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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ERIN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Vegas? We’re going to Vegas? Yeehaw! I always wanted to go to Vegas.” I mean, I’d seen pictures—the fountains at the Bellagio, the mini Eiffel Tower, the gondolas at the Venetian, Fremont Street, the STRAT Tower… “Can we visit the Grand Canyon?”

      “We’ll be working,” Ari said. “This isn’t a vacation.”

      “But it’s Vegas.”

      “It’s work.” My brother backed up Ari. My brother. I still had to pinch myself that we were both here in California. After circumstances forced us apart when I was twelve—and by “circumstances,” I meant the cult we’d grown up in—I thought I’d never be a part of his life again. Kai had been kicked out of the Promised Land while I stayed long enough to get married off to an old pervert, and it had taken me another three and a half years after Kai left to escape. “I didn’t know you wanted to see Las Vegas. If you’d told me, I would’ve taken you.”

      “I want to see the whole world, and you did take me to Australia, Hawaii, Brazil, and Mexico. Plus we literally got back from Indonesia two days ago.”

      Next month, Kai would be flying to South Africa as part of his duties on the World Surf Tour, and I had an open invitation to join him. The past nine months had been wild. Ari’s boyfriend, Zach, was a surfer too—the raddest surfer ever, although I’d never say that in front of my brother, who happened to be Zach’s bestie.

      After we reconnected, and also after I lost my job, Kai had offered to pay me to be his assistant, but that was just out of guilt because he didn’t really need an assistant. He already had one, kind of. Zach’s sister, Maya, did stuff for both of them. And since Maya and my brother obviously liked each other—like, like liked—I didn’t want to get in the way.

      I did want to smush their faces together and tell them to stop dilly-dallying around, but Ari said that Maya was a little fragile at the moment and we should give them both time.

      So, I’d accepted Kai’s offer of a place to stay—which was the first time in my life I hadn’t been blessed with at least one weird roommate—and I let him pay for my flights to wherever, but I was supporting myself by working for Ari. She’d been a private investigator in Las Vegas for years, and she still had one big client there, but she mostly took cases in California now. I carried out surveillance, answered the phone when she was busy, and helped with background checks.

      The best part of the job? We based ourselves out of Zach’s oceanfront villa, so I could go surfing on my lunch breaks.

      “I didn’t get to spend much time with you in Indonesia,” Kai said. He’d come over to talk to Zach about surfboard wax, which was good because he’d given me a ride. My driving lessons were going…not well.

      “If you really want to take me on a vacay, I’m not gonna turn that down. Maybe we could all go together? You, me, Ari and Zach, Haven, Maya.”

      Ari gave me a look. Was my matchmaking too obvious? Oops. Haven was Ari’s daughter, nine years old and super cute. Ari’s grandma looked after her while we worked, or sometimes Zach did the honours. Two weeks ago, she’d asked if she could call him “Dad,” and he’d cried.

      “How about we just focus on this job for the moment?” Ari suggested.

      “Sure, sure. So, what are we doing in Vegas?”

      “Looking for a possible loan shark.”

      “What, like he’s disappeared?”

      “More like he hasn’t revealed himself.”

      “Huh?”

      Ari added chocolate sprinkles to the foam on her cappuccino and took a seat at the breakfast counter.

      “Ever hear of the Galaxy Hotel and Casino?” she asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Well, you’re lucky—it’s a real dive. Anyhow, the owner died recently, and his nephew inherited the place. A month ago, a man calling himself Jimmy showed up there, claimed he lent money to the hotel, and told Cole Gallagher—the new owner—it was time to pay up. Cole figured it was a scam because there’s no record of any loan where they’re not already in dialogue with the counterparty, and he shrugged the whole incident off.”

      “How did this Jimmy guy expect Cole to settle the loan if he doesn’t know who to pay?”

      “Apparently, he left a piece of paper with the address of a Bitcoin wallet.”

      “Like one of those scam emails, but in person?”

      “Exactly. Now, I don’t know a whole lot about Bitcoin, but Alexa offered to help with that side of things.”

      “Alexa? You mean weird computer girl?”

      I hadn’t met Alexa, and neither had Ari, but Zach knew her from years ago when he shared a house with her and a bunch of other people. That had come to an end when the dude who owned the place killed one of their roommates in her own freaking bedroom. Zach said that when the cops showed up, Alexa got sent to a foster home because it turned out she was still a minor. After she decided the foster system wasn’t for her, she’d run away in the middle of the night, and nobody had heard from her again until recently.

      “Maybe don’t call her ‘weird computer girl’ to her face?”

      I wouldn’t, mostly because I never actually saw her face, but also because I liked her. She’d offered to pay my rent when I was having a hard time, and I would’ve ended up homeless otherwise.

      “She’s probably bugged the house,” Zach muttered. “Alexa has zero respect for boundaries. Why is she involved with a casino?”

      “From what I understand, she isn’t,” Ari said. “Jerry’s involved with the casino, and Alexa’s helping her out.”

      Zach groaned louder than I’d ever heard him groan before, and considering I’d set his kitchen on fire last week, that was big. Not the fire—that was small, and I threw the toaster out the window real quick. The place was all minimalist, so there was hardly anything to burn anyway.

      “Jerry’s crazy, you know that, right?” Zach said. Jerry was another of his old roommates.

      Ari calmly sipped her coffee. “I met her last month, remember?”

      “Did I tell you about the time we were in a bar and some asshole called Ruby a slut? Jerry walked up behind him and poured a pint of beer over his head, then ducked when he swung a punch. Two guys tried holding him back, so he spit at her, and she whacked him in the nuts with a pool cue. And Ruby was just standing there, drunk out of her mind, saying, ‘But I am kind of a slut.’” Zach gave a soft laugh. “In some ways, I miss those days. Don’t go to any bars with Jerry, okay?”

      “We’ll try to avoid that.”

      “So we’re just trying to find out whether the loan is real?” I asked. “Why would they hire us to do that? Why not ignore this Jimmy guy if there’s no evidence the loan even exists?”

      “Is it because of the interest?” Kai asked. My brother was smart, even if we shared the dumbest parents alive. “The longer they bury their heads in the sand, the more they owe?”

      Ari grimaced slightly.

      “There was an incident that might or might not be connected.”

      “What sort of incident?” Kai asked as Zach muttered words we definitely wouldn’t have been allowed to say in the Promised Land.

      “Several guys showed up at Cole’s home.”

      “And…?” Zach prompted when Ari didn’t elaborate.

      “And that’s as much as I know so far. Jerry said they wouldn’t be a problem anymore.”

      Wow, Zach knew some really creative swear words. Kai didn’t curse; he just didn’t look particularly happy about the situation.

      “Is it dangerous?” he wanted to know.

      “Jerry said her team would handle any hazardous parts.”

      Zach raised his gaze to the ceiling. “Heaven help us all.”

      “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Kai said. “This Jerry woman sounds sketchy.”

      “I only want Erin for surveillance,” Ari promised. “She’ll mostly be sitting in the hotel bar.”

      “Kai, stop being such a quimby. I’ve helped with surveillance before.”

      “I care about you, that’s all. Let me do the big brother thing.”

      His unspoken words? Because I couldn’t do it before.

      I made an effort to soften my voice. “I swear I’ll be careful. And I promise I won’t do anything foolish.”

      I could tell he didn’t entirely believe me, and maybe that was because I’d punched a guy on live TV last year? But there had been extenuating circumstances. It wasn’t as if I’d done it for fun.

      Kai nodded grudgingly. “Then I’ll see you when you get back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ERIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Some you win, some you lose.

      Thursday lunchtime found us sitting in the Library on the second floor of the Galaxy Hotel. And when I said “the Library,” I meant a bar called the Library that had bookshelves lining the walls and a menu where everything came with fries. Two men were sitting next to us, talking way too loudly about cars, and Ari kept giving me looks whenever I picked up my cutlery because she knew I wanted to stab one or both of them in the eye with a fork.

      At least the fries were crispy.

      I’d gone from the perfectest villa on the West Coast to the shonkiest hotel in Vegas, and now I didn’t even have hot water.

      “Does your shower work?” I asked Ari. “I turned mine on, and cold water came out, so I thought that maybe it was labelled wrong, but when I turned the knob the other way, the water was still cold.”

      “Mine works okay. Did you try calling guest services?”

      “You said we should keep a low profile.”

      “Yes, by acting like regular guests. A regular guest would call about the hot water.”

      “Okay, I’ll call about the hot water.”

      Great, one of the car dudes was playing a video on his phone, volume on full. Was it possible to ram a phone up a man’s ass? You always heard stories about doctors removing weird things from rectums in the ER, but you never found out how they got there. Now I knew.

      Before we came to the Library, we’d met Jerry in a tiny apartment that she’d referred to as “my apartment” but it didn’t seem very homey, even if there was an art print of a cute kitten hanging on the wall and a variety of dirty mugs littering the counter.

      “I don’t recognise him,” Ari had said when Jerry showed us a blurry photo of Jimmy on her laptop screen. “This is the only picture you have?”

      “The Galaxy is suffering from a lack of security.”

      “And hot water,” I’d muttered, but Jerry ignored me.

      “Is that how he was able to get into Cole’s office?”

      Jerry nodded and took a sip of her coffee. She’d picked up lunch for everyone—burgers and fries—but she’d only eaten one mouthful of her burger before she pushed it away. She was also wearing a cast on one leg, which had maybe contributed to her sour mood. If I were in pain, I’d be crotchety too.

      “Apparently, Jimmy knocked on the door and then walked in without waiting for an answer,” she said. “Twice. At least, he called himself Jimmy. We have no idea whether that’s his real name.”

      “Tell me everything you know about the situation. Try not to leave anything out—even the smallest clue can be important.”

      Jerry glanced pointedly at me, and I wasn’t dumb. She didn’t think she could trust me with the details, and I wasn’t sure whether it was because Ari had told her about my past and she thought I was fragile, or because she just didn’t know me very well. “I’ll have to gloss over some parts.”

      Ari sucked in a breath. “Okay, so I don’t think I want to hear the detail on those aspects anyway.”

      “Detail on what aspects?” I asked, then let out a yelp when Ari kicked me underneath the table. “Never mind.”

      Ari took notes as Jerry started from the beginning, detailing her initial meeting with Cole through to the latest incident—an attempted hit-and-run on Wednesday morning. She’d had a one-night stand? I’d never be brave enough to do that. She told us that Cole had inherited the Galaxy resort from his Uncle Mike, but Uncle Mike wasn’t such a great businessman, and now Cole was fighting to stop the company from going bankrupt.

      “There’s an offer for the land on the table, but Cole doesn’t want to take it because the staff will lose their jobs.”

      “Wouldn’t the purchaser build a new hotel?” Ari asked. “Couldn’t they apply to work there?”

      “No, the owner of the Neptune wants to buy it and build a golf course on the site. His older son is a pro golfer, so it would be a family thing.”

      The Neptune was the hotel next door; I knew that much. It was bigger, shinier, and classier, and it undoubtedly had hot water too.

      “So he would stand to gain if the hotel went under?”

      “He would.”

      “Then he goes on the suspect list. What’s his name?”

      “Stanley Fuller. He has two sons, Jace and Jackson, and Jackson is the golf pro. For what it’s worth, Cole doesn’t think Stanley is a bad businessman. Apparently, he helped Perry—the general manager—right after Mike died, but he’s also a serial adulterer and loves the sound of his own voice.”

      “Mike’s death was sudden?”

      “He keeled over in his office.”

      “Yikes,” I said, and Jerry glared at me. I wasn’t sure what to make of her. “Prickly” was the description that sprang to mind. Pretty and prickly. And also deadly, probably. Ari had met her working on a case in Portugal, and she said Jerry had been instructed not to kill anyone, an order she’d obeyed. But Ari also said Jerry seemed disappointed by that.

      She moved on to yesterday’s incident, the one that had happened as I was tossing and turning and wondering what I’d forgotten to pack for the trip to Vegas. Perhaps I should have told Kai that Lucy McCall, one of Cole’s employees, had nearly been run over in the parking garage at the Galaxy, but then he would have convinced me not to go and I would’ve let Ari down. And I hated letting people down.

      At least now we knew that the folks on Team Jimmy might be the violent type. After Lucy dove between two cars to get out of the way, the psycho behind the wheel reversed back to where she was lying with a broken arm and told her to tell her boss that this was his second warning, and he’d regret waiting for a third. That they’d get what was owed to them, no matter how many tricks he played.

      The problem?

      Nobody knew who “they” were, and just to make things even more complicated, Lucy had two bosses. She worked weekdays at the Galaxy and weekends at the Steel Horse Saloon. And the Steel Horse Saloon was owned by a biker gang who had their fair share of enemies, according to Jerry.

      Oh, and Jerry’s team had run DNA analysis on the men who’d paid a visit to Cole’s house, and they thought two of them might be Russian. Boy, was I glad to be a sidekick and not an actual investigator.

      Ari summed things up. “So there are two possibilities? Either Cole is the target and Jimmy is our main suspect, or you and Lucy McCall were the victims of unrelated attacks and Cole’s involvement is purely coincidental?”

      “That’s about the size of it.”

      “What’s your gut telling you?”

      Jerry considered the question for a moment. “I think Cole’s the target.”

      “Why?”

      “Originally, I figured the hit squad was after yours truly because that was the obvious assumption, and it would have been a good place to catch me—I was slightly drunk, potentially naked, and definitely distracted.” Whew. “Plus I have a permanent bullseye painted on my back. But I’m not easy to hit. Not to brag, but if a person was serious about taking me out, they’d have sent a better team.”

      “Also, the attack was at Cole’s property.”

      “That’s stating the obvious. We’ve installed cameras to monitor the yard, but if we need in-person surveillance, we’ll have to use a vehicle. There aren’t any vacant rentals nearby.”

      “You checked Airbnb?”

      Jerry gave Ari a look. “There are six suitable properties listed for short-term rent, and they’re all occupied right now. We have a reservation two streets away from next Friday in case we need it.”

      “We can’t ignore Occam’s razor. I’ll agree that Cole seems the most likely target.”

      “Which brings us to yesterday morning. The driver of the vehicle left a message for Lucy’s boss. She has two of those, but the incident happened at the Galaxy. If the message was for the Diamondback Devils, why didn’t they hit her at the Steel Horse?”

      Ari’s turn with the look. “Because fifty angry bikers would have chased them down, but I take your point. Assuming Cole is the target, we need to work out why. Is it due to his involvement with the Galaxy, which has been brief? Or did he piss off somebody unconnected to the hotel?”

      “He’s only lived in Vegas for a few months.”

      “You’re certain of that?”

      “Speak with Alexa—she background-checked him. But yes, his home is in San Gallicano, and he’s planning to return there.”

      “We still need to dig into his personal life. He slept with you the first night you met, right? Did he check you were single? What if he pulled the same trick with another woman and stirred up a possessive boyfriend?”

      “I came onto him, not the other way around.”

      “On that occasion. While you’re hanging out, can you indulge in a little light interrogation?”

      “I was planning to back off.”

      “Off Cole? Why? In case you get caught in the crossfire again?”

      “Crossfire?” Jerry scoffed. “I’m not worried about crossfire. I’m just not a fan of commitment.”

      Ari tilted her head to one side. “Really? You were committed enough to fly me here from California in a hurry.”

      If looks could kill, Ari would have been clutching her chest.

      “I was just doing my civic duty,” Jerry hissed.

      Ari ignored the danger. She was a braver woman than me.

      “Well, can you carry on doing it for a while longer? I need to understand what makes Cole tick, and you’re in a better position than me to dig out that information.”

      “That man is fine,” I added. “There’s a picture of him on his boat website, and he isn’t wearing a shirt.”

      Oops. Now I was getting the eye-daggers.

      “Down, girl,” Ari said, laughing.

      “Just do your damn job.” Jerry got to her feet and hobbled away, cursing her crutches as she went. “Find me a suspect, and I’ll do the rest.”

      She was leaving? Huh? “Wait, isn’t this your apartment?”

      Jerry didn’t answer, and she didn’t come back either. After five minutes, Ari shrugged and ambled over to the small kitchen that was separated from the living room by a counter rather than a wall.

      “This isn’t Jerry’s apartment.”

      “How do you know?”

      “The only things in the cupboard are a box of coffee pods, a package of pasta, and a bag of granola.” Ari checked the refrigerator. “Beer, pickles, bread, butter, an egg.” She sniffed the milk and wrinkled her nose. “This is bad. Guess we’re having our coffee black.”

      “Shouldn’t we leave? I mean, this isn’t our place.”

      “Jerry wouldn’t have walked out and left us here if she cared. Do you want espresso, lungo, or vanilla? This is a pretty nice coffee machine.”

      Strong coffee killed my tastebuds and gave me the shakes. Caffeine was banned in the Promised Land, and the first time I drank an espresso—in Texas after I escaped my old home—I thought I was having a stroke. Science was banned in the Promised Land too. Even when I got pregnant, I still didn’t understand how babies were made. The Prophet said they were gifts from God, and until I ended up with one inside me, I assumed they came, like, wrapped in a box or something. Talking about childbirth was forbidden too.

      “I’ll just have water.”

      As we sat at the cosy dining table in the questionable apartment, sipping our drinks, Ari laid out the plan. We’d head to the Galaxy—yay, another lunch, because it would be weird if we didn’t eat anything, right?—and find a suitable surveillance spot. Then I’d keep an eye out for Jimmy while Ari worked other angles. The picture Jerry had supplied wasn’t good enough for facial recognition software, apparently, but was adequate for me to tag a guy as a possible suspect for further investigation.

      “I hate cases like this,” Ari said. “Scenario one, Cole is the target. Scenario two, Jerry and the MC are the targets, and there’s no crossover between the two matters.”

      “Which option are you hoping for?”

      “The first. Better to be hunting a guy who has a beef with a reluctant casino owner than go head-to-head with the kind of enemies Jerry or the Diamondback Devils might make. Plus we’d have one case instead of two. What we really need is a better picture of this guy, one Alexa can feed into her computer.”

      All of which had led us to the Library bar, a table with the perfect view of the “staff only” door that led to the executive offices, and two dudes who loved the sound of their own voices. Right now, they were complaining that people just didn’t want to work these days. Youngsters had no drive. No ambition. I thought that was rich coming from men day-drinking in a hotel bar, but telling them that wouldn’t have fit with Ari’s “fly under the radar” directive, so I bit my tongue. Which hurt.

      I’d brought a notebook and ordered an afternoon snack—chicken wings and the previously mentioned fries. In the Promised Land, unhealthy food was forbidden, although the Prophet determined what counted as healthy, so pineapple was banned while butter was fine. I hadn’t tried chocolate until I escaped, and honestly, I’d dreamed of sneaking back to Riverside County and tossing Hershey’s Kisses over the fence because those girls didn’t know what they were missing. I wished I could have brought them all with me, shown them that the world beyond the gates wasn’t as terrifying as they thought, but most of them were too brainwashed to leave. If anyone had breathed a word of my plan, my husband would have shackled me to the bed.

      Anyhow, I was making up for lost time, and Ari was eating a salad. She seemed happy with that.

      “Try to keep this table,” she said. “And tip the bartender well. If you tip more than anyone else, they’ll let you take a table for four, especially when the place is quiet.” Ari looked around. “Which I suspect is most of the time.”

      “I think everyone else is at the all-you-can-eat buffet downstairs. Did I tell you about the year we had the Ascension buffet at the Promised Land and everyone got food poisoning? Literally everyone. The line for the bathroom was unreal. Only one person died, though.”

      “Only one person? Gee, that’s fine then.”

      Was Ari being sarcastic? I thought she was being sarcastic.

      “Folks from People’s Promise didn’t believe in medicine, only God’s will. If my dad had died at home instead of at the feed store, nobody would ever have found out.”

      And the whole course of my life would have been different, Ari’s too.

      Dad had only gone to the feed store because a neighbour had stolen his layer pellets. And I was eighty percent sure the neighbour had stolen the layer pellets because Dad had borrowed his spade and returned it broken. He’d only returned it broken because a different neighbour had run it over when he left it on the ground. And he’d only left it on the ground because a pig had escaped and he ran off to catch it. I didn’t eat pork anymore. I figured it was bad luck.

      Sarcasm turned to sympathy. “I’m so sorry you went through that,” Ari said.

      “Me too. What’s the budget for tips?”

      “Jerry didn’t give an actual⁠—”

      The car guys at the next table were staring at a phone now. “Hey, man,” the douche with the moustache said. “Aruba, huh? How’s the weather? Hot?”

      “Of course it’s hot,” Ari muttered. “It’s freaking Aruba.”

      “Hold on a sec, I can’t hear you.” Moustache Guy turned up the volume. “Okay, say that again.”

      A third idiot joined the conversation. “Yeah, hot outside, but hotter inside. I brought Leonie.”

      “Leonie?” Moustache Guy asked, and Phone Dude turned his camera toward a woman sleeping on a sun lounger. “Hey, I know her. She was married to my cousin.”

      There was a blessedly long moment of silence before Phone Dude said, “Huh?”

      Non-Moustache Guy looked puzzled. “That Leonie? Didn’t they get divorced after a month?”

      “They split after a month. The divorce came later.”

      “What did she do?” Phone Dude asked.

      Ari clenched her fists. “Maybe she didn’t do anything? Maybe she had a lucky escape?”

      The three men glared at her. Yup, even the one on the phone because Moustache Guy had propped it against the napkin dispenser and the douche was in full view.

      “This is a private conversation,” Moustache Guy snapped.

      “No, it really isn’t. You’re in a public place, and you’re speaking loud enough for everyone on the Strip to hear.”

      “Nosy bitch.”

      A girl on the other side of the bar stood up. “Man, you did not just say that. Someone should tell Leonie to run.”

      A pretty brunette turned around. “You want his Instagram handle? He was practically yelling it in the restaurant downstairs yesterday.”

      The tall blonde at the table behind them grinned. “Sure, give it to me. We should find Leonie and warn her.”

      The two men slunk out as all the women in the bar gathered around, phones in hand, chattering about assholes and the importance of sisterhood.

      “What happened to keeping a low profile?” I whispered to Ari.

      “I can still see the door, and someone needs to save Leonie from making another mistake.”

      We didn’t even need Alexa this time. Becky—the blonde—tracked down Leonie in under five minutes and fired off a message. Then the bartender introduced herself as Janine, put a finger to her lips, and comped us drinks while we high-fived all around.

      Yeehaw.

      Hey, maybe this time in Vegas would be fun after all?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            ERIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Or maybe not.

      Day Two in Vegas, and I borrowed Ari’s shower, a necessity because early this morning, I’d stepped outside for a few minutes to get some air and nearly melted. I’d lived in California for most of my life, with a brief foray to Florida and a two-month mistake in Texas, but this heat was unreal.

      Sweat City, baby.

      First thing this morning, I’d eaten breakfast from the buffet and then shown up early in the Library to get the table with the best view. What was the PI equivalent of dumping a towel on a lounge chair? I couldn’t leave a phone or a laptop or anything expensive in the bar, so I draped a sweater I definitely didn’t need to wear over the back of the chair and placed a paperback on the table beside a notepad and a pen. Would I need to make notes? I sure hoped not, because my handwriting was barely legible. Education wasn’t exactly a priority among the women in the Promised Land. The Prophet didn’t want us getting too smart. Perhaps that was why I hadn’t understood that antifreeze would kill my dad instead of just making him sick? Anyhow, all I’d done so far today was doodle a bit and tally up the hours as they ticked past.

      This evening’s bartender was a slender guy with spiky hair and a nose ring, and he grinned at me as he pointed to a glass. Did I want another drink? I gave him a thumbs-up. Ari had confirmed with Jerry that our budget was generous, and that included the tips, so I’d been adding fifty percent and then pouring the lemonade into the potted plant beside me to avoid visiting the bathroom every thirty minutes.

      Did lemonade kill plants? Probably I should have checked that first.

      Anyhow, I’d been here all day and half the evening, and nobody had gotten upset that I was hogging a table for four. Ari had promised to come back for the evening shift, but she was running late. Something about a crisis in a Zen garden? I didn’t really understand. Ari had talked with a couple of contacts about loan sharks, and now she’d headed over to see Digby Rennick, the guy she worked for in Vegas who’d become a friend as well as a client. According to Ari and also Wikipedia, he was a math genius, and he’d offered to take a look at the Galaxy’s accounts. Alexa had uploaded a backup of the system to a secure portal, and when Ari pressed her as to how it came into her possession, she said she used the old pizza trick with one of the Galaxy’s accounting staff.

      “Pizza trick?”

      “You’ve won a million dollars? Obvious scam. You’ve won a personal pizza from Gino’s? They’ll give you their social security number and the name of their first pet.”

      “Don’t they get suspicious when the pizza doesn’t show up?”

      “Oh, I send them the pizza. I figure it’s the least I can do.”

      So anyhow, Digby Rennick knew a bunch about numbers, and he also knew a bunch about money. He and Ari planned to look over the accounting entries to see if they could find any evidence of the loan Jimmy claimed he was owed.

      While I watered a palm with soft drinks.

      I didn’t much mind sitting here in the Library on my own. People-watching was fun, and I’d spent the afternoon guessing which jobs people did. The uptight douchebag who’d berated Janine for serving him a martini in a glass with smears earlier this afternoon was clearly in management, and the guy with the weirdly white teeth was either a dentist or a game show host or he’d taken a recent vacation in Turkey. The guy with the tight jeans, pink T-shirt, and high pain threshold? Either a Silicon Valley refugee, a barista, or a tattoo artist. Boy, did he have a lot of ink. Who would voluntarily sit there and be stabbed by a needle for hours? Not me. Two years ago, I’d had a roommate with the tiniest tattoo ever. It was a dot. A blue dot. My other roommate told me it was supposed to be a mermaid, but the coward had run screaming from the chair.

      Anyhow, Tattoo Guy ordered a fancy cocktail and sat at the bar, and I watched as a blonde in a minuscule pink dress approached. A blind date? They spoke for several moments, he shook his head, and she took a seat at the table in the farthest corner with a glass of water. At least, it looked like water. It could have been vodka.

      I pretended to read as she approached three more men through the afternoon. The third nodded rather than shaking his head, and the two of them disappeared. Did this hotel rent rooms by the hour? I was almost sure she was looking for payment, especially when she returned exactly sixty minutes later, alone, and ordered a shot of amber liquor plus another glass of water.

      Every so often, a member of staff would come or go through the door to the executive suite, but they were mostly old or female or both, and I didn’t see anyone resembling Jimmy. Ari had said it was a long shot, but we didn’t exactly have many short shots at the moment, and who was I to complain about eating all day? This hotel might have two stars on Trip Advisor, but they sure did get their fries crispy. Special potatoes? Special oil? I considered asking, but then I decided I’d rather not know.

      The Library grew a little busier in the evening. A couple walked in, glanced around, and left again. Pink Dress waved as two friends in similar attire appeared, and they moseyed over to her table in the corner. One of them waved to the bartender on the way. Whatever they were up to, it was clearly sanctioned.

      Another three girls teetered in, all blonde, and I wondered if they might be friends with Pink Dress too, but the newcomers were younger and they didn’t so much as glance in her direction. They made a beeline for the bar instead, and was it me, or did the bartender grimace faintly?

      Yes. Yes, he did.

      A tall guy meandered in, wearing loose-fit jeans, a baggy sweater, sunglasses, and a ball cap with mid-brown hair sticking out from underneath. Who wore sunglasses indoors? Did he have a vision problem? Or was he a rapper? No, his chin was hidden by a big, bushy beard, and didn’t rappers mostly have goatees? Anyhow, he seemed to be able to read the menu okay, although he’d be waiting a while for service. There were only two busy waitstaff working in the restaurant tonight compared with the three yesterday. Did someone call in sick?

      Ari said that Cole wanted to save the hotel for the staff, that he didn’t want them to lose their jobs, but the place was already running on a skeleton crew.

      At seven, Ari texted to say she’d be another hour or so because she was still going through numbers with Rennick. Did that mean they’d found something? I hoped they had. Sitting in the Library would be fun for a day or two, but any longer and I’d get bloated and bored.

      I began typing out a text.

      Me: Did you⁠—

      “Hey, could you move seats?”

      I raised my head to see the trio of blonde girls staring at me, drinks in their hands. They looked nearly the same—bleached hair, tan skin, condescending expressions on their faces—but each wore a different shade of lipstick. Cotton candy, cherry, and plum.

      “I like this table.”

      “But that table is for four people,” Cotton Candy said, her tone a mix of bitchiness and derision. No wonder the bartender had grimaced. “And you’re on your own.”

      “I’m waiting for somebody.”

      “But we’re here now, and whoever you’re ‘waiting for’ isn’t.”

      “Yes, you’re here, but the restaurant is half empty. There are at least twenty other tables that will seat the three of you.”

      “Okay, so we need this table. We’re shooting a BuzzHub video, and that shelf you’re in front of is the one we need to use for our background.”

      “There are shelves around the entire room. Why can’t you use one of those?”

      “Because this one has the best lighting.” She said it like I was stupid.

      Someone walked toward the staff door, and I peered around Cherry to get a better look. False alarm. It was the same slightly harried man I’d seen half a dozen times already. I wasn’t sure what he did at the Galaxy, but I was pretty sure it involved popping antacids.

      “Well, you’re not using these other chairs, so we can borrow them,” Plum said, dropping into the seat opposite me.

      “Why do you have to act so entitled? I’m here for a quiet dinner, not to be an extra in your horror movie.”

      Although years had passed since I left the Promised Land, I wasn’t sure I’d ever stop looking over my shoulder. Not as long as the Prophet was still alive. Which he was. The cult had a freaking website now, and it brought a whole new meaning to the word “doomscrolling.” According to The Promised Word—the book of writings that the Prophet swore the Lord had spoken into his ear—sinners who didn’t repent, donate all their worldly goods to the cause, and devote their life to serving Him were destined to suffer for eternity.

      Also, my hair wasn’t exactly camera-ready. When the stress of surviving on my own made half of it fall out, I’d gone with a pixie cut because it was either that or random tufts everywhere. Plus boyish hairstyles were forbidden in the Promised Land, so chopping it off had felt like a small act of rebellion. But short hair didn’t suit me. And after an asshole in a strip club told me I had bad hair and a bad attitude, I’d decided to try growing it out again. Now it was at that awkward in-between stage where I wanted to reach for the scissors, but so far, I’d managed to resist.

      Cotton Candy and Cherry gasped in unison at my comment.

      “We are not making a horror movie,” Cotton Candy snapped. “We’re making BookBuzz videos.”

      “Books are so hot right now,” Plum informed me.

      “Can you even read?”

      “Why are you being such a bitch?”

      Cotton Candy pulled a bunch of books out of a tote bag and stacked them on the table. The top one looked as if it was in German. The title had those little O’s with the dots and the S that looked like a B.

      “So you’re on German BuzzHub?”

      Candy scoffed. “Of course not. Who needs to speak German?”

      “Then why do you have a German book?”

      “Because the sprayed edges are soooo pretty. No one buys special edition books to actually read them, you know that, right?”

      Huh? Why would you buy a book if you weren’t going to read it?

      “Okay, whatever, but you’ll have to go and not read your books somewhere else.”

      “Are you dumb? We already told you why we’re here, and we know all about lighting. Last month, we were doing make-up videos.”

      “Why did you stop?”

      “Because views dropped, like, a ton. Everyone wants the natural look now.”

      “You know what else is hot?” Cotton Candy said. “Knitting.”

      Plum stared at her. “Knitting? Like, we
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