voice.

      From the same direction Cece had come, a large man lumbered into view, ping-ponging his way off the metal bulwarks.

      “Great,” said Cece under her breath in a tone which indicated she was anything but delighted by the vision before us.

      “Ah! Wenches!” The man stopped his lumbering and leaned against a wall. “Is wenches right? Or is that taverns?” He had a worried frown, and he dropped his hands to his knees to steady himself. Sweat was beading on his forehead.

      “Sir, this area is restricted to staff and crew,” said Cece politely but firmly.

      “Crew! Ah!” The man beamed. “Which crew member would like to show me back to my quarters?” He raised a hand to his mouth to cover a yawn.

      “That’s my job,” said Sam glumly, her beaming smile now a distant memory.

      Cece winced. “Yeah, you better take him to his cabin. Just take that service elevator up to the VIP quarters and his room is right around the corner.” Cece pointed down toward the end of the hallway. “Goodness knows how he got down here though. You need your keycard to make it work.”

      Sam’s hand went up and reflexively touched her ID and access card, which hung from a lanyard around her neck like most staff members. “Wish me luck…”

      Cece took her by the shoulders. “Just don’t get too close to him. Understand?”

      Sam nodded, though she didn’t look happy about it. “See you in a bit…”

      We waved her off and watched as she led the man into the elevator. When the doors had closed, we resumed our journey to the meeting.

      “I guess she’s had plenty of experience with passengers like that,” said Cece, shaking her head to herself. “I’d hate to do her job.”

      “Plenty of experience?”

      “Samantha Williams, right? I was looking over the list of new members. She’s been doing this since I was in high school.”

      “Oh, yeah. Five years, all right.” While I was happy to have Sam here, I wasn’t overly pleased about having to play along with her little ruse. “But don’t you have to deal with customers like that too? You have to go into their rooms.”

      “Yep, but we do that when the passengers aren’t there. And anyway, if I don’t want to talk to them, I just tell them I don’t hablo Ingles.”

      I giggled. “I guess me and her couldn’t get away with that in our jobs!”

      Cece shook her head. “Nope. You have to be nice to people like old Patrick Murphy back there.”

      “You know that guy?”

      “He’s famous. Infamous, rather. Takes about a hundred cruises a year and acts like an idiot on every one.”

      “Is he… violent?” I asked, worried for Sam.

      “He’s not punchy, but he is handsy. I guess your friend is used to dealing with people like that though.”

      I pondered that thought for a moment. Back in Nebraska, Sam had been able to handle herself, but I worried that out here at sea was a completely different kettle of fish.

      “She’s a tough cookie.”

      “Awesome. There’ll be plenty of people up on the VIP floor anyway. Lots of them like to get here early and settle in before the riff-raff arrive.” We reached a room with a wide-open door and a couple of people hanging out outside. “Come on, in here.”

      I followed Cece into the room labeled Staff Meeting Room Three. Like a lot of the non-passenger areas of the ship, the ceilings were low and everything felt cramped. The room had several dozen chairs in it, and a small elevated section at one end from which presentations could be given.

      There were already about twenty people in the room and the air bubbled with excitement. I took out my phone and snapped a few pictures. I probably wouldn’t use them, but I figured something good might turn up.

      “Sweet. The best seats are still free.” Cece sat down in the very back row, closest to the door we had entered through, and patted the seat next to her. I instinctively hesitated. At school, I always sat at the front of the class and still had the childish thought in the back of my mind that sitting at the back was for the ‘bad apples.’

      The hesitation didn’t last long. I’d left home to start a new life and become a new person. Why not start by casting off my goodie-two-shoes image? With a grin, I sat next to my new friend.

      “These things never start on time,” she said, shaking her head and sighing. I checked the time. It was 4:30 p.m. exactly, the time the meeting was supposed to start.

      We were still waiting five minutes later when Samantha arrived, tapping me on the shoulder from behind and then squeezing past me to sit down.

      She didn’t look great. Her normally calm face seemed to be trying to decide whether it wanted to be red or green.

      “Did you get him back to his cage?” asked Cece with a smirk.

      “Yeah, just about.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t look it.

      “Yeah… I’m fine,” she said, though her tone was so subdued she might as well have had a neon sign above her head flashing DEFINITELY NOT FINE.

      “Testing, testing, one, two, one, two. Can you hear me at the back?”

      We responded that we could indeed hear the lady at the front who I knew to be Sylvia Diaz. She was the cruise director and my immediate boss, who I’d met several times during the interview and training process. While I hadn’t fully made up my mind about her, I was pretty sure we wouldn’t ever be friends; we were as compatible as toothpaste and cheese.

      “Right. The meeting agenda is up on the screen and you should all have been emailed a copy. Please pay attention. It’s not just for my benefit. It’s also a legal requirement that you are fully informed about all safety procedures…”

      And so, the meeting, and my new career, began in earnest.
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      The next day, with the memory of the interminably long meeting still at the forefront of my thoughts (did you know that if a passenger falls overboard, we’re not supposed to strip off and dive in right after them? And that if there’s a fire, we’re supposed to pull the alarm? And that stealing from a passenger’s room is a big no-no?), it was time to get to work.

      After Sam and I had finally finished chatting last night, I’d dozed off to sleep listening to the ship’s engines. The crew quarters were close enough to the engine rooms that the ship’s power plant provided a constant background hum that, although alien to a farm girl like me, was not unpleasant.

      I had tried not to look too excited when I parted with Cece and Sam as they headed to their respective jobs after breakfast. It didn’t seem fair that they would be cleaning and dealing with fussy passengers while I basically got to do what I wanted, wandering around the ship, taking pictures of the most interesting things, and writing posts about them. But hey, life’s not fair, I told myself with a grin when I thought no one was looking.

      The first thing I did was take a few pictures of people boarding: #CruiseLife #Cruising #FirstDayCruise. Most of the VIPs had boarded the day before for an extra exclusive night, but the regular passengers—non-vips, as Cece called them—were being welcomed aboard today.

      The Swan of the Seas was apparently a minnow in the world of cruising, though it felt like a floating city to me. The population on board was at least triple that of Cornridge, Nebraska, where Sam and I hailed from and it felt to me just as monumental as if I’d moved to Chicago or New York.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see who it was.

      “Adrienne, darling?” said Sylvia the cruise director, who had sidled up behind my prime location looking down on the gangway below.

      “Oh, hi!” I said and immediately felt guilty.

      It’s a bit of a weakness of mine; whenever I’m doing something fun, I feel like I should be doing something not fun instead. And this job was definitely fun so far.

      “Good work so far, but I’m going to need you to think about a bit more pizazz in your work, do you see?”

      “Pizazz?” I asked, scrunching up my nose.

      I’d only started a few minutes before. It didn’t seem exactly fair to accuse me of being boring, which is presumably what my pizazz-lessness was.

      “Yes, get out there, mingle. Meet the customers. I know you’re not a customer liaison, but in some ways, you are the ultimate customer liaison. Do you see?”

      Do you see seemed to be a verbal tic of hers and I was already tempted to answer no.

      “Uh-huh,” I sounded. “I was thinking of interviewing some of the cruise regulars. Since I do have a background in journalism, after all.”

      Sylvia nodded at me. “Yes, that might work. But make sure they’re positive. If they have any complaints, make sure you edit them out. Your job is to provide a positive spin, not to ‘report’ on problems, do you see?”

      “Yes, I see,” I said, hiding a frown. I was being censored already and I hadn’t even reported anything yet!

      “Remember, you’re our social media tsarina, our publicity princess, our picture poster, and our Twitter tweeter. You’re not Bernstein and Woodward. Do you see?”

      I gritted my teeth and forced my finest fake smile. “Absolutely. I’m going to be so positive I’ll pop.”

      “Fantastico! You can ask some of the other staff members who the regulars are for your interviews, but remember, keep them short and sweet and fun. And make sure you’re Tweeting and Instagramming hourly!”

      Hourly? Goodness. Perhaps this work wasn’t going to be quite as laid back as I thought it would be.

      “Yes, boss,” I said and saluted her with my smartphone.

      She beamed back at me and went off to harass some other poor staff members. Looking below me, I could see that the gangways had been lifted and removed, and the last of the ship’s moorings were being untied.

      Beyond, I caught my last glimpses of the most fun city I’d ever had the pleasure of visiting: New Orleans. After nearly a month there, I’d come to the conclusion that there was more excitement in one night in New Orleans than in an entire month in Nebraska. Not that Nebraska is dull, you understand, but… no, scratch that. Nebraska is dull. But almost anywhere would be compared to Nola. Speaking of which, I’m not supposed to say Nola, because apparently it makes me sound like a tourist.

      I was on a deck called The Constitutional, so named because it provided a pleasant path to stroll the circumference of the ship at a leisurely pace, with a few cafés dotting the path and a liberal sprinkling of benches, chairs, and sun loungers placed every hundred yards or so in case you needed a break in your exercise. Another deck had a running track for those wanting something a bit more active, and I hoped to get a few interesting shots there later.

      I was just about to head back inside when an idea stopped me dead in my tracks.

      Patrick Murphy!

      Cece had said that he was a cruise regular, exaggerating that he went on a hundred or so a year. Not that I’d normally choose to focus on a rude drunk, but Sam had seemed quite upset when she’d come back from escorting him to his room the day before. I wanted to know more about him—and now I had an excuse.

      The previous night, Sam and I had spent a couple of hours studying the layout of the ship, trying to memorize the location of every point of interest. It wasn’t just for our own edification of course; it was also a job requirement. Unlike Sam though, I had the opportunity to wander the ship as I pleased—in fact, it was my duty to visit all the interesting parts—and so memorizing the location of everything was going to be a lot easier for me.

      It was about a ten-minute walk from my spot on the constitutional deck to the VIP section, in which Mr. Murphy’s stateroom was located. When I arrived, I immediately made my way to the nearest crew station, where I found a printed list of passengers and their cabins for this section. His room was designated VIP-12.

      Pleased at my own cleverness, I sauntered down the hallway with confidence, only to realize that particular corridor ended at VIP-10.

      Confidence deflated, I returned to the crew station and made another attempt, this time successful.

      Outside the cabin door was a sign reading “The Stateroom of Mr. And Mrs. Patrick Murphy.” Although the sign was of course only temporary, it looked like a permanent fixture and no doubt made the passengers in this section feel like they actually were Very Important People. Perhaps some of them really were.

      Next to the door was an ornate lion’s head doorbell that, although undoubtedly made in China for pennies, looked like it had been borrowed from an Edwardian mansion. If there weren’t dozens of identical ones throughout this section of the ship, it certainly would’ve fooled me.

      I pressed the button and was mildly disappointed that it rang with a normal ding-dong rather than a roar.

      I waited patiently for five seconds, impatiently for another fifteen, and then I rang it again.

      After my third attempt at ringing, I decided to change my tactics before giving up and finding someone else to interview. This time, I rapped on the door with my knuckles, regretting it as soon as I realized the ornate white door was actually painted steel. Banging your hand against a steel door is much more painful than doing so against a wooden one. My knocking produced less noise than the ouch I let out in painful surprise.

      What I did notice, though, was that the door was not, in fact, fully shut. It was open just about an inch. I stared at the crack between the door and its frame. Was it open when I arrived? Or had it just opened?

      I gave it a tentative push and the heavy door slowly began to swing inward.

      “Hello?” I called through the crack.

      There was no answer. I pushed the door a bit harder and it swung all the way open.

      Peering inside, my eyes went wide with shock.

      “Oh my…”

      The room was so much nicer than mine it didn’t seem fair. While of course I understood that I was just a member of staff and this businessman was paying hundreds or thousands of dollars a night, seeing the difference left a kind of gnawing jealousy inside me.

      I’d never be able to afford a room like this. Not in a hundred years.

      The floor was laid with marble, and the walls were simply but tastefully decorated with a number of abstract art pieces.

      And the lighting! Mine and Sam’s room had no windows and a single too-harsh fluorescent bulb that made the room achingly bright if it was on, or left us in pitch blackness if it was off. But here, there were large sliding windows which let in all the natural light to bounce off the brightly painted walls and copious mirrors spread throughout.

      “Hello?” I called. “Mr. Murphy?” I put my head right in through the door but I didn’t yet step inside. “Is anyone there? The door’s open…”

      I didn’t get a response. Quickly checking over my shoulder to make sure no one else was watching me, I stepped inside.

      “He-llo!” I called, much louder than before, but in a friendly sing-song voice. I didn’t want to sound like a burglar—not that I knew what burglars sounded like.

      I took another step inside and something caught my eye. Up ahead, I could see a rather expensive-looking leather sofa, but more importantly, behind it was a shoe sticking out.

      The problem was… it didn’t look like it was just a shoe. I thought I could see it attached to a sock. But I couldn’t see any further due to the sofa and my current line of sight.

      I took another step forward, moving slightly to the right to get a better viewing angle.

      Oh, how I wished I hadn’t.

      The shoe was most definitely attached to an entire leg, and presumably the rest of a person beyond.

      “Are you sleeping!?” My voice was loud and high pitched, almost yelping. Calm down, I thought, calm down. I took three deep breaths.

      “Are you passed out drunk on the floor?” I began to walk forward with nervous little steps. “Please be passed out drunk on the floor. Mr. Murphy! Mr. Murphy…”

      Squeezing my hands into tight little fists, I forced myself to keep going. With another couple of steps, I could see right over the sofa and what it had been hiding.

      “Oh… no.”

      Patrick Murphy was laid out on the floor, a reddish-brown stain surrounding his head. From the angle of one of his arms, it was clear he wasn’t sleeping—not even a very drunk person could sleep at that painful angle.

      Patrick Murphy had gone from dead drunk yesterday to actually dead today.
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