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Tiffany Swanson doesn’t want to solve murders, she just wants to play poker. But when she sees a crime scene through the eyes of one of her opponents, she finds herself all-in to catch a killer.

Tiffany Swanson envisions big pots and big profits on her first day as a professional poker player. What she gets instead is the inside scoop to an unsolved murder. The image of the dead man comes to her in a flash—when she bumps into the victim’s brother in a Las Vegas casino and picks up his memory of the crime scene. Now he’s trying to convince Tiffany to do some amateur sleuthing and help bring his brother’s killer to justice.

Tiffany intends to do nothing of the sort. She’s not a police detective. She’s not a private investigator. She’s not even a true-crime aficionado. And she’s definitely not telepathic—or so she’s desperately trying to tell herself before she becomes another family black sheep like her kooky Vietnamese aunt Tuna. But all evidence indicates otherwise. And if there’s a teeny, tiny chance she can help solve this homicide, doesn’t she have an obligation to try?

Hijinks and hilarity ensue when Tiffany reluctantly agrees to take on the case. But she’s only got one weekend to figure out “whodunit” before all the suspects flee town—taking their deadly secrets with them.
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“You do what?” screeched my mother.

“I quit my job,” I told her for the second time.

She collapsed against the back of her chair and gawked at me as if I’d declared I had gone off rice. Her expression was enough to make me start squirming in my own chair. My mother may look like a tiny, demure, Vietnamese woman at first glance, but she’s a firecracker.

“Quit your job?” my father repeated, gazing at me over the rim of his glasses.

I twisted sideways, grateful for the excuse to shift my attention away from my mother. Whereas Mom is liable to explode at the slightest provocation, it takes a lot more to ruffle my father. And as long as I can convince him that my reasoning is sound, he generally supports my decisions.

“You must have another job lined up then,” Dad said, hunching forward in order to rest his elbows on the kitchen table between us. Standing, Dad is exactly six feet tall, which makes him over a foot taller than my mother and a good four inches taller than me.

“Kind of,” I replied.

Dad arched one of his bushy, gray eyebrows. “Kind of?”

“I’m going to work for myself.” I paused, knowing my next announcement would be met with some resistance. “I’m going to become a professional poker player.”

“Mama Mia.” Mom rested one hand over her heart, looking faint. She has many expressions she uses when she’s upset—none of which, as far as I know, are of Asian origin.

“Professional poker player?” Dad echoed. He was starting to sound like a parrot. “That sounds like an oxymoron.”

“Yes, that is the word!” My mother banged her fist on the table, prompting my father and me to jump. “It is the moron thing to do.”

“Oxymoron,” Dad corrected. 

Mom nodded. “Yes, moron.”

Dad didn’t bother to point out her error a second time. “Professional poker person is another term for a poker dealer, right?” he asked me.

“Probably,” I replied. “Except I’ll be a poker player, not a person.”

My mother scrunched up her nose. “You not a person?”

“Not in this case, no.”

Mom seemed to ponder that. From the furrow in her brow, I suspected she thought this was one more Americanism she had never wholly grasped.

To avoid having to look at either of my parents, I shook my dark hair over my face and focused on tracing the wood pattern in the tabletop with one finger. “Anyway, I’ve given this a lot of thought, and I want you both to know this decision isn’t one I made overnight. It’s something I’ve been considering for several months. In fact, I’ve been playing for quite a while now, and I really enjoy it.”

“Then you keep playing,” Dad said. “But it’s not a substitute for a job, Tiffany.”

“I’ve been winning, Dad.”

“Yes, for now. But realistically, how long can you expect this lucky streak to last?”

“Poker is a game of skill. Luck is just a small, short-term factor.”

Now it was Dad’s turn to ponder over my words. I knew he was thinking about how he lost more often than not at the home games organized by his buddies. I could practically see him coming to the conclusion that if I were correct, his own poor playing was at fault for his dismal results.

He would be right, but I wasn’t about to point that out now. I needed him on my side.

I hunched over the table. “Dad, I want to try this.”

“I understand that, Tiffany. But I don’t see why you had to quit your job. The pay was good. The benefits were good. You even got to see the country on your company’s dime. Do you know how many people would love to be able to do that?”

“But it wasn’t what I wanted. In all honesty, that job was sucking the life out of me.”

“What?” My mother looked horrified.

“Figuratively,” I assured her. “My point is, my job was stressful. I couldn’t take it anymore.”

Mom slapped her palm on the table. “Job is stressful, yes. That is why it is a job, not fun time.”

“I get that, Mom. But this went beyond just not being fun. It was affecting my health.” I could feel the tension building in my shoulders merely from talking about it. “Consulting is difficult. The project managers are difficult. Clients are difficult. Someone is always angry about something. The budget, the timeline, the product functionality—none of it is ever good enough. And I could never make plans because I was traveling all the time.”

“That is true,” Mom said with a nod, likely considering how she wanted me to eat dinner with her and Dad every evening and how my travel schedule only permitted a visit once a week at most.

Encouraged by her agreement, I continued. “Between flying everywhere and worrying about getting in billable hours, I had no time for myself. If I stayed there any longer I would have developed an ulcer.”

Mom gasped, her dark, almost black eyes growing wide. I could see her mental gears turning. An ulcer meant I wouldn’t fully enjoy her meals, one of the most tragic fates she could imagine for a daughter lucky enough to live in the United States of America, the premier country of overabundance and food waste.

I slipped my hands in my lap. “I haven’t gone into this poker decision blind. I’ve been tracking my winnings for six months now, and during that time I’ve earned enough to cover my rent and all my expenses.”

“Rent!” Dad snorted.

“My point is, I’m making money,” I rushed on, praying he wouldn’t go off on his popular rant about how I was throwing money away by paying rent instead of buying a place. In hindsight, I had to give him credit for being right, but no way was I going to admit that now, when I was attempting to convince him of my ability to make sensible decisions. “And those are my results just from playing here and there, whenever I’m not on the road. Just think how much money I could make if I devoted all my time to this.”

Dad folded his arms across his chest. “Gambling is no way to make a living.”

“Poker is not gambling. It’s not like blackjack or the pit games, where you’re playing against the house. A lot of it’s mathematical. If you want to be successful you have to calculate odds and hand ranges. Game theory—”

“Zut alors!” My mother stood up in a huff, her eyes narrowing at me. “I do not understand your generation, Tiffy. You are given all these opportunities. You get to pick any work you want, and you throw away like yesterday’s rice.” She jerked her arm sideways as though pantomiming an ungrateful daughter tossing her meal into the gutter.

“Mom.” My chest squeezed as I took in the angry lines around her eyes. “I am grateful. I’m especially grateful I can choose my profession and not be smothered by a job I hate.”

“Hate?” My mother stomped over to the stove. “You get buckets of money every week. I see with my own eyes. Numbers big enough to feed three, four, five grandchildren. What is to hate about that?”

“It wasn’t the money, it was the emotional toll the work was taking on me.”

Dad’s face softened. “Tiffany is always tired, Lan. Maybe she has a point about doing something new.”

I smiled at him. “Thank—”

“You on her side now, Carl?” My mother whipped around, her hands landing on her hips. In that position, she looked like a four-foot-eleven general.

Dad spread his palms. “It’s not a matter of taking sides. Tiffany is thirty-eight. She’s an adult. If this bombs, she goes back to work.”

“Right,” I agreed. I didn’t mention how I would rather sleep in a box next to the freeway than grovel for my old job back.

“Adult?” My mother grabbed a cutting board out of the cabinet and slammed it onto the counter. “Adults have jobs. And babies.”

I stifled a groan. I had hoped we could get through one conversation without her asking when I would pop out a grandchild for her to fuss over, but apparently that was wishing for too much.

“I see no adults here,” my mother continued. She yanked open the refrigerator door and commenced with an awful lot of banging around inside, which meant she had to space her words between clangs. “I see spoiled, American brat that give up good thing when she have it. Good job, good man—”

“Mom,” I interrupted, desperate to cut her off before she could segue into all of my dating failures, “I’m doing this whether you approve or not, so you might as well get used to it.”

I regretted the words as soon as they were out of my mouth. Telling my mother to get used to something never went over well.

This time was no exception. Mom stilled, her expression becoming menacing as the refrigerator light cast weird shadows across her face. At least, I hoped the effect could be blamed on the open refrigerator door.

I braced myself, waiting for the verbal eruption that was bound to ensue. Even my father seemed to be paralyzed by the suspense.

“Get used to it?” My mother closed the refrigerator door. Her hand was clenched so tightly around the handle that her knuckles had turned white. “Get used to it?”

I gulped. “I didn’t mean—”

“My daughter say she want to disgrace my family, and tell me to get used to it?”

“Now, Lan,” my father, the brave, brave man, interrupted. “Tiffany isn’t disgracing anybody.”

Mom made a fist with her right hand and stabbed her breastbone with her thumb. “She disgrace me!”

“She can’t be any more of a disgrace than your sister,” Dad said.

I held my breath, knowing what was coming next.

Sure enough, Mom’s face turned a dangerous shade of puce, and I swear I could see her whole body vibrating with anger.

“My sister is legitimate career woman!” Mom shouted.

Dad winced. But he courageously—or stupidly—pushed on. At least I knew where I got my stubborn streak from.

“Tuna is a kook,” Dad said.

“She a shrink!”

“She’s a psychic,” Dad corrected.

Technically, Aunt Tuna calls herself a spiritual guidance counselor, but I didn’t bother to point this out. My survival instinct had rendered me mute.

Mom snapped forward at the waist, her flashing brown eyes appearing almost black as they bored into my father’s. “She go to school! Ten years! She has degree!” Steam was practically coming out of her ears. “She has license! She has office! She has clients!”

I tuned out. This could go on for a while if Mom intended to list every single thing Aunt Tuna had going for her.

Tuna isn’t my aunt’s birth name, of course. Her real name is Tuyen Anh, but my mother is the only person who calls her that. When Aunt Tuna used to go by her Vietnamese name, she always said it so fast that most Americans heard ‘Tuna.’ Eventually the nickname stuck, and now that’s how she actually introduces herself. She even uses it to promote her business, coming up with marketing slogans like ‘Let Tuna fish for your future!’ and ‘Tuna is good for the soul.’

Hey, I didn’t say they were good slogans.

“Tiffy,” Mom huffed, jerking me back to the present, “you finish the cooking, okay? Or else I may put some bleach in your ba’s food, okay?”

I eased out of my chair, knowing better than to argue. “Okay, Mom.”

She waggled her finger as we crossed paths in the kitchen. “But you no play poker for money!”

I kept my mouth shut as I fished a spatula out of the drawer. Unlike Dad, I had learned a long time ago there was no point in arguing with her when she was in a state.

“And tomorrow you talk to Tuyen Anh,” Mom went on. “She show you how to be psychic. You can join business with your auntie.” She bobbed her head once, as though the decision had been made. “Yes, much better than poker.”

“I’ll go see Aunt Tuna tomorrow,” I said, careful not to promise anything more.

“Yes, she teach you her business. Maybe teach you Vietnamese at the same time. Shame a daughter of mine no know no Vietnamese.”

I turned on one of the stove burners. “I doubt I’ll get very far with the Vietnamese, but I’ll make sure to drop by Aunt Tuna’s office.”

After all, what harm would a visit do? It wasn’t as if I were in any danger of actually becoming psychic.

I had no idea then how wrong I was.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Kings full,” the dealer said, eyeing my upturned cards.

My opponent made a face before tossing his own hole cards across the table. The dealer swept them into the muck and pushed me the pot. As I raked in the assortment of red and green chips, I couldn’t help but relish the feel of the smooth clay beneath my fingers. Friday afternoon at the Aria Resort and Casino—my first day as a professional poker player—was off to a good start.

The handsome, twenty-something stranger three seats down smiled at me while I stacked my chips. I smiled back. Sometimes it paid to be nice to your tablemates. A lot of people played poker for fun and would think nothing of going easier on an opponent they felt they had built a rapport with. Winning wasn’t always their number one goal.

The dark-haired, wheelchair-bound man sitting directly to my right tapped my arm. “You haven’t told me how the big announcement went last night,” he said.

Lee is another professional poker player, except he’s the real deal. He can’t be much past forty, yet he claims to have been playing professionally for close to twenty years now. I believed him. Lee doesn’t strike me as the type to lie about something like that. Besides, since I’d started playing regularly last year, I’d never seen him leave with fewer chips than he’d started with.

In fact, watching Lee make a living off this game was what had inspired me to give it a go myself. He doesn’t know it, but secretly I think of him as my mentor. Whenever we were at the same table I made a point of watching how he played his hands. I’d even added several of his more common winning moves to my own repertoire.

“You’re still alive, so I’m guessing it didn’t go as bad as you thought it would,” he said with a grin.

“I took over dinner preparations before my mother started chopping vegetables,” I replied. “Otherwise, there’s a good chance she would have stabbed me.”

Lee chuckled, then checked the cards dealt to him before tossing them back to the dealer. “She’ll change her tune once she sees how much money you bring home every night.”

I made a show of peeking at my own hole cards so I wouldn’t have to reply. Now that I’d slept on it, I was starting to have serious doubts as to whether quitting my job had really been a wise decision. What if my parents were right and this whole thing bombed? I’d never hear the end of it.

Lee waited until I’d mucked my cards before speaking again. “My mom wasn’t too keen when I told her I was going to play for a living either. And it didn’t help matters when I lost my first year.”

I whipped toward him so fast my neck popped. “You lost your first year?”

“Yep. The pressure got to me. I had been winning consistently before that, but once I gave up my job and a regular paycheck—as pitiful as it was—the cold reality that winning was no longer optional threw me off my game. It took me a good ten months to push the fear aside and let my instincts take over again.”

Sweat dripped down my back. Good grief. If it took me close to a year to get the hang of this new profession, Dad would soon be wishing for the days when paying rent was the most foolish financial decision he could fault me for.

Luckily, Lee got involved in a hand right after dropping his bombshell. We had a tacit agreement not to talk when one of us had cards, and I didn’t think I could stomach any more well-meaning advice.

Before he could finish his hand, I stood up and made my way to the bathroom. My legs wobbled a bit, and I caught a guy at another table smirking. No doubt he’d pegged me as one of the many drunk tourists stumbling around to commemorate the start of another weekend in Vegas.

Which, unnervingly enough, was exactly how I felt.

In the bathroom, I splashed cold water on my face and stared at my reflection in the mirror. My heart was racing, and my stomach was doing flip-flops. What would I have to give up to survive for ten months without any income whatsoever? New clothes? Air conditioning? Food?

“Get a grip, Tiff,” I muttered to the panic-stricken brown eyes staring back at me. “You’re going to be fine. You know how to do this. Just play your normal game and you won’t lose.”

My little pep talk calmed me somewhat. After another minute of deep breathing I had banished most of the images of being brutally evicted and eating cold ramen for the rest of my days.

I walked out of the bathroom, running smack-dab into the guy from my table who had smiled at me earlier.

“Oomph.” The air rushed out of my lungs as I collided with his hard chest.

He grabbed my arms. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.” I steadied myself. “Sorry about that.”

Now that I’d regained my footing, I expected him to let go. Instead, he kept his palms on my arms, his eyes fixed on mine. My heart sank, and I mentally prayed he wouldn’t ask me out. He was attractive enough, with thick brown hair, blue eyes, and a full, warm smile, but I didn’t get involved with out-of-towners. Too much heartache when they returned home to the wives and girlfriends they had never bothered to mention.

Not that I would have any experience with that.

I was about to wiggle free of his hold, but at that exact moment my skin started tingling and my vision blurred. An image of a man sprawled atop a sea of plush white carpet flashed through my head. The blood-red stains splashed across the front of the man’s torso and staining the carpet around him formed a picture vivid enough to make me gasp. I groped for something steady to lean against as nausea surged through me. Somehow I made it to the wall. I collapsed against it and bit my tongue hard, hoping I didn’t retch.

“Hey, you okay?”

I was vaguely aware of the handsome stranger gripping my elbow as he said the words, but my throat was too tight to respond. My pulse was pounding so hard I could feel it in my temples.

“Let’s get you seated.”

I let him guide me over to a bank of slot machines, then fell into one of the chairs like a sack of potatoes. The image had faded, but the emotions it had stirred up still lingered.

The man took the seat next to me. “You feeling all right?”

I blinked, unsure how to respond. Did I feel all right?

“I can call somebody for you, if you’d like,” he offered. “Or flag down security.” He perked up, clearly buoyed by the possibility of pawning me off on someone else.

Evidently I no longer needed to worry about fending off the guy’s advances.

“I’m okay,” I told him. “I just felt a little woozy there for a second.”

Out came that friendly smile again. “Glad to
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