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CHAPTER 1
Sofia coughed out seawater and made a mental note never to follow through on a crazy middle of the night scheme again. Last night she’d watched a documentary about surfing, and as she snuggled into her warm bed she’d decided to become a better swimmer by running down to the beach and practicing every morning before work. After a few weeks, she’d be swimming like a dolphin or paddling like a surfer. What could be easier?
But dolphins had blubber and surfers had wetsuits, and now she knew why. The cold water of the Pacific Ocean slapped her breath away, and she treaded water to try to get it back. She should have come in slowly, gotten used to the temperature, given herself time to decide to get a coffee instead. She’d convinced herself it was like taking off a Band-Aid—best to rip it off all at once and not draw it out. So, she dove in and swam as hard as she could for the horizon. Not the smartest move, she could see that now.
She counted three surfers—red board, white board, and blue board. They all wore black wetsuits, and none of them looked cold. Maybe she should do her swimming in a heated pool, one where she could reach and out and touch the side, one with a coffee shop.
The ocean fell away under her, and a giant wave loomed over her head. ‘Turtle through it!’ said a voice in her head. Some character from last night’s movie. Deciding he probably knew what he was walking about, she dove underneath the wave and swam, pulling with her arms and kicking hard with her legs until she made it through. She swam another body length before surfacing.
No big waves coming in after that one, so she turned to watch the surfers ride the wave she’d passed through. Red Board knew what he was doing. He caught a good piece of the wave and rode it toward shore, balanced on his board with his arms extended. Blue Board must have decided to miss it, because he sat on his board behind the wave, looking out toward the blue-green horizon for the next one. Where was White Board?
She followed the wave back toward shore. She wanted a hot shower. She wanted an even hotter coffee. She wanted to be wearing warm, dry clothes. All three options lay in the same direction.
The wave ahead broke with a boom, and Red Board wiped out into the churning soup in a tangle of arms and legs. Another wave lifted her up, but she was far enough away from shore that the wave wasn’t ready to break yet. Blue Board caught the wave and rode it in, as graceful as her sorta pet seagull, Fred, in flight. Red Board caught the end of the wave and took it in, too, but White Board was still nowhere to be seen.
She stopped swimming and looked for him. His board had been pulled out by the previous wave, and it bobbed along on top of the water not too far from her like an ice floe. She had a funny feeling in her stomach that didn’t come from the cold, and she swam quickly toward the scrap of white.
With one hand still paddling, she grabbed the board and checked the back. A white line hung down from the end—the surfboard’s leash. Surfers used the leash to attach the surfboard to their ankle. Maybe the leash had slipped off his ankle. Or maybe not.
Gulping in a deep breath, she dove, following the leash down. A few feet under she discovered the leash was attached to a foot. The foot’s owner was still, eyes closed, skin a watery green.
She hooked one arm through his armpit and pulled him toward the surface. A long ago class at the YMCA bubbled up into her mind, and she remembered you were never supposed to rescue someone in the water by grabbing them, because they could start thrashing and drown you. Use a pool ring, use a shepherd’s crook. Use any one of a bunch of devices she didn’t have.
His weight dragged her down, but she kept kicking. Her lungs told her she didn’t have much more time to screw around underwater, and she kicked harder. She couldn’t let him drop down to the end of his leash and drown.
Her face broke the surface, and she sucked in a deep breath, holding the man’s chin up out of the water, in case he decided to start breathing, too.
He didn’t.
She wrestled him half onto his board, turned him onto his side, and started waving for help. The beach had a lifeguard, so she just had to get his attention and he’d know what to do. She had no idea what came next. The useful details of the class at the Y were gone.
Waving for help didn’t seem to be working. Maybe she should take off her bikini top and wave it around her head like a flag. Maybe that would attract some paparazzi in kayaks who could make themselves useful. She yelled, but no one could hear it over the surf, no matter how much she projected.
Finally, something seemed to work. The lifeguard ran from his station carrying a long red surfboard. He looked faraway and small, but he was heading toward them. Help was on its way, and hopefully it would come soon enough.
Another wave lifted them and dropped them again. She needed to get the guy to shore, but didn’t know how to maneuver through a breaking wave with a surfboard without wiping out. The last thing this guy needed was another dunking. She held him steady on the board and thumped him on his back. The guy had been underwater for maybe a minute, out of it for about the same amount of time. He had to start breathing soon.
As if he read her thoughts, he spat out a mouthful of water and took in a deep breath.
She wanted to call out a thank you to the sky. “Are you all right?”
“I’m OK.” His voice sounded like a long-time smoker’s. He coughed again, then put a shaky hand up to the back of his head.
“The lifeguard’s on his way.” She kept her hand on his back, holding him on the board.
He showed her a palm wet with blood, then dipped his hand in the ocean to clean it off. A trip to the zoo with her niece and nephew had taught her some fun facts.
 
	A shark can smell a drop of blood in a million drops of water.
	A shark can smell blood a quarter mile away.
	The Pacific Ocean had lots of sharks, including great whites that could eat them surfboard and all.

What was she going to do, tell the guy not to bleed? It wasn’t as if he was doing it on purpose. It wasn’t a lot of blood, but it was definitely more than a drop. She looked around for a gray fin, cutting through the water like in Jaws. So far, so good.
He pulled himself all the way up onto the board. Even in a wetsuit, she could tell he was pretty well built—long muscular arms and legs, a mop of shoulder-length black hair, a sexy three-day beard, and green-brown eyes the color of kelp.
“Your head OK?” she asked.
“Just a bump.” He still looked pretty pale, but he sat fairly easily on the board, so that was a good sign.
“Let’s wait for the lifeguard to tow us in.” She suddenly felt tired and cold. Adrenalin was mean that way. She got a stronger grip on the board.
“Would you be more comfortable up here?” he asked.
Unsure how to answer, she nodded.
He reached down and pulled her up next to him. He was a lot stronger than she’d expected. If she were the one drowning, he’d have had no trouble pulling her to the surface.
She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “Thanks.”
“I should be thanking you, for saving my life.” He had the most amazing smile. It was wide as the sky and made his brown eyes shine.
She glanced down at his tanned hands. No wedding ring there, nor a tan line to indicate he might have taken one off.
“I was just at the right place at the right time.” And how.
Blue Board came up from the left. With his dark hair slicked back, he looked like a seal. “Jaxon!”
So, Brown Eyes was named Jaxon. It suited him, masculine and a little exotic.
“I’m OK, man,” Jaxon called.
“What happened? You were right next to me.” Blue Board paddled closer.
“My board clocked me on the head, and I went under. I’d be fish food if this pretty lady hadn’t rescued me.” Jaxon pulled out another one of those smiles, and she grinned right back, feeling pretty darn happy he was alive and cute, and she was alive, too, and no sharks were visible.
Blue Board looked at her and his mouth dropped open.
Not this again.
“You’re Sofia Salgado!” he said. “Jaxon, you got saved by Sofia Salgado.”
Jaxon looked at her with the same goofy expression as his buddy. “The half-pint detective?”
Blue Board was an enthusiastic guy. “It’s like being saved by Pamela Anderson Lee from Baywatch. Wow!”
Technically, Sofia felt, she’d had to work harder than Pamela Anderson Lee would have, since she didn’t have surgically implanted double D flotation devices in her chest.
“The most important thing is that you’re all right,” she said.
“I’m...umm...” Jaxon sputtered out into speechlessness. He looked bashful. Cute, but not what she’d been hoping for.
“Is everything OK?” The lifeguard drew up next to them. She recognized him.
“Hi, Tony,” she said. “Jaxon here got hit by his board and dragged under, but he seems OK now. Except a bump on the head. And he’s bleeding.”
“Miss Salgado pulled me up and saved my life,” Jaxon said.
“Let’s get you back to shore, see if you need an ambulance,” Tony said.
“I’m fine.” Jaxon shifted on the board. “Just a knock on the noggin. I can paddle back.”
“My board’s motorized. Not a problem. ” Tony clipped his red board onto the end of Jaxon’s board, and they headed toward the beach. Being towed was sure a lot easier than swimming. Blue Board was having to work to keep pace.
“I sure appreciate you coming along when you did, Miss Salgado,” Jaxon said.
“Sofia,” she said. “Just Sofia.”
“My name’s Jaxon Ford.” He pulled one hand off the board and held it out to her. “You can call me Jaxon.”
She shook his hand. He had a strong grip, and his hand felt surprisingly warm.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 2
A  little wave hit them broadside, and the board tipped. She grabbed it with both hands again, but Jaxon didn’t. He shifted his weight to match the water.
“You must be a good surfer,” she said, not letting go of her death grip on the fiberglass. She didn’t want to go back into the cold water by herself.
“It’s my first time,” he said. “And I practically got myself killed.”
He still seemed a lot more confident on the board than she was.
“Freak accident,” she said. “Could have happened to anyone.”
“Do you rescue all of them?”
“You’re the first one I’ve rescued,” she said.
“Really?”
“The other ones all died.”
He looked so shocked, she laughed.
“Not really. You’re my first. My first rescue I mean.” Smooth. She sounded so very smooth. “And you’ll be fine.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“But you should still see a doctor. Weird things can happen after you almost drown, so you need to be careful. I remember from a class at the YMCA about dry drownings hours after being rescued. And also head wounds are serious, especially if you lose consciousness.” She wasn’t sure she should have said that. She didn’t want to upset him. It didn’t help that Jaxon was pretty darn distracting-looking. She kept babbling. “I should have paid more attention in class. Anyway, get checked out by a doctor.”
“I promise I will, Miss...Sofia.” He made an X over the left side of his chest. “Cross my heart.”
A minute of uncomfortable silence followed. She wanted to ask for his phone number, but wasn’t sure on the rescuer/rescuee protocol. It seemed like it’d be taking advantage.
“So, why’d you decide to suddenly start surfing?” she asked to have something to say, even though it sounded dumb.
“I usually live in Wyoming. I’m in town for a month to do a show, so I figured I’d better take advantage of the ocean while I’m here.”
“What kind of show?” Was he an actor? A stripper? She would never hear the end of it if she started dating a stripper.
“Trick riding. I’m with The Riders of Randorin.”
“Your show is supposed to be incredible! It had a great write-up in the LA Times.”
He actually blushed right there on the surfboard. Which was adorable. “The riders put in a lot of time. I’m not with the regular show. I’m filling in for a friend who got sick. Usually I work on my ranch.”
“You have a ranch?” That made him a cowboy, didn’t it? She’d never dated a cowboy.
“More of a dude ranch, but we run a few cattle, some horses, and chickens. It’s called the Lazy Seven.”
“I thought that was Lazy Eight?”
“That name was taken.”
They’d almost reached the beach now, and Tony unclipped them. She hadn’t noticed when they’d gone through the spot where the waves usually broke.
Her neighbor, Tex, waved from up the beach. She had on a silver one-piece swimming suit. It didn’t look half bad on her, with her thick gray hair and snapping dark eyes. The suit, and Tex, were both dry. She had way more sense than Sofia did.
“If you want to go to the show, we have one tomorrow,” Jaxon said. “I could leave you tickets at will call.”
She smiled. “I’d like that.”
That was totally a date. Her first in quite a while. Even if she was just going to watch him ride around on stage, it counted. She had a date with a cowboy.
Jaxon’s giant smile was back.
“Let’s get you guys off the board, and let me check out Jaxon’s head wound.” Tony was all business.
She flopped off the board and into the cold water, but it didn’t seem so bad this time. She stood and shook Jaxon’s hand again. “See you there.”
Tex wrapped a giant gray towel around Sofia. It was the warmest thing she’d ever felt, and she pulled it close. “Thanks, Tex.”
“See you where?” Tex asked.
“The Riders of Randorin show, ma’am,” said Jaxon. “My name’s Jaxon Ford, and I’m in the show. Sofia here was kind enough to agree to come to see me perform as a thank you for saving my life.”
“I can see why she did.” Tex practically leered at him, but Jaxon didn’t seem to notice. “Sofia has an eye for horseflesh.”
“I do?” Sofia asked. Then she caught Tex’s double meaning. “Oh, yeah. I love horses.”
“I rode a bit on the rodeo circuit,” Tex said. “A few years ago.”
“I’d be happy to leave a ticket for you, too, ma’am,” said Jaxon.
“Under the name of Pearl Chang would do nicely,” Tex said.
“Pearl?” Sofia said.
“You didn’t think my fine Chinese parents put Tex on my birth certificate, did you?”
Tony tugged Jaxon back toward the lifeguard stand. Jaxon nodded to Sofia and followed him. She watched him go. He looked good from the back, too.
“Horseflesh?” Sofia said, as soon as she was sure he couldn’t hear her anymore.
Tex pulled the towel closer around Sofia and rubbed her arms. “I have a Thermos full of hot tea over by my chair.”
Sofia suddenly realized how cold she was, and how much she wanted to sit down.
Tex led her to a wooden cabana chair, sat her down, and poured her a Thermos-cap full of green tea. The cup shook in her hands.
“It’s the adrenalin,” Tex said.
“And the cold.” She took a sip of scalding tea.
“Jaxon Ford could warm a woman right up.”
Sofia wasn’t going to argue with that.
“That’s the kind of thing that makes me want to take up swimming again,” Tex said. “Salvage. You get to keep whatever you recover on the high seas, you know.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 3
L ess than an hour later, Sofia pulled out onto the PCH and her red Tesla joined the traffic crawling along the highway. She turned on the car’s heater full blast. That was the last time she was going swimming without a wetsuit. But the thought that, because of her swim, Jaxon and his wide-open smile were still around made it all worth it.
When she turned into the parking lot, she checked her watch. Still on time. A yellow Porsche and a black Lincoln Town Car sat alone in the parking lot. Not a good sign. Business had been slow at the detective agency lately, and it hadn’t picked up this morning. The Town Car belonged to the owner of the agency, Brendan Maloney, a former Los Angeles police detective and consultant to the TV show Sofia had spent most of her childhood working on, The Half-Pint Detective. The Porsche belonged to his son, also a former Los Angeles police officer, and Sofia’s partner at the agency. He lived to drive her crazy.
“You’re tardy,” Aidan said as soon as she walked in.
“It’s thirty seconds past nine.” She made a beeline for the coffee machine. “That’s perfectly on time.”
“Thirty seconds is a long time.” He wandered into the kitchen after her. “Ask a trapeze artist.”
“Any new work?” She poured herself a coffee and took a quick sip. Aidan made good coffee, but she’d never tell him.
“How was your morning?” He raised an eyebrow.
“Why?” Something was up.
“You have a certain glow about you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Rosy cheeks,” he said. “Star-struck eyes.”
“I went swimming this morning before I came in.” She took a longer sip of the coffee. Coffee was the elixir of the gods.
“In the freezing cold Pacific? With the undertow?” Apparently, Aidan wasn’t a water person. “And the pollution?”
“I made it out alive,” she said. “And I pulled someone out with me.”
“Do tell.” Aidan’s blue eyes sharpened, and she wished she hadn’t said anything.
“A surfer guy named Jaxon Ford.”
“Action Jaxon,” he said. “Doesn’t sound like the name of a guy who’d need rescuing.”
“He got hit in the head by his board.”
“Not good at the whole action thing then?”
“He’s probably plenty good at it. He’s a horseback rider in that show, The Riders of Randorin. And he owns a ranch.” She wasn’t sure why she was defending Jaxon to Aidan, so she decided to change the subject. “What are we supposed to be doing this morning?”
“I brought some locks in for you to practice on.” He pointed to a pair of handcuffs sitting on her desk next to a package of bobby pins.
“Ooo! Lock picking!” She raced across the office to her desk. He had been promising to teach her to pick locks for a while now. She ran her finger across the handcuffs. “How do I start?”
“Don’t make so much noise. We don’t want Brendan to hear.”
She had often wondered where Brendan came down on lock picking. She guessed on the law and order side. Not Aidan, though. She’d watched him pick locks before, and he was too good at it not to have had a lot of practice.
“Let’s start with the handcuffs.” Aidan gave her one of his trademark Irish smiles, all dimples and insincerity. “Hold out your wrists.”
She hid her wrists behind her back. “I’m not letting you handcuff me.”
“It only makes sense to practice in real world conditions.”
She wasn’t sure what he was going to do once he had her handcuffed, but she sure wasn’t going to find out. “I’ll practice with them on the table the first time.”
“Always so suspicious.” He locked the handcuffs and handed her a bobby pin. “This is what’s called a single lock handcuff. You’ll start with that.”
“This is what’s called a bobby pin, not a lock pick.”
“Strip off the rubber part, then bend the end to a 45 degree angle,” he said.
“Do we have pliers or something?”
“Are you going to have pliers sitting around if you’re ever handcuffed?”
Was she going to have a bobby pin around either? She resolved to start carrying an emergency bobby pin in her wallet. She stuck the bobby pin in her mouth and stripped off the rubber tip with her teeth. She hoped Aidan hadn’t spit on it or something. She spat the rubber into her hand and scraped it into her garbage can.
“Ladylike,” Aidan said.
She ignored him and put the bobby pin back in her mouth. She bent the metal against her teeth, hearing her mother’s voice in her head telling her to be good to her teeth, because they might have to last a hundred years. It looked like a forty-five degree angle, but it wasn’t as if she had a protractor lying around to measure it.
“You’re going to want to insert that into the keyhole and wriggle it around until you feel it catch against a little lever thing in there, then push in the direction the cuff locked in and it’ll pop right open.” He reeled off all the steps as if it would be easy.
She slipped the bobby pin into the keyhole and stirred around inside the lock, hoping she’d luck into it. She didn’t. Not as easy as Aidan made it sound.
“It’s all about the wrists,” he said. “Finesse not force.”
“Considering your dating life, you probably have a lot of finesse in your wrists.” The end of the bobby pin caught on something.
“My dating life?” Aidan snorted. “You’re the one who’s dating The Village People.”
The bobby pin slipped off the lever, and she tried to reset it. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
He held up one finger. “You started with the bartender, right? Felipe Rose from the Village People was a bartender.”
“Which one was he?”
“The one with the headdress. So, that’s your first Village person.”
She decided to ignore him and concentrate on her lock.
Aidan held up a second finger. “And now you’re dating the cowboy.”
“For a straight guy, you’re awfully familiar with the Village People.”
“So you are dating the cowboy?”
“I didn’t say that.” The bobby pin caught against something again. She pulled up as gently as she could.
“You didn’t say you weren’t.”
It felt as if the lever moved. Maybe this would work. “It’s not really a date.”
“Some kind of event where the two of you are together?”
The handcuff lock still didn’t open. “None of your business.”
“That’s a yes. What do you know about him?”
The bobby pin slipped back off the lever. This would be a lot easier if Aidan shut up. “I know he’s cute. He has a ranch in Wyoming. He’s a rider in this show. And Tex likes him.”
Aidan blinked a couple of times. Maybe it was from information overload. “Tex likes him?”
“She was on the beach when we came in.” She almost told him Tex had been invited too, but stopped herself.
“So, basically, you know what he told you, which was nothing.” Aidan folded his arms.
“You only know what the women on your dating sites tell you.” She bent the bobby pin back to 45 degrees and stuck it in the lock. What if she were handcuffed with her hands behind her back? How would she get to a bobby pin then?
“I verify that across multiple sites, plus the Internet is full of information about them. I know plenty.”
“Doesn’t that make you a cyberstalker?” The lever moved the tiniest bit. She held her breath.
“It makes me informed. Keeps me from wasting my time on women who are less than ideal.”
“How’d that last one slip by you, Mr. Sperm Donor?” Aidan’s last serious girlfriend had asked him to give her some sperm so she could have a baby. And raise the baby without him. They weren’t dating anymore.
“It’s a process,” he said. “The checklist helps, but it’s obviously not an entirely foolproof system.”
The lock clicked, and the handcuffs sprang open. “Ta-da!”
Before she had more than a second to celebrate her triumph, Aidan slammed both handcuffs closed around her wrists. The bobby pin fell onto the floor, and he put his foot on top of it.
She glared at him.
“Real world,” he said. “Make another pick from scratch.”
She pulled another bobby pin off the cardboard packaging, which wasn’t easy with her hands cuffed together. A quick bite to get the rubber tip off, a bend, and she held the pick in her right hand. It was a lot harder going than the first time, especially with Aidan looking so smug.
“Who’s next after the cowboy?” he asked. “The construction worker? The soldier?”
“The cop?” She had the bobby pin in the right place already, now she needed to move that tricky tumbler.
“A cop!” He sounded surprised, but she couldn’t look up at him while picking the lock. “You should never date a cop.”
She held the bobby pin perfectly still and looked up at him. “Why not? Brendan was a cop. You were a cop.”
“See what I mean?”
“Brendan’s a very nice guy.” She went back to her handcuffs.
“Excuse me?” A short round blond man and a shorter and rounder blond woman came into the office. They looked like Cabbage Patch dolls, all grown up. The man spoke again. “We’re here to meet with the head of Maloney Investigations?”
As if he’d heard them from behind his closed office door, Brendan swept into the room. He wore a nice blue suit and a blue-gray tie. With his salt-and-pepper hair and his rugged face, he looked exactly like a private investigator should.
She remembered the handcuffs and shook her sleeves down to cover them. Aidan grinned wickedly, and she kicked the back of his leg where no one could see.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 4
“M r. and Mrs. Grigoryan, please come in!” Brendan hurried over and shook their hands.
Aidan shook their hands, too, and Sofia stayed behind Aidan and nodded. She couldn’t exactly shake their hands in handcuffs.
Brendan shot her a puzzled look and led everyone into the office. Mr. and Mrs. Grigoryan got the couch, while Aidan herded Sofia into the chair. He stood guard behind her like an annoying sentry. She hoped he’d drop the handcuff key into her hand, but suspected that was destined to remain an unfulfilled hope.
“Would you care for anything, Mr. and Mrs. Grigoryan? Water? Coffee? Soda?”
“Maybe some water.” Mrs. Grigoryan cleared her throat.
Sofia stood up. She could go to get the water, get the cuffs off, and come back with nobody the wiser. “I’ll get it.”
“On my desk,” Aidan mouthed where his father couldn’t see. He must mean the handcuff keys.
“Never mind,” Mrs. Grigoryan said. “I’d rather we get started.”
“Fine. Let’s do that,” said Brendan. He looked at Sofia. “You can sit back down.”
She sat back down, folded her hands together in her lap, and tried to act as if nothing was wrong. She still had the bobby pin. She could do this during the interview. It would be a good test for how she performed under stress. Or a good chance to look like a fool in front of clients and Brendan.
“I understand you’ve been having some problems with your neighbor?” Brendan asked.
“Problems?” Mr. Grigoryan rolled his bright blue eyes heavenward. “Vandalism is more like it.”
“Oh?” Brendan asked.
“I have a convertible. A Mercedes. A very nice car.” Mr. Grigoryan looked at Sofia, Aidan, and Brendan in turn, as if it was important they remember this.
“I see,” Sofia said, although she didn’t really see anything. But she wanted him to look away so she could get to work on the handcuffs.
“That’s not why we’re here.” His wife’s words were so soft Sofia strained to hear her. Brendan leaned forward.
“We’re here because he is stealing from me,” Mr. Grigoryan said. “And damaging my property. And harassing us.”
“Those are serious charges,” Brendan said. “Perhaps you’d be better served talking to the police?”
Sofia’s hand crept up to the top of the handcuff. She was almost to the keyhole. Or at least she hoped so. She couldn’t see the lock because her sleeve covered it. Mrs. Grigoryan started staring at her, round eyes curious.
“I have. Of course I have. But they say there is no proof anything has been stolen.”
Aidan leaned against the edge of her chair, partially blocking Mrs. Grigoryan’s view. She could tell he felt at least a little guilty about the mess she was in. Good. She felt around for the keyhole with her fingertip. It was hard to find by feel.
“What do you think is being stolen?” Brendan asked.
“Water,” Mr. Grigoryan trumpeted. “He’s stealing my water.”
“Perfect case for you, Sofia,” Aidan said. “A case about holding your water.”
Sofia busted out the biggest, fakest smile she could muster. He was making a veiled reference to an incident on stakeout a while ago where she’d had to pee next to her car because he wouldn’t let her take a bathroom break. She’d been caught by paparazzi, and the video had gone viral. She still hadn’t paid him back for that. She mentally added it to her list of things she still needed to get even with Aidan for. The list was really long, and growing.
Brendan gave Aidan a warning look. “What do you mean, stealing your water?”
“I own a winery here in Malibu.” Mr. Grigoryan puffed up like a peacock. “It’s very fine wine, made to the best Armenian standards. Wine has been made in Armenia for thousands of years. We are part of a long tradition.”
Mrs. Grigoryan leaned around Aidan to look at Sofia’s lap. She smiled, and Sofia froze. The bobby pin scraped off to the side.
“My neighbor, Marcel Befort, he has a winery too. French swill is what he sells.”
Mrs. Grigoryan shook her head. She didn’t seem to agree with her husband.
“We use a great deal of water for the grapes, of course. My water bill is criminally high, always, but a few months ago my bill went up ten percent. I called the water company and they came to check the meter. They say I’m using ten percent as much water, so they must charge me for it.”
Sofia inched her finger back into position.
“Maybe there’s a leak?” Brendan asked. “Or you’re increased consumption? Ten percent isn’t a huge amount.”
“The water company says that, too, but there is no leak. A leak I would see. Marcel is stealing my water. He’s a bad man, and he’s stealing my water!” Mr. Grigoryan’s voice rose on the last words.
“You don’t know this.” His wife patted his hand.
“I do know! And I want you people to find out, to prove that this is what is happening. Then I’ll take him to jail. Marcel will have to sit in a tiny, smelly jail cell, and he will think of what he has done to me. To us.”
“Neighbor disputes can be difficult.” Brendan used his calming voice, the one that usually put everyone around him into a coma. But it didn’t seem to be working on Mr. Grigoryan. “It’s often problematic to live next to someone, and grievances can build up over time.”
“They do.” Mr. Grigoryan jutted out his jaw.
“I’ve found the best thing to do is to try to de-escalate the situation, find a way compromises can be reached, so neighborly feelings can come back.” Brendan was still acting like a Zen master.
“I don’t want his feelings to come back. I want him to stop stealing my water, and to go to jail for what he has done. That is what I want.”
Brendan folded his hands. “I understand how difficult it must be, but it’s best to avoid conflict if you can. Neighborhood fights rarely end well.”
“Good.” Mr. Grigoryan glared at Brendan.
Sofia had been so taken in by their discussion she’d forgotten to work on getting herself free. Brendan was usually a pretty calm guy, but it seemed as if he was telling this guy to forget it and let his neighbor steal from him. That wasn’t right.
“It’s many dollars every month,” Mr. Grigoryan said. “I won’t walk away from this.”
Aidan circled around to stand by his father. “What makes you think this is Mr. Befort’s fault and not a leaky pipe? Or a glitch with the water company? Or another neighbor?”
“I’ve told you. I looked for leaks. I spoke to the water company. That isn’t the problem. Mr. Befort is the problem.”
She felt the bobby pin catch the lever. She held her breath. Mrs. Grigoryan was watching her, but she didn’t care. She had to get the cuffs off before everyone left. She’d have to shake hands good-bye or Brendan would notice.
“What about other neighbors?” Aidan asked loudly. He must be trying to cover the noise of the handcuff unlatching.
“Our properties join up in a triangle. Me, I’m not using more water than usual. Our neighbor on the other side, Rick, his property is running wild since his wife died. He doesn’t need my water. Only Marcel does.”
So, the water rustlers were Rick and Marcel. The handcuffs opened with a click. She coughed too late to disguise the sound, but she was committed now. She leaned forward to hide what she was doing, let loose with another round of coughs, and slid the handcuffs into the chair cushion.
“Is she OK?” Mrs. Grigoryan asked. “Is she one of the detectives, or is she a prisoner?”
“A prisoner?” Brendan asked.
“Because she is handcuffed.”
“Handcuffed?” Sofia held her handcuff-free arms up. “I’m fine.”
Mrs. Grigoryan had a knowing smile. “I see how it is.”
Brendan looked between the two of them.
Sofia tried to put the attention somewhere else. “So, Mr. Grigoryan, the case you are offering us is to look for your missing water?”
“And to make Marcel choke on it.” He smiled.
“We’ll look into it and get back to you by the end of the day,” Brendan said.
He rose to his feet and ushered them out of his office.
Mrs. Grigoryan stayed behind. She patted Sofia on the arm. “You are a clever girl.”
“Clever?” Sofia asked.
Mrs. Grigoryan laughed. The sound was much too big for her little round figure, full of mischief and knowing. “And maybe a little bit naughty?”
Brendan was ahead of them, talking to Mr. Grigoryan in his soothing voice, clearly trying to calm him down and have him stop worrying about his neighbor. Mr. Grigoryan handed him a folder.
“These are my water bills,” he said. “See them for yourself.”
“I will,” Brendan promised. “And we will call you later. But please remember what I said about keeping a cool head.”
Everyone shook hands with everyone, Sofia shaking hands a little more vigorously than usual to make up for not shaking hands when everyone came in.
Mrs. Grigoryan held her hand for a long moment and smiled. It was more than a little creepy.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 5
T  he door had barely closed behind them when Aidan spoke. “We have to take that case, Dad.”
“Neighbor cases are trouble, you know that. How many times were you called out on them when you were on the force?” Brendan folded his arms. “I saw my first kid shot on a neighbor beef.”
“Really?” Sofia asked.
“One neighbor had a dog that always barked. The other neighbor stormed over to shoot the dog, missed and hit the kid. He ended up in a wheelchair, and the guy who shot him wanted to go back for the dog.”
“Yikes.” She was feeling grateful for her sheltered upbringing. None of their neighbors ever shot at them.
“Fighting neighbors are a lot like a domestic dispute in a lot of ways,” he said. “Volatile.”
“They’re a mess, I agree,” Aidan said. “And if we had anything better to work on, I’d say we shouldn’t take one, but we don’t. Beggars can’t be choosers.”
“It’s a slump,” Brendan said. “Businesses go through slumps.”
Sofia hadn’t been too worried about the recent slowdown at work. Now, she was.
“We can’t be so picky,” Aidan said. “Not if we want to keep paying rent.”
“And expensive car payments?” Brendan asked.
“The Lemon Drop isn’t that expensive,” Aidan said. “I got a deal.”
“You named your car?” Sofia said. “The Lemon Drop?”
“What’s your car called? Herbie?”
“Herbie is white,” she said. “My car is red. And it’s called a Tesla Roadster. It doesn’t need a name, because it’s not a pet.”
Although she was now trying to think up a cool name for it. Wonder Woman’s plane was called the Wonder Dome. She liked the sound of that, but she was pretty sure Aidan could get a lot of mileage out of it. Maybe she ought to call it Christine, after the car in the Stephen King novel. She was red. And Christine would eat a car named Lemon Drop for a tasty snack.
“What was going on with you during the interview?” Brendan turned his scowling cop eyes on her.
“Nothing?” She didn’t like lying to him.
“This isn’t about Sofia being fidgety.” Aidan came to her rescue. “This is about us taking on a new case. The guy’s loaded. Did you see his suit? Plus the Mercedes and the vineyard. He can pay our fees.”
“This kind of situation can turn ugly,” Brendan said. “Best to calm things down, not rile them up.”
“Let’s look through his bills, talk to the water company. Maybe we can find a peaceful solution, leave everyone happy,” Aidan said. “It doesn’t have to get volatile.”
She had a feeling Mr. Grigoryan was angry about something that ran deeper than the water, but she didn’t say anything. Something about Mrs. Grigoryan had her on edge.
“I’ll look into it,” Brendan said. “See if there’s anything easy we can do, and we’ll go from there.”
That was his my-word-is-law voice. She wasn’t going to argue with that. Aidan looked like he wanted to, but before he could get started, Brendan said, “I’d like you to use the free time you’ve been telling me about to upgrade the software on the office computers, get the printer serviced.”
Aidan hated doing that kind of stuff. Sofia stifled a smile.
“And I’d like you to go over the case reports for the past six months, Sofia,” Brendan said. “See if you can learn something about procedure.”
He swept back into his office and closed the door. He sure wasn’t happy about the prospect of having to take this particular case.
She made a mental list while she was supposed to be reading the reports. It was called ‘Reasons Why Brendan is So Crabby.’
 
	Because he’d seen a neighbor dispute turn into a bloodbath.
	Because the agency really was running low on money, and he’d have to let them all go, starting with her.
	Because his underwear was too tight.




                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 6
Sofia looked around at her sister’s immaculate kitchen. Emily was making spaghetti and meatballs, and a giant pot of spaghetti sauce simmered on the stove. It smelled like heaven.
“I’d love a glass of wine,” Sofia told her sister as she snuck a spoonful of sauce out of the pot. The sauce tasted even better than it smelled—tomato, basil, oregano, and a bunch of mystery spices only Emily knew. “A big one.”
Emily took the spoon off her and put it in the sink. “Rough day at work?”
She thought about her really rough days at work—when people kidnapped her, shot at her, or humiliated her in public. “Even worse. A boring one. But the morning was good.”
Emily poured her a glass of red and handed it to her. “Tell me about your morning. I had to start off talking to Van’s teacher because he took apart the sprinkler system and flooded the classroom.”
“Was he in much trouble?”
“Not for Van, no. Anyway, tell me about your morning.”
“I went swimming at the beach in front of my house.” She took a sip of wine. “And—”
The kitchen door burst open, and two blond kids came flying through. She set her wineglass on the counter to intercept them.
“Auntie Sofia!” Violet hugged her around the waist. With her blond curls and cherubic face, Violet had the face of a seven-year-old Shirley Temple, but she had the temperament of a professional wrestler.
Van grinned and waved. “Hey!”
Playing it pretty cool for a six-year-old.
“Hey back!” Sofia tousled his hair.
Emily’s husband Ray came in behind them. “Good to see you, Sofia.”
“You, too,” Sofia said.
Violet bounced up and down on her toes. “Wanna see my new move?”
“Will it hurt?” Sofia looked at Van instead of Violet. If Van flinched, she didn’t want to see it. Van shrugged.
“It’s called the samurai slice, and it won’t hurt unless I have a sword. Which I would be very responsible with.” Violet looked hopefully at her mother, but Emily shook her head.
Violet pouted for a second, then dropped into a samurai stance, lifted an invisible sword up, and slashed it straight through Sofia’s abdomen.
“I’d be in bad shape if that were a real sword,” Sofia said.
“Your guts would spill right out onto the floor in a twisted mess. I read it in a book.” Violet lowered her sword, bowed, and dashed off.
“Where would she get a book like that?” Emily gave Ray a look.
“Not me.” He backpedaled out of the kitchen, pulling Van along with him.
“You were saying, about your morning,” Emily said.
Sofia told her about the latest client and his neighbor problems.
“The neighbor over on that side,” Emily pointed with a wooden spoon, “likes to walk around his yard naked whenever there’s a full moon. Sometimes he howls. Ray went over and talked to him about it. He says he’s taking moon baths.”
“Well, you guys are definitely getting mooned.”
Emily rolled her eyes. “You’ve been spending too much time with Aidan.”
“I know.” She really had.
Emily stirred her sauce. “When was the last time you had a date?”
“Tomorrow.”
Violet spilled in through the door with Van right behind her.
“Tomorrow?” Violet asked. “Do you need me to show you some self-defense moves?”
“What did I say about listening at the door?” Emily asked.
“Not to do it.” Violet had already assumed her stance.
“What’s this guy’s name?” Van crossed his arms and tapped his foot. He looked like the disapproving dad Sofia never had.
“Action,” Sofia said.
“What?” Emily nearly dropped her spoon.
Damn Aidan for putting that into her head. “Jaxon. I meant Jaxon. Jaxon Ford.”
“How did you meet?” Van wasn’t dropping his scowl. Sofia felt bad for Violet’s future boyfriends.
“And do you remember the Nutcracker?” Violet asked. “That one’s always handy.”
Yup, Sofia felt sorry for those future boys for a lot of reasons. “I saved his life.”
Fifteen minutes later, Sofia had finished her story, promised that Van and Violet could come to the Riders of Randorin, and ordered three more tickets on her phone. Saving Jaxon’s life was getting expensive.
A man in a three-piece suit walked into the backyard of the house next door. He looked like a banker. Sofia raised her eyebrows and looked over at Emily. Emily pretended to howl at the moon.
Sofia was grateful her neighbors were Tex, the retired Texas wildcatter, and Gray Cole, the movie star. Tex constantly gave her advice on men and lingerie and weapons. Gray played every women’s dream on screen, but really throbbed for other men. He and Sofia were good friends and she’d stood by him while he dumped one weeping lingerie model after another. He was also a constant source of industry gossip, fashion advice, and fancy tea. Tex and Gray seemed so normal compared to what everyone else had to deal with.
Dinner was delicious. Only one glass broke, Van’s, one plate of spaghetti dropped, Sofia’s with a strong assist from Violet, and Sofia snagged the last piece of garlic bread. She’d swallowed the last bite before Violet said, “Are you and Maloney, Jr. getting married?”
Ray had a meatball go down sideways, and Emily pounded him on the back and handed him a glass of milk.
Sofia didn’t say anything and hoped the moment would pass.
As if.
“Well?” said Van. “Are you?”
“I think your father should chew more carefully,” Sofia said. “Are you OK, Ray?”
“Will you be Mrs. Maloney?” Violet swiped her napkin across her face. “Can I be your Best Man?”
“Maid of Honor,” her mother corrected.
“There’s not going to be a wedding. I’m not dating Aidan Maloney. We’re just colleagues. I’m going out for the first time with Mr. Jaxon Ford tomorrow. Maybe you can be Maid of Honor at that wedding.”
“I want to be the best, not the maid,” Violet said. “Let Van be the maid of honor.”
“I’m too messy to be a maid. Maids clean things up.”
“Bed-time.” Ray rose from the table. “I’ll take these two up, and let you have some time for girl talk.”
Emily smiled over at him. Both she and Sofia knew the endurance event that lay ahead of him. Ray was a good guy.
He turned to the kids. “Last one in bed is a rotten egg.”
They flew up the stairs.
Emily took a slow sip of wine. “How does Aidan feel about Jaxon?”
“Why should he feel anything?”
“So, he hasn’t done a full search of Jaxon’s background, turned up a fatal flaw, and suggested you’d be better off dating someone else?”
Sofia laughed. “He did do a background search, actually, and told me Jaxon checked out. He must be squeaky clean, because Aidan couldn’t find a single piece of dirt on him, except for one parking ticket he paid late, which Aidan said might be a sign of a disregard for the rules, or deep-seated irresponsibility.”
Emily smiled. “Aidan’s a tough grader.”
“Then he gave me a long lecture about the dangers of dating people you don’t know anything about. Not because they might be serial killers, which is Mom’s standard lecture, but because they might waste your time. He said dating needs to be more directed.”
“He does have a complicated system for it.” Emily laughed.
“Did you know he’s signed on to a new dating site?”
Emily shook her head. “How many does that make?”
“Ten. But he claims this one is different. It’s called the Science of Love, and you have to fill out a psychometric test. It’s a hundred pages long.”
“At least it weeds out people with short attention spans.”
“I think picking up guys drowning in the ocean is probably as good.” She remembered Jaxon’s long muscular leg spread across the board. “Maybe better.”
“Maybe you guys are both trying too hard. Maybe love is right in front of you.”
“Maybe it’s time to clear the table.” Sofia began stacking plates.
Emily watched her work, with that enigmatic smile Sofia hated.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 7
Sofia read through the papers on her lap one more time. They were Mr. Narek Grigoryan’s water bills. As he’d said, the costs had gone up ten percent three months ago and had stayed high. They had been pretty consistent before. She glanced out the window again. Aidan had moved all of three car lengths.
“If you switch into the left lane, it’s moving,” she said.
“No point in stressing out the Lemon Drop. That lane will stop moving soon, and then this one will start moving. That’s how it works.”
“You drive like my grandmother.” In point of fact, Sofia’s grandmother had been a very adept driver—much faster and more comfortable with risk than Aidan.
“Sounds like a wise woman.”
She wasn’t going to get the car moving any faster unless she conked him on the head and tossed him onto the PCH, which didn’t seem like such a bad idea. “These bills show Mr. Grigoryan is right about his water costs. Maybe someone is stealing from him.”
“Or maybe he has a leaky pipe. Or the water company has a bad meter.” Aidan inched forward another car length. “Don’t make assumptions.”
“Speaking of assumptions, how was your scientifically calculated perfect date last night?”
“What makes you think I had one?”
“Because it was Wednesday.” He went out on dates on Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays. He’d once told her those were the statistically best nights to date. She’d mercifully forgotten why.
“We were scientifically compatible.” His jaw tightened.
“Your voice says there wasn’t any chemistry,” she said.
“It’s not about chemistry. It’s about science.” The car moved forward a foot.
A jogger on the beach was moving faster than them. She’d needle him a bit more. “Chemistry is a science.”
Instead of answering, he tapped his phone and country music filled the car—Mamas Don’t Let Your Babies Grow up to Cowboys as sung by Waylon Jennings. Picking the most annoying reaction, she sang with old Waylon right up until they got off the highway at Cross Creek Road. They drove past a Starbucks, and she had a craving for coffee, but she’d already had a cup this morning. Maybe she was addicted.
They turned left on Civic Center Way. She’d never been to the water company, but the library was up this way. Aidan parked across from a white building with columns in front. Not fancy Greek columns, more like giant white matchsticks. Golden hills rose up behind the building. Expensive houses perched on top of each nearby hill.
“I brought you along because Dad told me to,” Aidan said, “and I need you to wait in the car.”
“Why?”
“Because you’ll get in the way,” he said.
“How?”
He took a yellow folder off the dash, opened the door, and got out. She hopped out and followed him. He stopped. “Just wait in the car. Please.”
Aidan didn’t often say please. Like almost never.
“OK,” she said.
He headed off to the water building. She followed him, pretending to turn toward the library, but doubling back. If Aidan didn’t want her to see what he was up to, it had to be good. Plus, she was never going to learn anything if he made her wait in the car all the time. This was a chance for her to practice her surveillance skills.
He walked through the building as if he’d been there a thousand times. Why would he have spent time at the water building before? She kept back, worried he would turn around and catch her.
He walked into an office and stopped in front of a desk. The desk held a neat pile of paper, a computer monitor, and a sprawling fern. Why was everyone else better with plants than she was?
She was next to the doorway by a spinning rack of brochures. The rack was too short to cover her completely, and she’d look ridiculous if she crouched behind it. She knelt and pretended to tie her shoe, listening for all she was worth.
She glanced up at the flyers in the rack. They were mostly about water conservation, but she snagged one about checking for leaks in your pipes. That might come in handy, and she didn’t think Aidan had come here for the literature.
Sofia sneaked a quick glance, then hid behind the brochures again. Her suspicions were confirmed. A woman in a tight blue dress had emerged from another office and bounced along toward Aidan, flipping blond hair behind her shoulders. Another of Aidan’s conquests? That must be why he’d wanted her to wait in the car, so he could flirt to get the information he needed and he thought Sofia would cramp his style.
“Aidan, you scamp!” The woman had a gravelly voice, like Kathleen Turner, nice legs, and artificially-enhanced assets.
“Ginger!” he called. “It’s been awhile. How’s the chimpanzee?”
Was that code?
“Bobbo is safe and sound, thanks to you,” Ginger said. “How’s Brendan?”
She knew Brendan. That meant she wasn’t one of Aidan’s one time dates. Interesting. And what chimpanzee were they talking about? Sofia had recently read a bunch of old case files, and none of them mentioned an ape named Bobbo. That she would have remembered.
“Same old, same old,” Aidan said.
“Glad to hear it. You ought to treasure that man.” Ginger wagged one long finger at Aidan.
Sofia couldn’t see his face, but she didn’t need to. He’d have tightened his jaw, and his eyes would be a little glazed over. Ginger was right though, Aida should appreciate Brendan more. She found herself liking Ginger.
“I was wondering if you could do me a favor,” Aidan said. “And we could get together for dinner next Tuesday?”
So, not an official date, since he’d be seeing her on an off night.
“Are you offering to trade me confidential information for a free meal?” Ginger sounded shocked. “And my supervisor around the corner.”
“A good dinner,” Aidan said. “At that place you like.”
“Let me see.” Ginger tapped her finger on her desk.
Aidan probably wasn’t used to being turned down. It might do him some good. Then Ginger laughed, and Sofia knew Aidan had won.
“Of course, I will,” Ginger said. “You had me at Bobbo.”
He hadn’t even said ‘Bobbo.’ Aidan was working a ‘source.’ She wondered if she could pull that off so easily
Ginger’s fingers clacked away on the keyboard. “Tell me what you need.”
“Water usage for this address.”
“Slight increase, ten percent over this time last year.”
“And the neighbors?”
A moment’s silence, then, “They all have about a ten per cent increase. Probably the drought means they’re having to irrigate more.”
That didn’t sound so suspicious. Everybody’s water bill was up.
Sofia backed out the door, keeping the rack between her and Aidan and Ginger while they chatted. She made it a few steps into the hall, and figured she was safe.
“Is that you?”
She turned around to face an overweight guy in his forties. He wore a lint-gray suit and a tie covered with little magnifying glasses. “Um...”
“Sofia Salgado?” His voice boomed across the hall. “My daughter Bridget loved your show.”
She winced and answered him in a quiet voice, hoping he would follow suit. “I’m glad to hear it.”
“Can I take a picture with you?”
She caught herself before she glanced back into the room. Aidan might come out at any second, and catch her. He probably make some crack about her incompetence as a detective. “I’m running a little late.”
“It’ll only take a second.” He slung one arm around her shoulder, held up his camera, and snapped.
“Give my best to Bridget!” She tried to walk away, but he stepped in front of her, a goofy smile on his face.
“Let me check to see if the picture came out,” he said. “Bridget will never let me live it down.”
She looked longingly at the front door. She’d have to dodge around him to leave. That definitely felt rude, but Aidan might be coming out any time now. She walked slowly around him, like she imagined someone would walk around a wild animal, trying not to spook him.
“Perfect!” he said. “Want to see?”
He thrust the phone right under her nose. He looked fine, but she looked like a deer caught in the headlights. That seemed pretty accurate.
“Great! Gotta run!” She smiled apologetically and jogged past him to the door, not stopping until she was safely back in Aidan’s Porsche.
A quick peek over her shoulder told her Magnifying Glass Guy hadn’t followed her into the parking lot, which was good. Some fans were hard to shake off.
Aidan hadn’t caught her. Success.
What had she learned?
 
	Aidan didn’t use any of the counter surveillance techniques he’d been drilling into her.
	Aidan and Brendan had helped somebody with a chimpanzee, which was pretty cool.
	She needed to start cultivating sources at key locations—water, DMV, and who knew where else. This was a long term project.

She started googling Bobbo the chimpanzee. The Malibu papers had done a long piece on him, which she skimmed, jiggling her leg and glancing over her shoulder every five seconds for Aidan. Bobbo had been a show business ape, appearing in commercials and a short-lived cable TV show called Clown Times she had never heard of. But then—
A knock on her window made her jump.
Aidan walked around the car and got into the driver’s seat. “What were you looking at?”
“Monkey porn.” She clicked the button to make her phone screen go dark.
Aidan stared at her with his mouth open. “What?”
“Money forms,” she said slowly. “IRS stuff. Why?”
Aidan snapped his mouth closed. He must have seen the pictures of the chimpanzees.
“Did you get what you needed at the water company?” She enjoyed seeing him discombobulated. It was a good look for him. Better than patronizing.
“I...well...yes.” He glanced at the clock on the dash. Noon. “We’d better hustle, or we’ll be late for the staff meeting.”
Brendan had their weekly staff meeting at the Marmalade Cafe, and he was a stickler about punctuality. “I could get us there on time.”
“I want to get there alive.”
On the way to the restaurant she used her phone to look up details about Mr. Grigoryan and his vineyard. She considered looking up more about Bobbo, but thought Aidan might freak out and crash if he saw more chimps on her phone. He drove faster than usual. Apparently the key to getting him to speed up was to talk about monkey porn and then deny it. Who knew?



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 8
Brendan looked at his watch as soon as he caught sight of them. That meant they were late, no matter what time they’d arrived. If Aidan had let her drive from the water company, they would have been early. Or if she’d talked to Ginger. She ought to suggest that as an efficiency strategy for the office—Sofia gets to do more fun stuff because she is faster. That wasn’t going to fly. She needed a better spin.
“Glad to see you could make it,” Brendan said.
“Sorry,” Sofia said automatically.
Aidan looked at his phone. “We’re only three minutes late.”
“That’s a long time,” said Sofia. “Ask a trapeze artist.”
Aidan glared at her.
The waitress hurried over. She was new, about Sofia’s age, with curly red hair and freckles. She had pretty brown eyes, and a nice smile she turned up to full when she looked at Aidan.
“I’ll take a roasted beet salad and a lemonade,” Sofia said.
“Not ordering the peach iced tea?” Aidan asked. “You love it so.”
That had been what she had drunk too much of on the day of the unfortunate peeing incident at Big Rock Rehab. “Maybe you ought to have some coffee. I hear it makes your sperm swim faster.”
Brendan stared at her. She couldn’t believe she’d said that out loud. But she was getting pretty sick of Aidan teasing her about that particular topic.
The waitress turned to Brendan. “And for you?”
“Chicken pot pie with salad and,” he hesitated, then sighed, “a coffee.”
“For you, sir?” she asked Aidan.
“What would you recommend?” he asked.
She giggled. “The three cheese ravioli is good.”
“I’ll have whatever you say. And also coffee.”
“My name’s Taylor, if you need anything else.” She didn’t write anything on her order pad, just sashayed off, getting some good swing on her hips.
Brendan cleared his throat. “Let’s start with old cases.”
“I found Mrs. Thanjan’s cat, Lakshmi,” Sofia said.
“What steps did you take?”
She began her recitation. “I got a photo and made up some posters, plastered them on every light pole within a three block radius, canvassed house to house with a picture of the cat, but didn’t turn up anything. Then I borrowed a bloodhound from a guy I used to work with, and he trailed her to Mrs. Thanjan’s crawl space. She’d been hit by a car.”
Brendan sighed. “How’d Mrs. Thanjan take the news? Sometimes they don’t pay if the cat is dead.”
“She wasn’t dead,” Sofia hurried to say. “She’d been hit by a car and had a broken hip, but I slid a piece of cardboard under her and got her out. We took her to the vet, and she’s going to be fine in a month or so. The vet says she probably won’t even have a limp.”
“Nice work,” Brendan said.
She smiled. She was proud of herself, actually. The crawl space had been low and full of spiders, cobwebs, and a nasty dank smell. She’d had to belly crawl with the flashlight in her teeth, but it was all worth it when she got to the wounded cat and knew she had saved her life. “Lakshmi has many happy years ahead of her, the vet said. Years.”
“Lost cats are hard to find,” Aidan said, grudgingly. “Good idea with the bloodhound.”
“Next time, I’ll start with that,” Sofia said.
Taylor came back with Sofia’s lemonade and the coffeepot. She reached across Aidan to pour his coffee, her breasts practically brushing his hair.
“Thanks for the coffee,” he said. “Taylor.”
Sofia took a sip of her lemonade. Not as good as the iced tea, but it hadn’t betrayed her yet either.
“Aidan, any progress on Mrs. Eden?” Brendan asked.
“She’s not going to like it,” Aidan said.
“And?” Brendan prompted.
The drinks arrived, and Aidan waited for the waitress to leave before answering. She flashed him a flirtatious smile, and Sofia noticed she’d written a phone number on the underside of his napkin.
“You ought to call her,” Sofia said. “She’s pretty, she’s seems nice, and she’s clearly into you.”
“I could never do that.” Aidan looked shocked. “How can I calculate our compatibility? I don’t know enough about her.”
“That’s what the call would be for. To find out,” Sofia said.
“Sofia’s got a good point.” Brendan took a sip of coffee. “But let’s get back to work. The Eden case.”
“Mr. Eden has definitely left the garden. I have incriminating photos of him with three different women—a stripper, a hooker, and his secretary. At his age, you have to admire the stamina.”
“He’s not that old,” said Brendan.
Mr. Eden was about Brendan’s age, if she remembered correctly.
“Finish up your report, then call Mrs. Eden and have her come in so I can deliver the information to her personally. We don’t want to tell her over the phone,” Brendan continued.
She was glad he was the one who had to tell Mrs. Eden. She’d hate to have to deliver that kind of news, but she supposed one of these days she’d have to.
“Which brings us to the only new case: Grigoryan vs. Befort,” Aidan said.
“Grigoryan vs. the missing water,” Brendan said. “Don’t make any assumptions.”
She bit her cheek to keep from laughing. “Sounds like good advice.”
“Did you find out anything at the water company?” Brendan asked.
“Grigoryan’s bills are accurate. His usage has gone up. The water company sent out a meter reader to verify.” Aidan pulled a few sheets of paper out of his yellow folder and handed them to Brendan. “Then I checked his neighbors’ bills. The lots are big up there, about twenty acres each. Based on the position of the lots, there are only three people who could be using that water. Number one is Mr. Narek Grigoryan himself. We need to look at his property—see if there’s a broken irrigation pipe, check his toilets and sinks. Maybe the water is leaking out somewhere. That’s the water company’s theory. If he’s not using or losing it, number two is Mr. Marcel Befort. He owns the vineyard next to Grigoryan. His water usage is also up slightly, and it’s pretty similar to Grigoryan’s. No spikes or drops, except a short one four months ago. Ginger said it was about what you’d see if someone filled a swimming pool, which Befort has. So, if he’s stealing the water, he’s using it for something new or dumping it out of spite.”
“We can’t rule that out,” Brendan said. “Neighbor disputes are often spiteful.”
Taylor arrived with their plates and another smile for Aidan. She was cute. He ought to call her. But Sofia didn’t say anything else. This was a business meeting after all.
“Candidate number three is Mr. Rick Pankhurst,” Aidan said. “His usage has gone up slightly over the last six months, but not by the amount Grigoryan is losing.”
Brendan wiped his mouth. “Not much to go on there.”
Sofia piped up. “I did some Internet research on the Grigoryans and their neighbors on the way here.”
“Good initiative,” said Brendan. “Anything interesting?”
“The two vineyard owners used to be good friends. According to old issues of The Malibu Times, the two wineries used to have dual tasting events. They promoted each other’s wines online and in interviews, talking about different kinds of wine traditions—Armenian versus French. I also found some old pictures out there of Mr. and Mrs. Grigoryan and Mr. and Mrs. Befort together at charity events.” She took another sip of lemonade. “But about six months ago, something happened. The stuff online changed. Mr. Befort started trashing Grigoryan Vineyards in the press, and Mr. Grigoryan gave as good as he got. Armenian wine is for shepherds on one side, French wine is overpriced swill on the other.”
Brendan was about halfway through his pot pie. “Your timeline tallies with what I found out from a guy I know on the force. The cops have been called out a couple of times starting about six months ago. About four months ago, someone filled Mr. Grigoryan’s Mercedes convertible with horse manure.”
Aidan laughed. “That makes a point.”
She remembered how he had stressed what a nice car he had. That must have been why someone had targeted it—they knew how much he treasured it and wanted to get even. That seemed personal—a neighbor, his wife, maybe somebody’s girlfriend or boyfriend on the side.
“In the police report, Grigoryan claimed the manure came from his neighbor’s horse. Mr. Befort denied it, and there wasn’t much to be done. No surveillance footage to go on, and the police weren’t interested in spending a lot of effort on what was essentially a vandalism charge, or maybe a prank. In the report, Mr. Befort said someone had dropped a bucket of dog poop into his pool. He had to have it drained and refilled about four months ago.”
“It explains the spike in Befort’s water usage,” Aidan said. “The two of them are flinging shit at each other like monkeys.”
“Language,” Brendan said.
She thought it was funny that Brendan, who had worked for years as a cop in Los Angeles amongst some presumably pretty foul-mouthed people, was so anti-swearing.
“So, what’s next?” she asked.
“I referred Mr. Grigoryan to a security specialist I know. He’ll make sure there aren’t any more gaps in the surveillance cameras, so if anyone tries anything again, we’ll have video evidence.”
“You put poop in my pool, I put poop in your car?” Aidan ate his last ravioli. “That sounds like a great viral video. I bet Mr. Grigoryan would love it.”
“I had a long talk with Mr. Grigoryan when I told him we were taking the case, tried to pour oil on the waters, and I’d thank you not to get him riled up again,” Brendan said.
“Oil on the waters?” Sofia asked.
“It’s an expression. It means to calm things down,” Brendan said.
“Or it means you have a lake of burning water.” Aidan grinned.
Her phone buzzed. She had a text. She left the phone in her bag. No reading texts during meetings—that was the rule. But it made her brain itch not to look at it.
“Anyway,” Brendan leaned forward. “I’d like you two to go out to Grigoryan Vineyards, see if you can find a water leak. A leak is the best resolution we can hope for.”
Her phone buzzed again. Another text.
“You can look at that if you need to.” Brendan raised his hand to signal for the check. “Meeting’s over.”
She pulled out her phone. Two texts from Emily. Two pictures of Jaxon. In the first one, he looked hot in cowboy boots, faded jeans, and a red cowboy shirt. Right next to him was a giant black horse. In the other photo he was shirtless and standing balanced on the back of a horse. He looked better out of his wetsuit. The show might be a very fun evening indeed.
Looking forward to the show! Emily had written.
“He looks like a porn star,” Aidan said.
“Language,” Brendan said automatically.
“You’re just jealous, Aidan,” Sofia said.
“Why would I be jealous?” Aidan scoffed.
She held up her phone so he could see the pictures again. She didn’t need to say anything else. The photos spoke for themselves.
“Handsome man,” Brendan said.
“He’s nice, too.” Sofia looked at Aidan. “And courteous.”
Taylor arrived with the check and another smile for Aidan. Sofia took a Starbucks receipt out of her purse and wrote a number on the back while Aidan was watching Taylor walk back toward the hostess desk. She was going to do a good deed.
“Excuse me,” Sofia said. “I need to powder my nose.”
“My upholstery thanks you.” Aidan tore his eyes away from Taylor long enough to glance at Sofia.
She pulled out the most insincere smile in her repertoire, walked casually back to the bathroom, then cut left toward the hostess desk where Taylor was rearranging the menus. Sofia stopped in front of her.
“Yes?” Taylor asked. “Everything OK?”
Sofia handed her the Starbucks receipt. “That’s Aidan’s number. He’s too shy to call you, so you’ll have to call him.”
Taylor dimpled and slipped the number into her front pocket. “Thank you!”
“My pleasure,” Sofia said. Aidan needed to lighten up, step away from his checklists, and date a real woman instead of an Internet one.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 9
She took the turn at top speed. In the passenger seat, Aidan made a sound that might have been a whimper.
“I should never have let you drive,” he said.
“You had to feed your Tinder addiction,” she answered. When he wasn’t whimpering, he was swiping at his phone.
She poured on speed coming out of the curve. Aidan’s Porsche handled the curves as well as her Tesla did. It felt a little heavier, but still stuck to the pavement on acceleration. The road up to the winery was fantastic—twisty, flat, and almost empty. She intended to come up here every week from now on with her car. She’d learned car racing techniques for a movie once, but she almost never got a chance to practice them.
She made it to the winery gates within twelve minutes of leaving the Marmalade Cafe. Her phone had said it would take sixteen. Probably the person who programmed it drove like Aidan.
“Do you need a booster seat?” she asked. “Or a blindfold?”
Aidan didn’t uncurl his hands from the dash or answer her.
She cut her speed to sedate, drove through the open gates, and cruised up to the Grigoryan Winery. No need to scare the clients.
Grapevines arranged in curving lines covered the sloping hill as far as she could see. The grapes were so purple they almost looked black, and the leaves shone a brilliant green. She rolled down the windows and breathed in the heady smell of ripe grapes. “Not so bad up here.”
“Watch the road,” Aidan said.
She reached the end of the drive. Someone had flattened the top of the hill to build a castle—stone walls, curved towers on every corner, and graceful arched windows looking out over the vineyard. In place of a moat a sapphire-blue infinity pool ran along the front of the castle. She wasn’t interested in the castle, but she definitely could use that pool.
Unless they were over-leveraged, the Grigoryans would definitely be able to pay the bill from Maloney Investigations. That kind of money often made enemies. Maybe someone besides the Beforts was interested in messing with them.
The Lemon Drop rolled to a stop.
“We’re here,” she said.
Aidan kissed his fingertips and touched the dash. “Thank you, Jesus, for delivering me safely.”
“You could kiss the ground if you want,” she said. “I’ve never seen a driveway so clean.”
“I have my dignity,” he said.
“Not really.” She got out of the car.
Milena Grigoryan strolled out from a front door thick enough to hold off a battering ram. She wore a flowing white dress the camouflaged her curves and a straw hat perched atop her curly hair. “I’m so glad you came!”
“Of course, Mrs. Grigoryan,” Sofia said.
“Milena, please,” she said.
She folded Sofia in a hug that lasted about two seconds too long. She smelled of vanilla. Sofia wanted to pull away, but she waited it out. Then Milena hugged Aidan. That hug lasted longer. Aidan stood as stiff as a block of wood. His eyes pleaded with Sofia to get him out of there.
She decided to rescue him. “You certainly have a lovely home, Milena!”
Milena separated from Aidan and turned to face Sofia. “It’s mostly for show, a backdrop for tastings and events. Tonight we have a wedding.”
“Then we’d better get started,” Aidan said. “We’d like to turn off your water, then see if the meter is still moving.”
“We did this already. The water company did this as well. The meter doesn’t move when the water is off everywhere. We checked in the morning, they checked in the evening,” Milena said.
That didn’t sound like there was a leak.
Sofia asked, “Maybe it’s only leaking at night? Do you water at night?”
“We water once a week, and not all of the vines need additional water. You will find no waste here. We are very careful to maximize our precious resources.”
“We’re here to check, to see how things work. As a first step.” Aidan said. “We’ll be out of your way soon.”
“Not so soon,” Milena said. “I will show you the house first, then the winery itself.”
She led them toward the house, getting a few paces ahead. Probably so Aidan would have a nice view of her nice round butt.
They followed Milena through the grand doors and into the modern castle. Sofia was used to seeing mansions. Lots of people in the business had ridiculously lavish houses, it was why she loved her tiny blue trailer so much, but this castle was opulent even by those standards—oak laid in elaborate patterns, a smattering of marble floors and marble wainscoting, gilded everything, and rich fabrics. It felt more like a museum than a house.
She had the urge to escape to a clean white room with nothing except maybe a white yoga mat. She couldn’t imagine living in this kind of a place. Each individual item was beautiful, but the overall effect was suffocating.
She marveled at the giant kitchen. Emily would have loved it—a giant stove, countertops practically big enough to pitch a tent, a refrigerator big enough to climb in, and two full-time cooks hustling around dressed all in white. And no leaky faucets.
She lost count of the numbers of bedrooms and bathrooms. Each gold-plated bathroom fixture was immaculate and well-maintained. Either one of the Grigoryan’s was a pathological neat freak, or they had meticulous staff. She doubted they would tolerate a leak for more than five seconds without ripping out the offending faucet and replacing it.
Maybe a disgruntled staff member had put the poop in the car and was siphoning off the water. “Do you have many staff here at the vineyards?”
“Staffs?” Milena twisted the giant diamond ring on her finger.
“People who work for you. Employees.”
“A few. We have a housekeeper, two day maids, and a cook for the house, plus extras for events. A woman in the tasting room. Two who work full-time in the vineyard, plus many who come and go for harvest and planting.”
That was a few?
“Have you had any problems with any of them?” Aidan asked.
“I see what you think, but no. We have had the same employees for years, and nothing had changed in the last few months.” Milena shook her head decisively and her curls bounced. “Shall we go out to the vineyard, Aidan?”
Sofia didn’t expect to be asked. Milena had acted as if she wasn’t there the entire time.
“Sofia and I would like that,” Aidan said. “Both of us.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 10
M ilena led the way down the marble staircase, under a crystal chandelier sparkling as if it had been washed five minutes before, through the giant doors, and out onto the driveway. There was no lawn to speak of. The entire top of the mountain had been covered with the building, the pool, and paving stones. The pavers gleamed in the sun as if they, too, had been freshly washed. Maybe that’s what was using up all their water—cleaning.
“There are the vines. We have two lots, twenty acres, and we have planted about ten acres. The rest is for the house, the buildings, and resting soil.” Milena adjusted her hat to shade her freckled face. “Armenians are the oldest winemakers in the world. Our Armenian grapes come from an ungrafted Armenian variety, Areni Noir, that has been in our land for more than six thousand years.”
“Wow,” Sofia said.
“When you drink our wines, you are drinking history,” Milena said. “Something old and rare. Herodotus and Strabo praised our wines long before the birth of Christ.”
She wondered if they’d actually get to taste any. They’d been on a water tour, which was a lot less interesting than a wine tour. Toilets and faucets didn’t have the appeal of reds and whites.
“We have only a hundred Areni Noir vines, but we are expanding. We also grow other more common grapes with six hundred vines of Pinot Noir; three thousand of Cabernet; two thousand Syrah; two thousand Merlot; and a few other varietals in smaller sections.”
“All reds?” Sofia asked.
Milena nodded once. “Shall we go, Aidan?”
Aidan shot Sofia an apologetic glance. Milena’s snubbing must be obvious for him to have noticed it.
Milena took them on a quick tour of the nearest vines, the area where the wine was made, and into the wine cellar. The underground vault smelled of vanilla and oak, and Sofia drew in a deep breath. It felt nice and cool in here after the sun outside.
“We use only Armenian oak barrels,” Milena pointed to rows of barrels. “They are denser than French oak, and they give our wine a silky feel and a spicy taste. It’s the subtlety of ancient traditions we’re calling out from the grapes.”
The room didn’t have any water flowing to it, so there was no reason to have come here, but Sofia didn’t say anything. She was tired of looking at toilets.
“I have one more thing to show you.” Milena took them to the back of the cellar. “Do you see those?”
Sofia followed her pointing finger. At the back of the cellar large clay jars were half buried.
“They are karas, what you call amphorae,” Milena said. “We are using them to age the Areni Noir the traditional way, to see if Americans can appreciate something so antique and precious.”
Sofia wandered over to look at the tall clay jars. They looked like they belonged in a museum, too. Some of the tops had been sealed with what appeared to be wax and buried in the dirt floor of the cellar. It was pretty cool to think the Grigoryans were aging wine the same way mankind had six thousand years ago. She touched the top of a karas. It felt cool and rough under her fingers. Would it be a conflict of interest if she bought some of this wine for her mother? Janet and Tim, Sofia’s step-dad, loved wine.
A shadow flicked on the wall ahead of her, and she turned around to see what was going on. A lot. Milena pressed against Aidan. He was backing up, but he didn’t have a lot of space left before he’d be up against the stone wall. Even in the dim light, she could see he wasn’t happy about it. Milena advanced another step, and he retreated.
“Aidan,” Sofia called. “Come take a look at this!”
“You bet.” He detached himself from Milena and practically sprinted over.
Milena flashed Sofia a wicked smile, then went back to watching Aidan’s butt as he walked away. Sofia stifled a giggle. Aidan rarely bailed her out when she was getting unwanted male attention, but she was going to be the bigger person.
“Imagine,” Sofia said. “Winemakers with cellars like this thousands of years ago.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Aidan tilted his head toward the door. “But we need to go back to the office. We have to pick something up.”
“Do we?” she asked.
“We do. We very much do.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 11
A idan’s car was parked in. The lot had been empty when she arrived, but now it was full—two catering trucks, a limousine, a selection of SUVs, and one lonely green Prius. The driveway reminded her of a film shoot.
“It’s the wedding!” Milena said. “Come! There will be dancing.”
“I’ve a couple of hours before I have to be in Burbank,” Sofia said.
“What’s in Burbank?” Aidan asked.
“The Riders of Randorin.”
“That is an outstanding show,” Milena said. “I saw it with Annabelle. She loves horses. I’m not such a horse lover, but the show is still wonderful. The men are so sexy!”
“What’s so sexy about a guy who smells like a horse?” Aidan asked.
“Muscles and grace. And the control of such a huge animal,” Milena answered. “Sexy.”
Sofia laughed. “Sexy.”
“I’ll get the catering van moved,” Aidan said. “And we can go.”
But no, the head of catering had the only van keys, and she had left to fetch cheese plates.
Sofia sipped a glass of the Areni Noir. She’d already bought a bottle for Janet and Tim. The wine tasted different from any she’d had before. It had a berry taste underlain by an almost earthy flavor. That must come from the clay amphora. It was fantastic, and she thought about buying another bottle for herself.
“Go ahead, I’m driving,” Aidan said.
“It’s just a glass of wine,” she said. “Actually, it’s just a half a glass.”
He took a sip of sparkling mineral water and looked across the giant ballroom at the bride and groom. The bride was tall, African-American, and gorgeous. She wore a one-shouldered mermaid gown with delicate lace accents that shone against her dark skin. The groom was Asian and about her height. He wore a designer tuxedo and a stunned and joyous expression.
“That’s what it’s all for,” Aidan said.
“A wedding?”
“One wedding,” he said. “I want one, and then forever. I want to be as happy as those two look.”
“And you think your checklists will get you there?”
“I have to be careful and find the right one,” he said. “I don’t want to make a mistake.”
Maybe it was the wine, but she felt a little touched by his words. “So, you’re searching for your perfect soulmate so you can live happily ever after?”
He leaned in so close she smelled his musky cologne. His deep blue eyes were serious when he spoke. “Isn’t everyone?”
“That seems a little Disney, doesn’t it?”
“No.”
Suddenly the groom was standing right in front of them.
“It’s our day,” he said. “You have to dance.”
She swallowed the rest of her wine in one gulp. “With who?”
“With your handsome boyfriend, of course.” The groom grabbed each of them by the shoulder and pushed them toward each other.
“He’s not my boyfriend,” she said.
“You never know,” said the groom, and kept up his pressure on her shoulder.
Aidan’s mouth quirked into a grin. “I think we’d better give him a dance.”
He held one hand up and the other out at his waist. A ballroom dance pose. She had trained in a lot of dances, most actresses had, but she was surprised Aidan had.
She stepped into his arms, and they were off, whirling around the floor.
“You’re really good,” she said.
“Don’t sound so surprised. It’s practically insulting.”
“Is this part of your dating campaign? Dancing to impress?”
“Did you just call me impressive?”
“It must be the wine.” Actually, she did feel light-headed. “I think you’d better drive.”
Aidan missed a step, stumbled, and caught himself. “Did you just tell me to drive?”
“I did.”
“Me? The man who drives slower than your grandma?”
“Shut up.” She rested her head against his shoulder. Dancing with Aidan wasn’t so bad, so long as he didn’t open his big fat mouth.
Angry voices outside interrupted the song. Aidan dropped her hands and made for the door. He was always heading into trouble. She followed right after, still feeling light-headed. Did that wine have more alcohol than regular wine?
A black-and-white police car blocked the drive, and a policeman in blue with nice black hair hulked next to a burly Narek Grigoryan. Milena fluttered behind him, holding onto his elbow as if she worried he’d haul off and hit the cop. Aidan was halfway over there already. She slowed down. It clearly wasn’t an emergency.
“You can’t come up here with your sirens!” Mr. Grigoryan said. “It’s a wedding. You’re ruining their special day.”
“I understand that, sir, but we got a noise complaint, and we had to check it out.”
Mr. Grigoryan pointed a stubby finger to the south. “It’s from Marcel Befort, isn’t it?”
“I can’t really say, sir.”
“He wants to drive me out of business. He wants us to starve in the streets like dogs.”
They could probably stay off the streets for a good long time just by selling their gold-plated faucets. Still, it wasn’t fair to the couple having the wedding. And the music wasn’t that loud. She looked across the valley to the Befort’s vineyard. She bet they could barely hear the music from there.
Aidan had reached Mr. Grigoryan.
“He’s a bastard!” Mr. Grigoryan was clearly warming up. “He throws weddings too, and we don’t complain. Not a single time. This is harassment.”
“The music is a little loud, sir. Could you turn it down a little?” The cop pinched his finger and thumb so only an inch separated them, the universal sign for a little. He had a slight Hispanic accent.
“It’s a band.” Mr. Grigoryan stamped his foot. “A band cannot be turned down like a teenage boy’s stereo. He wants to ruin us. He will pay for that.”
“Issuing threats isn’t going to help your case.” The policeman looked ready to pop.
Milena plucked at her husband’s elbow.
“Narek,” she said, but he glared at her, and she shut up.
Sofia spoke, “Officer? The closest neighbor is pretty far away. I wonder if you’d mind driving over there and seeing if you can hear the music from there? I’d hate to have these nice folks’ wedding ruined by some kind of silly neighborhood argument.”
“It’s not silly,” Grigoryan bellowed. “The arrogant bastard wants to ruin me!”
The policeman moved toward Grigoryan, but Aidan stepped between them and put an arm around Grigoryan’s broad shoulders.
Sofia trotted out her best smile.
“Please,” she said. “Pretty please?”
The policeman finally looked at her. “You’re Sofia Salgado!”
Aidan rolled his eyes, but he turned Grigoryan away from the cop and walked him back toward the party, speaking in a low, reassuring voice. Good. The further away Grigoryan was, the better. Milena trailed along behind them, casting glances over her shoulder at Sofia and the officer.
“That’s me,” Sofia said.
“My kids loved The Half Pint Detective!” he said. “Especially the one with the dog.”
There had been a lot of episodes with dogs. Half Pint was hired to find lost dogs and cats a lot. Hard to believe she did that in real life now. “Weren’t those dogs so cute?”
He looked past her at the wedding hall.
“Would you like me to sign something, for your daughters?” she asked.
He was calming down. The music was quieter than before, a lovely classical piece she didn’t recognize. If Aidan could keep Grigoryan away, everything would be fine.
“Thank you,” the officer said. “That would be nice. For Mindy and Cindy.”
Behind his head, she saw Grigoryan coming out of the hall. She scribbled an autograph on the policeman’s ticket book as fast as she could. Aidan came out after Grigoryan, carrying a piece of cake. He’d let himself be distracted by wedding cake. Understandable, but lame. She planted a kiss next to her signature.
“Thank you, officer,” she said. “Tell Mindy and Cindy hi for me!”
Aidan grabbed Grigoryan’s elbow, but Grigoryan shook him off and kept on coming. When he reached them, he shouted. “And another thing!”
Sofia enveloped the angry Armenian’s barrel-chested torso in a giant hug.
“What a lovely wedding!” she said loudly.
Clearly confused, Grigoryan froze.
She pulled him in close. In an undertone, she told him, “He’s going over to cite Befort for making a false call. You don’t want to get in the way of that, do you?”
Sure, it was a lie, but if it kept things from exploding, what harm was there in it?



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 12
T  hey were finally on their way home. But since Aidan was driving they were now rolling down the hill about as fast as a senior citizen jogging.
“Hurry,” she said. “I need to drop you at the office before I head out for the show.”
“We’re not stopping at the office.”
She didn’t like the sound of this. “Why?”
“I’m taking you to Burbank. I checked the traffic on my phone before we left, and there’s no time to go back to the office.”
“Are you crashing my date?”
“I thought you said it wasn’t a date, and Emily and the kids were coming along, too.”
“I did not.”
“It was in that text you showed me, the one with Action Jaxon with his shirt off.”
She regretted showing him that stupid text. She called up her own traffic app. He was right.
“See?” he said. “I’m right, as usual.”
“I wouldn’t call that usual.” She sighed. “Pull over.”
“Pull over?”
“We’ll never get there on time with you behind the wheel. We won’t make it off this hill.”
But Aidan hadn’t pulled over, and so they had arrived ten minutes late. Emily, Tex, and the kids waved from the front entrance. Violet scuffed red cowboy boots against the ground, and Van sported a black cowboy hat. Emily’s calico summer dress flowed when she moved. Where had she found calico? Tex had come in jeans and a cowboy shirt with pearl snaps down the front.
“You guys look like you strolled off the set of Gunsmoke,” Aidan said.
“We dressed up, Maloney Junior.” Violet scuffed her boots against the ground. “It’s called a theme.”
“Sorry I didn’t have time to stop off at home for my cowboy clothes,” Sofia said. “And thanks for dropping me off, Aidan. Tex can give me a ride home.”
“Well, I was really hoping I could see the show,” Aidan said.
“It’s probably sold out,” Sofia said. “I had trouble getting tickets last night.”
“Mr. Ford left two tickets for you, Auntie Sofia,” said Van. “You could give one to Maloney Junior.”
She looked at Emily, hoping for a rescue.
“I used one of those tickets for us,” Emily said. “So there isn’t really an extra.”
Emily was a good liar when she applied herself.
“I have two,” said Tex. “You can be my date.”
She threaded her arm through Aidan’s and marched for the entrance.
“Sorry,” said Emily.
“Why are you sorry?” Violet asked. “Because Sofia forgot her outfit?”
“Because of that.” Emily started toward the entrance.
With any luck, Tex’s seats weren’t next to theirs.
They hurried inside the tent toward their seats. Ponies romped around the ring with children standing on their backs. The kids didn’t look much older than Violet.
“I want to do that,” she said. “Mom?”
Emily flinched, but pretended she hadn’t heard. “We’re A27 through A30. You go first and clear a way, Sofia. I’ll follow up and sweep.”
Emily always went last so she could keep an eye on the kids. They had to keep the rugrats flanked.
Sofia said ‘excuse me’ twenty-six times until she got to their seats. And there, right next to her seat, sat Aidan.
“I got popcorn,” he said. “For the kids.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 13
T  he show was similar to Cirque d’Soleil, but with horses. The lighting and music were entrancing, and she couldn’t take her eyes off the performers. Violet and Van sat still as statues, staring at the stage in wonder. They didn’t even finish Aidan’s popcorn.
Riders and horses moved in complicated dances around the ring. The performers were constantly standing, jumping, and tumbling on and off the horses. It made her dizzy to watch.
Then Jaxon entered. He rode two horses at once, with a foot on the back of each. No wonder he didn’t have trouble balancing on a surfboard. Loose green pants flowed around his legs. His bare chest glistened with sweat or oil. His hair was dark brown when it was dry, and it streamed behind him as the horse galloped into the ring. As cute as he had been in his wetsuit, he looked much better out of it.
Emily put her finger to her lips and then onto her leg, making a sizzling sound. Yeah, he was that hot.
“Are you OK, Mom?” Violet asked.
“Shh,” said Emily. “This is the best part.”
“Is that Auntie Sofia’s new boyfriend?” Van pointed at Jaxon.
“Maybe,” Sofia said. “Just maybe.”
Aidan hummed the song, “macho, macho man.” A hit from the Village People.
Jaxon and the horses galloped straight toward Sofia and her party. Violet and Van shrank back in their seats, because it looked as if the horses wouldn’t stop. Aidan tensed up next to her.
But the horses glided to a stop a few feet away from Sofia. Jaxon smiled the same way he had on the board that morning and murmured something. Each horse dropped its outside leg in front, rested its weight on the inside knee, and bowed to her. Jaxon ducked his head and swung his arm to the side.
The crowd erupted in applause, and Sofia blushed. She didn’t blush often, but when she did she went tomato-red.
Aidan leaned to the side, probably to say something dumb, and Jaxon looked between them. His green-brown eyes asked a simple question.
Tex grabbed hold of Aidan’s head and pulled it back toward her, shaking her head. “They’re not together,” Tex said loudly. “At all. He’s with me.”
Sofia buried her face in her hands. If she hadn’t been embarrassed before, she certainly was now. She peeked between her fingers.
Jaxon winked, murmured something else, and the horses stood and cantered off to the side.
Fanning herself with one hand, Tex leaned across Aidan to talk to Sofia. “That may be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”
“He’s just a cowboy,” Aidan said.
“He is more Khal Drogo than cow-boy,” Emily said. “Wow.”
Sofia was still watching him on the back of those horses. He slipped from one horse to the other, then disappeared entirely behind the back of one horse, coming up as sinuously as a snake, jumping lightly to the first horse and doing a handstand on its coal-black back. Jaxon’s muscles flexed as he slid from the handstand until he was lying flat across the horse’s back. Then he stood and murmured again. The two horses moved into close formation, and he mounted their backs again.
A dark-clad figure skipped in from the sidelines and threw Jaxon a flaming torch.
“That kid gets to play with fire!” Violet pointed to the child throwing the flaming torches. The kid looked about eight, a little older than Violet.
The youngster threw Jaxon another torch.
“That kid probably never accidentally burnt down his father’s toolshed,” Emily said.
“You don’t know,” Violet whispered. “Maybe he burned down ten toolsheds. On purpose.”
“Shh!” Van put his finger to his lips. “We don’t want Auntie Sofia’s new boyfriend to fall down because we’re too loud.”
Jaxon didn’t look likely to fall down. He looked completely in charge.
While the horses galloped in a tight circle inside the ring, Jaxon juggled the torches, hurling them high into the air and catching them before tossing them back to the assistant, smiling one more time at Sofia, and cantering out of the ring.
Tex looked at Sofia and gave her a thumb’s up. “This is why swimming is good for you.”
“Auntie Sofia swims?” Violet asked. “I know some good underwater moves. How to punch a shark, things like that.”
Sofia stared at the ring right where Jaxon and the horses had bowed to her. Horses had never bowed to her before.
“Quite the talented animal, that horse,” said Aidan. “Both horses actually.”
Tex punched him on the arm. It must have hurt, because he reached up to rub it.
Everyone was quiet during the rest of the show. Sofia relaxed into it, breathing in the smells of horse, sawdust, and popcorn. The performers were amazing. They must have rehearsed for hours to hit every mark so perfectly. What if she’d been cast in a horse show, instead of a detective one? Would she have ended up in a show like this instead of in a detective agency?
Life had just happened to her. She’d tagged along with Emily for the audition for Half Pint Detective because she was too sick to go to school that day and her mother hadn’t wanted to leave her home alone. The casting director had seen Sofia, probably high on cold medicine, trying to pry open a window to let out a moth beating itself to death against the glass and insisted she audition, too.
The moth’s dusty scales had left marks on the glass. The window was painted shut, she’d never have been able to open it, but she’d still regretted she hadn’t freed the moth before she got dragged off to run lines. When she came back after her unscheduled audition, the moth was gone. She always wondered what had happened to it.
So, her whole career came down to a lost insect. If she hadn’t been standing on the chair struggling with the window, the casting director probably wouldn’t have noticed her. That’s how random her life was. Maybe how random everyone’s life was.
If she hadn’t seen that surfing documentary and decided to go swimming yesterday, Jaxon might not have a life. He might still be hanging from his surfboard by the leash, his eyes closed, and his skin gone cold.
“Are you OK?” Aidan whispered to her.
“Fine,” she answered, but she wasn’t sure. She concentrated on the performance again, but it was mostly over. The actors and horses were coming in and taking their bows. The crowd roared for Jaxon, and he caught her eye.
“Backstage?” he mouthed.
She looked from side to side.
“All of you,” he mouthed.
She nodded, and he bowed.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 14
J axon’s assistant, a dark-haired boy who looked about eight, came up to them after the show.
“My name is Sage,” he said. “I’m supposed to take you backstage.”
“How long have you been working with fire?” Violet asked. “At what age exactly did you start?”
“When I was five or six, I guess.”
Violet vibrated with outrage and glared at her mother.
“Is that a katana embroidered on your jacket?” Sage asked. “It looks cool.”
“My mom did it for me,” Violet said grudgingly. “It’s a weapon I get to work out with at the dojo on Saturday, if I’m good. The practice one is only wooden, but it’s still fun.”
Sage and Violet led the way down the aisle and over towards the back of the tent talking about martial arts.
“That Sage is one to watch,” said Tex.
“Auntie Sofia will be too busy watching Jaxon,” said Van. “She blushed.”
She blushed again. What was up with that?
“It’s hot in here,” said Emily. “That’s all.”
“That Khal Drogo raised the temperature in the whole tent,” said Tex. “I thought I was having a hot flash.”
“He’s not Khal Drogo, that’s from Game of Thrones,” said Van.
“What do you know about Game of Thrones?” Emily asked him.
“Jake at school watches it. He says a lot of people die, and a lot of people get naked.”
“Which one is Jake?” Emily asked.
Sofia slipped through the back tent flap and entered a different world. Horses of every color and size milled around, tended to by performers in and out of costume, and attendants in jeans and t-shirts. It smelled of horse and hay. She liked it.
“Hey!” called a familiar voice.
Jaxon stood between two large black horses. One rested its muzzle against his bare shoulder.
“Glad he didn’t put on a shirt yet,” murmured Tex.
Sofia hoped Jaxon hadn’t heard.
“Hello,” Sofia said. She quickly introduced everyone.
“If it isn’t Action Jaxon, the professional surfer,” said Aidan.
Jaxon quirked his mouth into a half smile. “Horses are easier to ride than waves.”
Violet tentatively stroked the nearest horse. “What’s her name?”
“Inky. Wanna sit on her back?” Jaxon asked.
“Yes.” Violet actually sounded a bit worried.
Jaxon lifted her up with one arm and deposited her on the horse’s back. Violet clung to the mane and smiled.
“Good girl,” she said.
“What’s the other horse called?” Van looked longingly at the second horse.
“Clyde.” Jaxon boosted him atop the other horse.
“Like in Pac Man?” Van asked. “After the ghosts?”
“Exactly,” Jaxon said. “Most people don’t notice.”
Van puffed up with pride.
“The show was great!” Sofia said.
“If you’d told me you were bringing the whole family, I would have left out more tickets,” Jaxon said. “But I’m glad you liked it.”
“We loved it,” said Emily.
“Especially the part where the horses bowed,” said Aidan. “Very subtle.”
“Aidan’s an old family friend.” Emily put her hand on his arm. “The kids love hanging out with him.”
“Can you train these horses to do anything?” Violet asked. “Like battle?”
“I wouldn’t want these two big babies going into battle.” Jaxon stroked their muzzles. “But horses have been trained to go to war as long as there’s been war and horses, so it would be possible.”
“Can you train them to make noise? Or poop?” Van asked.
That was actually a useful question. Had Grigoryan’s neighbor trained the horse to poop right in his car?
“Sure.” Jaxon grinned again. “A lot of horses are trained to go pee when you whistle.”
“Not a bad skill to learn, huh, Sofia?” asked Aidan.
Jaxon looked puzzled. Maybe he was the last guy in Los Angeles who hadn’t seen the video of her peeing in the Big Rock Rehab parking lot. It made her like him more.
“Inky and Clyde,” she said. “I like those names.”
“Blinky and Pinky are back at the ranch. They work with cows, not this kind of trick riding.”
“Is Blinky red, like the ghost?” Van asked. How did he know the names of video game ghosts from the eighties? “What kind of horse are they?”
“American quarter horses,” Jaxon answered. “Blinky is a red dun and Pinky is gray. I got them all at the same time.”
Clyde sniffed Sofia’s hair. His breath felt soft and moist against her scalp.
“He likes you,” Jaxon said.
“I like him, too,” Sofia said. “I haven’t ridden in a long time, but I used to love horses.”
“She had horse posters in her room,” Emily said. “And she went riding every chance she got. She loves horses.”
“Would you like to go riding on Tuesday? The show isn’t performed on Tuesdays, so the horses are free to get some exercise on their own.” Jaxon flashed that smile again.
“I could come after work,” Sofia said.
“Tuesdays are busy days at work,” Aidan piped up. “I don’t know.”
“I do,” Sofia said.
Tex threaded her arm through Aidan’s. “Why don’t you take me over there to look at that giant Percheron, Aidan?”
Before he could answer, she’d tugged him away. Aidan went unwillingly, like a dog who was barely leash trained.
Jaxon walked the horses around with the kids on the back, Sofia and Jaxon exchanged phone numbers, and then it was time to go.
While Emily was dusting off the kids and frisking Van to make sure he hadn’t discovered some kind of tool that would be used to take apart the minivan, Sofia got a moment alone with Jaxon.
“I really enjoyed your show,” she said. “The horses. The acrobats. The costumes. Just great.”
“Your friend, Aidan, didn’t seem that impressed.” Jaxon glanced over to where Aidan fidgeted next to Tex. She hadn’t let go of his arm since she’d dragged him away. “Did you two used to go out?”
“Aidan?” Sofia laughed. “Not ever. We’ve known each other since we were kids, and we both work for his father now. We’re just friends. Work colleagues. Barely that.”
“Good,” said Jaxon.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 15
A idan was quiet the next morning. Sofia arrived one minute late, and he didn’t hassle her. She got her coffee in peace and was sitting down at her desk to write up her report from yesterday when Aidan’s phone rang.
“Aren’t you going to get that?” she asked.
He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at it. “I don’t recognize the number.”
“What if it’s one of your online dates?”
“More reason not to answer it,” he said. “Besides, they always text.”
Sofia snatched the phone off him. “Aidan’s phone!”
She had to jockey around the room to keep away from him as he tried to get his phone back.
“Umm...it’s Taylor?” The voice sounded familiar.
“From Marmalade?” Sofia asked.
“How’d she get my number?” Aidan stopped chasing her.
“Hold, please.” She pressed the hold button. “I gave it to her.”
“I can’t talk to her. I don’t know anything about her.”
She pressed the hold button again. “He’s right here, and he’d love to talk to you.”
She slapped the phone into Aidan’s palm.
“Hello?” he said.
She couldn’t hear Taylor’s side, but Aidan laughed.
“More like a meddling little sister,” he said.
Brendan came out of his office. “Good morning!”
Aidan gave him a two-finger wave, and Sofia walked over to Brendan. “I started on yesterday’s report.”
“Give me the highlights.”
Jaxon was the highlight, but she limited herself to the inspection of the Grigoryan house where no leaks were detected, and the arrival of the police car. “No way was the music too loud.”
“Neighbor feud,” Brendan said. “Maybe there’s something to Mr. Grigoryan’s allegations. Maybe his neighbor is stealing his water.”
“I had to lie to Mr. Grigoryan to de-escalate the situation,” Sofia said. “I told him the cop was leaving to cite his neighbor for a spurious noise complaint. Was that OK?”
“Lying to the client,” Aidan was suddenly right behind her. “A big no-no.”
Nice to know he had her back.
“It might have been justified in this instance,” Brendan said. “Sounds like Sofia was saving the client from himself.”
“I was,” she said. “I totally was.”
“I’d like you two to head over to the neighbors’ house today, see what you can find out from Annabelle and Marcel Befort. Don’t say who you’re working for,” Brendan said.
“We can be wine tasters,” Sofia said.
“A nice young couple looking to join the wine community,” Brendan said. “Think you can manage that?”
“A couple?” Aidan groaned.
“I can manage,” Sofia said. “I’m an actress, after all, so I’m good at pretending the most ridiculous things are true.”
Out in the parking lot, she headed for the Tesla.
“We’re taking my car,” Aidan said.
“But I’m driving,” Sofia said. “So we get there while we’re still young.”
“Fine.” Aidan tossed her the keys.
The keys practically hit her in the head, she was so surprised, but she reached up at the last second to catch them. Good thing, too, as Aidan’s keychain had a tiny flashlight on it. That thing would leave a mark.
The Porsche was super loud compared to the Tesla, but it had good acceleration. Aidan didn’t seem to notice as she peeled out of the parking lot and onto the highway. He was typing furiously on his phone and muttering.
“Whatcha doin’?” she asked.
“Research. Watch the road.”
She ignored him and dedicated herself to his car. It was hard to believe it could be so fun to drive, since she was usually in it with Grandpa Aidan.
She passed Grigoryan Vineyard and headed over to Befort Vineyard. The grapes were ripe here, too, purple and green balls bright against the leaves. The vines were arranged pretty much the same as the Grigoryan’s were, but the house was completely different.
The Befort house was huge, but built into the contours of the hill, instead of lopping off the top. Where the Grigoryan’s castle was rounded and ostentatious, everything about the Befort house was square and minimalistic. It probably cost as much.
“We’re here, Phone Boy,” she said. “Ready to go taste some wine?”
Aidan shoved his phone in his pocket. “Why’d you give that waitress my phone number?”
“I thought you two might hit it off. I saw chemistry.”
“Why did you think that? Exactly.”
Before she could point out that the waitress seemed nice and had left him her number and sometimes it wasn’t any more complicated than that, a woman called out. “Welcome!”
Sofia turned toward her. A black dress clung to the woman’s pencil-thin body, and when she walked, her heels clicked against the driveway like castanets. Her lipstick was a red slash and her bangs were cut at an angle. It wasn’t a look most women could pull off, but this one could.
In her slacks and Oxford shirt, Sofia suddenly felt underdressed.
“My name is Annabelle Befort.” The elegant woman had a very slight French accent. If Sofia were playing a Frenchwoman, she’d want to copy it.
But she wasn’t. She remembered their roles—Young Couple Looking for Wine—and took Aidan’s arm. He looked startled.
“I’m Sofia and this is Aidan. We’re here for a drop-in tasting,” she said to the French woman. “A friend of ours sent us. He has a restaurant in Beverly Hills, and he raves about your wine.”
“Does he?” Annabelle smiled. “Then you must come to taste it for yourselves.”
Aidan tried to pull his arm free.
“We’re a couple,” she said, under her breath. “Remember?”
“We’re not one of those couples who hang all over each other,” he whispered.
She didn’t let go of his arm. She’d decided they were going to be a hand-holding couple. The woman would probably assume his sulkiness was because of a fight in the car. Oddly enough, they hadn’t fought in the car. That must be a first. Probably because she was driving.
“This way,” Annabelle called. “The tasting room is this way!”
“Is that a stable?” Sofia asked.
“Would you like to see? I have my beautiful mare in there.” Annabelle changed direction and led them to the stable. “A vineyard is a wonderful place because it holds so many different delights.”
Aidan walked along next to her, not exactly like a couple, but like a guy who’d given up arguing. That would do.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 16
T  he stable was dark and smelled of hay. A horse whickered. It was the only horse in the place. The other three stalls looked as if they’d been empty for a while.
“Hello, my Percy,” Annabelle called. “We come for you.”
Percy was a delicate black mare who was clearly well-taken care of. Her immaculate coat gleamed like black glass, her mane was carefully combed, and her hooves looked polished. The horse could have walked off the cover of Black Beauty.
“She’s gorgeous,” Sofia said.
“She knows this, and she expects a treat from me, but I have nothing. Shame on me!” Percy nuzzled Annabelle’s open palms. “I do not deserve such a magnificent animal.”
Annabelle stroked the horse’s velvety cheeks, and Percy rested her head against Annabelle’s cheek. Annabelle closed her eyes. She looked sad.
“Looks to me like she’s happy to have you here even without a treat.” Sofia tried to cheer her up.
“You can touch her.” Annabelle’s hand fluttered toward Sofia. “She likes women. Men, she endures.”
Sofia held out her palm to let the horse sniff her. Aidan stayed a couple of paces away. Apparently he didn’t want to be endured.
Annabelle took Sofia’s hand in hers and guided it up to the horse’s neck. The horse felt warm beneath her palm, and Annabelle’s hand was cool on top of hers as they stroked the mare’s neck together. Percy’s intelligent brown eyes looked into hers.
“She has eyelashes like a supermodel!” Sofia said.
Percy lowered her head and nuzzled her neck. It tickled.
“She likes you. It’s unusual for her to take to someone so quickly.” Annabelle was about an inch away, and she still hadn’t let go of Sofia’s hand. Her dark eyes softened. “She senses you are a beautiful person.”
Was Annabelle hitting on her, or was this a French thing? Every culture has its own sense of personal space. She had learned that in some acting class.
“Percy is an unusual name for a mare.” Sofia knew she was babbling. “It’s usually a boy’s name.”
“It is?” Annabelle laughed. “How delicious for her! But her name is not Percy. That is only a pet name, because her real name is so long.”
Sofia smelled Annabelle’s spicy perfume, mingled with the honest smell of horse.
“Wine,” said Aidan. “We’re here to taste some wine.”
Actually, they were there to snoop around, and gaining Annabelle’s trust was a good starting point. Since she couldn’t say that aloud, she petted the horse one more time and stepped away.
Aidan looked flushed, and Sofia shot him a quizzical look.
“We host a party here tonight,” Annabelle said. “For friends and neighbors. Would you like to come, Sofia?”
“We would both like to come,” Aidan said.
“What time?” Sofia asked.
“It starts early, at seven with wine and cheese. But it can run until late in the night.” Annabelle’s eyes stayed fixed on hers. “Very late.”
Aidan cleared his throat. “The wine tasting?”
“But of course.” Annabelle gave Percy a final kiss, then led them out of the stable.
Sofia took in a deep breath. The air was different up here, not like the sea air by her trailer or the smoggy air she had to endure in Los Angeles. This air smelled of horse, hay, grapes, and hot stone. It was intoxicating.
Aidan took her hand, and she looked at him. His curly hair was disheveled by the breeze, and his eyes had that tight look at the corners he got when he was worried.
“Let’s taste some wine!” she said.
Annabelle gave them a leisurely tour. It was pretty much the same spiel as Milena Grigoryan had used, except Annabelle talked about the tradition of French wine instead of Armenian and she extolled the virtues of French oak barrels instead of Armenian oak barrels. Apparently no one liked American oak barrels. Annabelle was more effusive than Milena, but maybe that was because she was treating them like customers instead of private investigators.
Annabelle had poured them their first red when the door opened and a tall, thin man walked in. He had a sharp face, a long nose, and gray hair. He looked like a whippet.
“Hello,” said Annabelle. “It’s surprising to see you here so early, Marcel.”
It was after noon, and Sofia could tell from the tone of Annabelle’s voice that Marcel was in trouble. Even Aidan heard it. He gave Marcel a sympathetic look.
“We have guests?” Marcel asked.
“I’m Sofia, and this is Aidan.” Sofia stepped forward and offered her hand. Marcel ignored her hand, drew her close, and kissed her on both cheeks. French. Aidan didn’t offer a hand to shake. Guess he wanted to keep his cheeks pure.
“You have come to try our wine,” Marcel said. “You are so lucky.”
“We started with the pinot noir,” said Annabelle.
“They will be ruined for the other wine after that.” Marcel picked up the glass that was supposed to have been Aidan’s.
Annabelle poured Aidan another.
“It’s called black pine—pinot noir,” said Marcel, “after the dark color and the way it looks like a pine cone with the grapes clustered so close together.”
Sofia nodded. She felt as if she ought to be taking notes.
“Drink some.” Marcel was very close to her now. He smelled of French perfume, but not overwhelming. “Pinot noir is known as ‘sex in a glass.’ Do you think this is true?”
She took a small sip. She wasn’t sure what to say, and this felt like a test. “It has a little bit of cherry in the taste.”
“Very good!” said Annabelle. “You have a talent for wine.”
“Not cherry,” Marcel said. “Black cherry.”
Sofia liked the Grigoryan’s pinot better, but didn’t say it.
“I invited them to the party tonight,” Annabelle said. “They’re looking for new experiences.”
She and Aidan hadn’t said that.
“Those are things we can offer here,” Marcel said. “Perhaps more wine?”
She tried different kinds of wine until they all started to taste alike, but still Annabelle kept pressing her to try something new. Sofia felt light-headed and flushed. “I think you should drive back.”
Aidan reached for the keys in her hand, but Marcel took them first.
“Such practical things, keys,” he said. “And yet they can lead to such delights.”
“I like a fast car as much as the next woman,” Sofia said.
Marcel smiled at her, and she felt dizzy. Something was wrong with his smile, but she couldn’t quite figure out what it was.
Annabelle took the keys from Marcel and handed them to Aidan. “We will see you back here at seven, Sofia? We would most like that.”
“Of course.” She would need to eat something and sober up a bit before she came back. How much wine had she drunk? Lots.
Annabelle beamed at her, and Aidan looked pointedly at the door. No one had told him that he had a talent for wine, and it seemed to bother him. Sofia clinked her glass against his.
“Down the hatch!” she said. It was a line from Half Pint Detective that came up whenever Half Pint and her friends were drinking juice.
“I know you,” Marcel said suddenly. “You’re Sofia Salgado, are you not?”
“I am.” She’d introduced herself, hadn’t she?
“Are you a celebrity investor?” Marcel took the wineglass out of her hand. “Someone who dabbles at designing labels but doesn’t care what goes inside the bottle. We don’t want that kind of help. We’re doing fine on our own.”
“She’s just a woman who loves our wine,” said Annabelle.
“I’m not an investor,” Sofia said. “I came here to taste some wine.”
“I should have seen this sooner.” Marcel looked over at Annabelle. “You arranged this?”
“They showed up to taste some wine because a chef told them of us,” Annabelle said. “I did not call them here.”
“This is not true.” Marcel grabbed Sofia’s arm above the elbow. “They’re here to see what we have that they might want. They’re vultures.”
He marched Sofia across the room. His grip was so tight it hurt.
“Hey!” she said. “Let go.”
Aidan wasn’t so polite. He twisted Marcel’s hand off her arm so roughly Marcel yelped.
“Don’t touch her,” Aidan said.
Sofia was still trying to figure out what was going on. The wine made her brain feel foggy and slow. She was drunk.
“Leave at once!” Marcel said. “At once!”
Aidan put his hand on her back and directed her toward the door and the parking lot beyond. “Leaving will be our pleasure.”
Marcel shouted at Annabelle in French. She yelled right back at him. Sofia couldn’t understand what they were saying, but it was clear they were both pretty angry.
Aidan had her out of the room and halfway across the parking lot while she was still trying to figure out what they’d said. She didn’t speak French sober, and drunk it was worse.
“Get in the car.” Aidan opened the passenger door for her and went around to the other side.
He pulled out of the driveway and they started down the hill in slow motion. The poor car deserved so much more.
“What was that all about?” she asked.
“Sounds like he thought you were going to buy his winery out from under him,” Aidan said. “Even though you don’t know you are supposed to sip at wine tastings, not chug.”
“I didn’t chug.” Or only a little.
“I definitely want to look into his finances now,” Aidan said. “I bet there’s something going on there.”
“Hot-to-Trot?” Sofia was starting to feel queasy.
“I can see why Grigoryan doesn’t like them,” Aidan said. “Hard to believe anyone does. I wish I’d dropped a bug in their house so we could listen in.”
“They’re having that party.”
“I think we’re uninvited.”
“In Los Angeles who doesn’t like celebrities?” Sofia burped. “No one, that’s who.”
“Let’s get some food in you,” Aidan said. “I have a plan for searching the properties to look for theft or a leak, even without a bug.”
“Your driving is making me carsick,” she said.
“Don’t you dare throw up wine on my upholstery! It stains.”
“You’re taking the curves all sloshy.”
“Roll down the window, you lush.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 17
T  he restaurant didn’t look promising. It looked like a barn, and it had a wagon wheel out front and a specials board listing chili burgers. Her stomach lurched.
“Should we keep going?” Aidan asked. “There’s a great fish tacos place not far from here.”
“We stop here.” She wanted to get out of the car.
If it hasn’t been his precious Lemon Drop, he probably wouldn’t have stopped, but Aidan would never risk his interior, so he pulled into the gravel lot and parked.
It was good to be standing still. She got out of the car and closed the door. Wagon Wheel was spelled out in old timey letters on the door, so faded she hadn’t seen it from the road.
She and Aidan headed straight for the front door without talking. The interior was pretty much what she’d expected—wooden tables, a barrel instead of a hostess stand, and various pieces of harness stuck to the walls.
“I’m going to use the facilities,” she said. “Order me toast and tea. Some soup.”
Aidan didn’t make a crack.
In the bathroom, she splashed water on her flushed face and stared at herself in the mirror. What a lightweight! Who got tipsy at a wine tasting?
Aidan was subdued while they ate. He’d ordered her chicken soup. She’d expected Campbell’s, but it was homemade and delicious. She ate every drop and every crumb of toast.
“What’s next?” she asked.
“Sure you’re OK?” He’d ordered a BLT and fries, which is what she would have ordered if her stomach felt normal.
“It snuck up on me.”
“You were knocking them back,” he said. “I think tasting means you swirl it around your mouth and spit it back out.”
“So, what’s your plan for looking for leaks or theft?” She was pointing out that she’d remembered what he said before they got into the car and started the long, slow, nauseating journey down to the Wagon Wheel.
“It’s in the trunk.”
They paid and went out to the car. Aidan opened the hood, the Porsche had its trunk in the front, and pointed to a tiny airplane.
“A drone?” she said.
“With a Go Pro.” He grinned. “Let technology do the walking.”
“Aren’t they illegal on private property?”
“Not so long as we stay high enough,” Aidan said.
Even though she was feeling better, he insisted on driving. It was his car, so she couldn’t exactly fault him, but it wasn’t helping her stomach any. Her phone rang and she took the call without looking at who it was from. Not a lot of people had her number.
“You’re buying a winery?” It was Jeffrey, the man who still acted like her agent even though she’d fired him. She supposed that, if he still worked for her, she’d be grateful for his persistence. “That could be good branding. Salgado Spirits.”
Sofia put him on speaker phone and set the phone down so that she wouldn’t be tempted to toss it out the window. “How would you know about that?”
“A woman named Annabelle Befort called me. She says you showed up at her winery, drank all the stock, and left.”
Aidan laughed so hard she worried he’d lose control of the car.
“Watch the road!” she said. “I didn’t drink all the stock and I’m not buying a winery. She’s mistaken.”
“It wouldn’t be a bad move,” he said. “Angelina Jolie has a winery. And look what that’s done for her career.”
“I’m pretty sure that her career trajectory has nothing to do with whether or not she owns a winery.”
“This Annabelle would like to meet you again. She told me to apologize to you for her husband’s boorish behavior and to beg you to go to her party tonight at seven. She has smoothed things over with her husband, whatever that means.”
“How did she know to contact you?” Sofia asked.
“It’s well-known that I’m your agent.”
“But you aren’t.” She rubbed her temples. “Do you still list me as a client on your website?”
“Who knows what my web guy is up to.”
“Take me off.”
“It doesn’t hurt to have someone to field offers. Do you want I should find a real estate lawyer for you? To help with the purchase of the winery?”
“Take me off your website. And I’m not buying a winery.”
“Sure, you can’t afford one right now, but I heard about this great script. It’s about a surfer girl who is kidnapped by drug runners and—”
“No.”
“Don’t you like surfing?”
“I’ve never tried surfing. Except that one time when I was twelve and the board hit me in the nose and I got two black eyes and you and the studio told me I wasn’t ever allowed to surf again.” The memory was making her even more angry.
“Then this is the perfect chance!” he said without apologizing. “We can get you a coach. Or you can use a double. You don’t have to get wet if you don’t want to.”
“You’re not my agent,” she said, slowly, reminding herself of the fact that she had fired him at least five times. But he kept pretending she hadn’t, and she somehow kept falling back into versions of this conversation. “I fired you.”
“Maybe not right this instant, but if you signed up for Surfer Chick, that’s the name of the picture, catchy, huh? If you signed up for Surfer Chick, I’d take you back on. No hard feelings.”
“I’m hanging up now.” She ended the call.
“Drank all the stock.” Aidan was still laughing, so she poked him.
“Maybe I should try surfing,” she said. “It looks fun.”
“Didn’t surfing almost kill your cowboy a few days ago? Why would you want to get back up on that horse? Do you want to get His and Hers boards?”
“Do they make those?”
“No.” He reached the turnoff for the vineyards. But he didn’t go to either one. Instead he took the third road.
“What’s up there?” she asked.
“Parkhurst, the third neighbor. I thought we’d pay him a visit.”
“Why would he be involved?”
“Why wouldn’t he be?”
She researched Pankhurst on her phone while Aidan drove. “Says here he has a stable. We could pretend to be horseback riders.”
“Just not a couple again.”
“It’s hardly believable we’d be a couple anyway,” she said. “That’s just Brendan’s fantasy. We can be brother and sister if you want.”
“No.” Aidan practically yelled out his answer.
She’d forgotten he had a thing about them pretending they were brother and sister. “Cousins?”
He gave a grunt that sounded like another no.
“Maybe you’re a hitchhiker I picked up because you looked so sad by the side of the road,” she said. “Because I’m such a kind person.”
“Maybe I picked you up by the side of the road because you were stumbling around drunk,” he said.
That hit a little too close to home. “We’ll go with the brother/sister thing.”
“We will not.”
Aidan stopped in front of a chain link fence. It was closed, and a chain had been threaded through the gate and locked. ‘No Trespassing’ and ‘Trespassers will be Shot, Survivors Will be Shot Again’ signs attached to the fence with rusty baling wire. Not surprisingly, someone had shot the sign.
“Not a friendly guy,” Sofia said.
Aidan climbed out of the car and wandered over to the fence because that’s how much sense he had. There was even a sign with a gun on it to tell you how you would be shot. Maybe it was a courtesy to people who couldn’t read English or couldn’t read at all. Helping the illiterate avoid a bullet. What a nice guy.
A blue pickup headed down toward them, kicking up a rooster tail of dust behind it. The truck stopped in gravel on the other side of the fence. The driver was in his forties, with a sun-weathered face, bright blue eyes, and short blond hair. He was pretty cute, although a little angry. She hurried over to join Aidan. He might need backup. Or someone with finesse.
“No trespassers,” the man said. “Signs say so.”
“Are you Rick Pankhurst?” Aidan asked.
“Not your business. Now go.” The man glared at them. He had a gun rack in the pickup and it held a rifle. What kind she couldn’t tell, but she didn’t doubt it was loaded, although she was pretty sure guns in gun racks were supposed to be unloaded.
“We were in the neighborhood.” Sofia smiled at him. “And we thought we’d go horseback riding. Your stables are very highly ranked on the Internet.”
“They’re closed.” He spit out the window onto the dust. “Been closed since my wife died.”
“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Sofia said. That meant he was probably Rick Pankhurst.
His face softened a little, but not much. “Go before I call the police on you for trespassing.”
She looked past him at a long dusty driveway, a dilapidated red barn, and a rambling one-story house with a front window replaced by a sheet of plywood. It looked as if no one had lived there for years. How long had his wife been dead?
“Do you still have the horses up there?” Aidan asked.
“Sold ’em.” The man started up his truck and looked at them.
“I think he’s done talking to us,” Sofia said.
“Something about this guy gets my back up,” Aidan said.
“Your cop sense is tingling?”
“Something like that.” Aidan crossed his arms and looked at the truck. He looked as if he could wait there all day. Pankhurst looked back at him, just as stubborn. It didn’t look as if he was going to move either. Maybe he was sitting there loading his shotgun.
“I don’t see how he could be a water rustler,” she said. “His property looks pretty dried out. I don’t think see any landscaping or a pool or anything.”
Aidan sighed. “You’re right. It’s probably nothing that’s our problem.”
He looked so disappointed she felt bad for him. “Why don’t we head back down the road, see if he leaves his house, wait for him to pass us, then turn your drone loose and see if he’s hiding anything?”
“I like your thinking,” Aidan said.
But they were destined for disappointment. Rick Pankhurst never came down the road.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 18
Sofia was completely sober and more than a little bored, but she amused herself by looking at photos of Pankhurst and his wife Belinda. They had a bunch on their website. Belinda was tall, thin, and dark-haired. She looked a little like Annabelle Befort, but seemed more down-to-earth in her jeans and cowboy hats and sincere-looking smiles. Sofia looked up her obit. She’d died of breast cancer. No foul play from Pankhurst on that count.
Aidan stared moodily up the road. She could practically see the gears turning in his head.
“You know,” she said. “If Pankhurst came out, he’d spot us in a heartbeat. The Lemon Drop doesn’t blend into the background. We ought to get a rental for stakeouts.”
Aidan grunted, which was as forthcoming as he’d been so far on this stakeout.
“He’s not coming,” she said, for the twenty-second time.
“You’re right,” Aidan said.
She looked up from her phone in surprise. “What was that?”
“We’ll head over to the Grigoryan’s property, try out the drone from there.”
Her phone buzzed.
“Who is it?” Aidan asked.
She looked at it. It was a picture of an ice cream sundae. “Jaxon. He says there’s a hilly trail we can take on Tuesday. It ends up at a restaurant with great ice cream.”
“Make sure you don’t drink wine before you leave.” Aidan started the car.
“I don’t get horse sick. I get car sick.”
“You get wine sick,” he said.
She started to text Jaxon back.
“You can’t do that,” Aidan said.
“Why not?”
“You have to wait at least ten minutes or you seem desperate.”
“Really?” If there were rules to texting, Aidan would know them.
“People want what they can’t have, so waiting builds up a sense of mystery and uncertainty which makes you seem more desirable. It’s been shown in rat studies.”
“Rats text?”
“There’s a button they press. Never mind.” Aidan turned up toward the Grigoryan’s castle.
She pocketed her phone. Maybe Aidan was right.
The castle looked the same as it had last time. Blue skies, blue pool, giant ostentatious building, angry Armenian approaching.
“You have found proof already, haven’t you?” Narek Grigoryan puffed up to them.
“Not yet, sir,” said Aidan. “We’re going to use a drone to check for leaks or anything suspicious.”
“Good. Spy tech. That will help.”
Aidan opened up the Porsche’s trunk and took out his drone. It had four rotors and a tiny body. It was blue on the bottom and white on the top, with a camera mounted under its belly. He pulled out a little remote control box that looked as if it would be used for video games. She sensed her afternoon was about to get more boring, if that was possible.
“How high can it fly?” asked Mr. Grigoryan.
“High enough.” Aidan set it on the ground and took it off. He looked about five years old with the remote control in his hand and a dopey grin on his face.
“Do we have to wait for it to come back to see what it’s seeing?” Sofia asked.
“There’s an app for that.” Aidan swiped his phone, and it displayed the drone’s eye view on his phone screen.
The drone was looking down on them, their car, and the top of the castle. Sofia waved.
“Camera hound,” Aidan said.
“Can I fly it?” she asked. “Please. Pretty please.”
“We’ll start with the Grigoryan’s property,” Aidan said. “I’ll pilot. You look out for anything that seems weird.”
“Such as?” Mr. Grigoryan was watching Aidan’s screen as intently as they were.
“Green where it shouldn’t be green, dark soil,” said Sofia. “Or maybe a hose running off somewhere.”
“Exactly,” said Aidan.
The drone flew over the first row of grapes. It was going to be hard to see if there was a leak there. The grape vines were covered in giant green leaves, and they blocked a lot of the view. “Can you get lower?”
“Not unless I’m ready to smack my drone into a grapevine.” He flew down one row and up another.
“Someone would have noticed. We walk the rows regularly, looking for pests, making sure nothing is browning from lack of water,” Mr. Grigoryan said. “This is a waste of time.”
Not a very upbeat guy, Mr. Grigoryan.
She watched the tiny screen, but Mr. Grigoryan wandered off. It was pretty boring—grape vines, grape vines, the brown dirt at the end of a row, more grapevines. After about twenty minutes, the drone sped up, and Aidan moved the phone out of her view.
“What’re you doing? I can’t see.”
“It’s running out of battery,” Aidan said. “I have more in the trunk.”
He flew the drone back to Grigoryan’s parking lot where they changed the battery and started over. Aidan had brought a bunch of extra batteries. She put the used ones in the glove box so they wouldn’t get them mixed up, then started to text Jaxon again.
“Are you watching the screen?” Aidan asked.
“I’m watching a screen,” she answered. “I’m texting Jaxon. It’ll only take a minute.”
“No mystery if you text too soon.”
“It’s been over twenty minutes. That’s twice the time you told me.” She thumbed in “What’s better than a scenic horseback ride? A scenic horseback ride with ice cream and a cherry on top!”
She thought about putting in two exclamation points, but decided that made her sound too perky.
“Not bad,” Aidan read it over her shoulder. “Not totally generic, so that’s good.”
The drone started down another row. She was already sick of grapes and grapevines.
“He’s not analyzing them on the other end like you are.” At least she hoped not.
“Of course he is. That’s what people do. If he knows the rules, he won’t text you back for at least twenty-five minutes.”
“But I texted him back in twenty!”
“He needs to stretch it out some, so he seems chill about it.”
Her phone buzzed. She had a text.
“See!” she said. “Your rules are dumb.”
“What’d he say?”
“It’s Emily.” Emily had sent her another picture of a shirtless Jaxon. He was on the Hollywood Life website under the heading ‘Sofia’s Sexy Stallion.’
“What’s Emily have to say?”
“Nothing.” She put the phone in her pocket. “Is that a green streak right there on the ground? Maybe it’s a leak.”
It wasn’t, but by the time Aidan had circled the drone back to check that spot of land again, he’d forgotten about her text. Hopefully, Jaxon hadn’t seen the headline. Most civilians were weird about stuff like that. Not that she could blame them. It was weird to have your love life constantly on display.
By the end of the second battery, they’d covered a good part of the vineyard and hadn’t seen anything amiss. The landscape was as groomed at the house.
“I want to go to the Pankhurst’s house.” Aidan’s drone was already flying at top speed across the vines.
It was obvious where the property line ended. Where the Grigoryan vineyard was well-tended, Pankhurst’s property was wild. Clumps of golden, dry grass dotted a dusty landscape. The blue pickup had either left or returned to its garage. Nothing much to see. No plants or intentional landscaping, like Sofia had said.
“His water usage rose ten percent, too,” she said. “But how?”
“He doesn’t look like he’s growing anything.”
“Wonder what he does in the barn so much?” she said.
“What do you mean?” Aidan asked.
“He said the horses are gone, and I don’t see any evidence of any. The trough’s dry. No horse poop anywhere. The only walking trail that isn’t overgrown is between the house and the barn.”
Aidan zoomed the drone back and forth along the path. It looked as if Pankhurst walked out there every day.
“Maybe he’s going out there to mourn his wife,” she said. “Maybe the barn was a special place for them.”
The house door opened, and Pankhurst came out onto his porch. He shaded his eyes with his hand and looked around as if he knew something was up.
Aidan spiraled the drone higher until the house and barn looked like beat-up children’s toys. Pankhurst paced around his front yard, searching for something. Then he jogged over to the barn and disappeared inside.
She wished they could get the drone in there, but there was no way he wouldn’t notice that.
From his new high altitude, Aidan flew a large circle around the property, but she didn’t see anything amiss. No patches of green, and if a drop of water had spilled on that landscape some plant would have drunk it up.
“I don’t think he’s stealing anyone’s water,” she said. “Or using much of his own.”
“But why the increase?” Aidan asked. “I still have a weird feeling.”
“You should have used the bathroom at the Wagon Wheel.”
“Like you’re one to talk.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 19
He banked the drone and brought it back toward the Befort’s Vineyard.
“You’re not going down the rows,” she complained.
“Doing a quick reconnoiter.” He was totally focused on his joysticks. “Don’t want to get caught.”
There was more action over at the Befort’s house than the Pankhurst’s. Annabelle cantered up to the stable on her glossy black horse. When she reached the stable, she leaped off Percy like a trick rider. She put her hand in front of her nose. The horse reared up for no reason Sofia could see, then settled back down. Maybe it was one of those horses that spooked at everything. That seemed like the high-maintenance horse that Annabelle would want.
Marcel was unloading brown paper bags from his SUV, and he gestured for Annabelle to come to help him. She shook her head and took the horse into the stable.
Aidan flew over the grape vines. Again, she saw no suspicious traces of green. Everything looked pretty much the same as over at the Grigoryan’s. Rows of green grapevines, a small green lawn around the house, and a swimming pool gleaming in the early evening sun. The grapes weren’t as meticulously tended as the Grigoryan’s, but they were definitely well taken care of.
“I like using the drone instead of walking around,” she said. “But we haven’t seen anything that will help us.”
“Patience,” he said. “Let’s get a little closer.”
He dropped down lower, and she worried Marcel might see the drone. Annabelle was still in the stables.
“Who puts trees there?” He slammed the joystick hard to the side, and the drone zoomed past a stand of pine trees.
“They’re scenic,” she said. “And they shade the house.”
The battery indicator beeped, and Aidan directed the drone high in the air and back toward them. A black SUV pulled into the Befort’s driveway, followed by a white one. A man in a suit and a woman in a bright red dress got out of the black SUV.
“Looks like the party’s starting,” she said.
“We should go.” The drone rose a little higher. “See if we can see anything more on the ground. Or learn anything about the neighbor feud. And bug their living room.”
“That’s illegal,” Sofia said.
“No one can trace it back to us.”
“And this changes the legality of it?”
“It changes the level of concern you should have about the legality of it.”
“If we’re going to the party, I need to go home and change,” Sofia said.
“You look fine.”
“You haven’t even looked at me. I could probably be naked and you wouldn’t have noticed.”
He looked up from his phone screen. “You’re not naked. And I would so have noticed. We don’t have time for you to go home and change. You look fine.”
“It’s thirteen minutes from here. Ten if I drive. If it’s ten minutes there, ten minutes back, and I get changed and ready to go in ten minutes, we’re back in a half hour. Which isn’t that late.”
“We have to get the drone back here. That’s a couple of minutes, too,” Aidan said.
The image on screen lurched to a stop and stuck at a crazy angle. Aidan swore. Brendan would not have approved.
“Is there a problem with the app?” she asked.
“You distracted me,” he said.
“And that broke the app?” She wasn’t taking the blame.
“The drone hit something.”
“You crashed it?” She looked at the screen more closely. “Looks like it’s in a tree. Like Charlie Brown’s kite.”
He fiddled with the controls, swearing all the while. Brendan would have had a fit if he’d heard.
“Now we have time to go get changed for the party,” she said.
“Give me a second. Stop distracting me.”
“It’s not my fault you smacked into a drone-eating tree.” She already had his keys because she’d been using the remote to open the trunk to get batteries, so she didn’t bother to argue anymore, just walked over the driver’s seat and started the car.
She rolled down the window and yelled. “You don’t have to come. I can get you on the way back!”
He hurled himself into the car, and she took off.
“I’m too young to die,” he said. “I still have a pile of Tinder women on my bucket list.”
“Poor Tinder women.” Tinder was a dating app where the user would swipe right to say he was interested, left to say he wasn’t. So far as she had seen, Aidan never swiped right. But even if he did, both parties had to swipe right to hook them up. “All both of them.”
“I’m currently texting with forty-seven women on Tinder,” Aidan said. “Every one of them is smoking hot.”
“Forty-seven?” She accelerated into the curve. The Lemon Drop was kinda epic at turns. “How can you keep up with all that?”
“I’m not a moron,” he said. “I know guys who are talking to a hundred chicks at once.”
“That sounds exhausting. Why not meet one instead of talking to forty-seven?” She was making good progress. Without traffic, she would totally nail this.
“Face to face is the worst. If it goes bad, it goes really bad.”
“Who’s your next date with?”
He looked out the window for a long time.
“Come on,” she said. “I won’t tell.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Is she a supermodel who is also a billionaire crime fighter?” That was probably on his checklist somewhere.
He looked straight ahead.
“A martial arts cage fighter who volunteers with kittens on the weekends?”
Still nothing.
“A prostitute with a heart of gold?”
“It’s Taylor,” he blurted out.
She managed to stop herself from laughing after only a minute, but it wasn’t easy. “From the Marmalade Cafe?”
“Yes.” A short quick admission of defeat. She liked it.
“So, I was right about the chemistry?” No point in not rubbing it in a little.
“Even a broken clock is right twice a day.”
“You went with my hunch?” She felt pretty proud of herself.
“I checked her out online, of course, found her profile at a few dating sites.” He was looking out the window again, probably thinking of jumping out of the car.
“And?”
“And nothing.”
She wasn’t giving up so easily. “But you’re going out with her, so...”
“So she passed all my tests. She’s compatible online. She’s a good fit.”
Sofia laughed and turned onto the 1. Ocean on one side, mountains on the other. She loved that about Malibu. “I told you so.”
“But all you had was a number on a napkin.”
That about summed it up, but she wasn’t going to admit it. “And my intuition. And your clear chemistry.”
“I don’t see how that matters.”
That was the last thing he said on the whole ride home. Jaxon hadn’t texted her back either, not even after the twenty-five minute waiting period Aidan had suggested. What the hell was wrong with men?



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 20
Sofia was glad she’d changed. Everyone here was in designer everything, from the shoes to the dresses. She’d chosen a summery red dress that showed a lot of skin. Aidan had done a double take when he saw her in it. He’d managed to keep his fat mouth shut, but he’d combed his hair and hauled a Zegna jacket out of the Porsche’s trunk. He must be getting paid more than she was at the agency.
“I’m going to check the water meter,” he said. “I’ll meet you inside.”
She let him open the Porsche door for her and climbed out slowly, as if she were arriving at a film premiere. A couple of heads turned their way, even though she and the car were two small elements in a crowded party full of men and women with designer clothes and fast cars.
“Are you vamping for the cameras?” Aidan said under his breath. “Because I don’t see any cameras.”
“This is a performance.” She put her hand on his arm and put on a confident and sexy smile. “We’re Young Couple Who Likes Wine. We want to have fun and meet the neighbors.”
Aidan leaned in toward her, then backed off. He closed the car door as if it were made of glass. “Remember to sip, not chug.”
“Thanks, sweetie.” She was going to play her part in this, even if he went off script.
Aidan snorted. “I’ll find you later.”
She wandered slowly over to the stage. The Beforts had hired a French heavy metal band. She couldn’t understand what they were singing, but they were loud. They were called Seau Noir, which her phone translated as ‘black bucket.’ Maybe they’d sound better with a bucket over her head. At least it would cut down on the noise.
About twenty people milled around in front of the stage. A few swayed in time to the music, but no one was dancing. It was still too early, and everyone out here was still too sober. The party must be inside.
She nodded once to the lead singer, who hadn’t taken his eyes off her since she arrived, and he dipped his guitar. She might need to talk to him later. He probably saw everything from the stage.
In the meantime, she decided to go inside where it might be quieter, and she could eavesdrop or strike up a conversation.
“Keys?” asked a man in a bright purple jacket who held a giant glass fishbowl full of keys.
She looked back outside to see if someone was valeting the cars, but nobody was.
“I need your keys,” he said.
“My.” She paused, not sure what to say. She and Aidan had been pretending to be a couple when they got invited to this party, so she decided to go with that, even if it felt weird. “Boyfriend has the keys.”
“Proceed,” Mr. Purple said.
Another couple came in behind her, and they handed him their keys. He put them in the fishbowl with the others. That was when she got it.
Aidan was going to be horrified.
As if he sensed what she was thinking, Aidan came right through the door.
“Keys?” said Mr. Purple.
Aidan handed them right over, but Sofia intercepted them, twirled them around her index finger and leaned forward so Mr. Purple’s eyes were on her cleavage. Now that he wasn’t looking at the keys, she dangled her keys into the bowl. She let her keys clink against the other keys in the bowl, then palmed Aidan’s keys and pulled her hand out.
“What was that about?” Aidan asked as they left Mr. Purple behind and entered the party.
She slipped the keys into her purse without letting Aidan see what she was doing. No point in missing a chance to make him squirm. “This is a key party.”
“No, it’s not,” Aidan said. “Annabelle talked to me about it before you upset Marcel with your celebrity wiles. It’s a cheese party.” He pointed to a giant tray of cheese she could smell from across the room. “See? The keys are for the valet, probably to move the cars.”
“Did you see a valet?” He was pretty observant. He wouldn’t overlook something like that.
“I—well—not exactly. But I figure he’s off parking another car.”
“The keys go into the bowl. The women draw them out, and they have to sleep with the man who belongs to the keys.”
Aidan turned scarlet. “It’s not.”
Another couple came in, dropped their keys into the bowl, then stirred it around to look at the keys already in there.
“We need to get those keys back,” he said.
She moved so he was standing right in front of the cheese plate. “Let me get a picture of you with the cheeses. It’s your first cheese party, after all.”
He looked around the room, eyes a little wide. “You’ve done this before?”
“Of course not. But I’ve heard of them. They were supposedly big in the seventies.”
“That was a long time ago!”
“So, they’re retro.” She grabbed a glass of wine off a passing tray. “Let’s find out what we need to know before the keys start coming back out of that bowl.”
Aidan reached his hand under the table, and she knew he was leaving a bug there. She positioned herself next to him to give him cover, and sipped her wine.
Annabelle came over. She’d traded her elegant black dress for a tight-fitting burgundy one. It looked fantastic on her. “I’m so sorry for Marcel’s little outburst. It’s wonderful you came tonight. I love your dress.”
“Thank you,” Sofia said automatically.
“This isn’t quite what we expected,” said Aidan.
“But the cheese looks delicious,” Sofia interrupted him. “Which one would you recommend we start with?”
“I love the Morbier.” Annabelle spread the cheese on a cracker and handed it to Sofia. Their fingertips brushed. “It is a perfect cheese for a light white wine. You can taste that, I think? You are a natural with wines.”
Sofia knew that was untrue, but she admired the salesmanship. Annabelle wasn’t going to stop trying to sell her on wine.
“Why does it have a line down the middle?” Aidan asked.
“It’s made from the last day’s milk, and the first. The last milk curd is placed into the mold and then dusted with ash. The first morning curd is placed atop. Then it’s aged for forty-five days or more. Try it.”
Sofia took a bite. It didn’t taste as bad as it smelled, luckily. It was rich and creamy, with a bitter aftertaste. “Yummy!”
Talking about a different kind of cheese, Annabelle spread another cracker for Sofia. Aidan looked over her head at the fishbowl full of keys. He looked as if he wanted to sprint for the door. Sofia took his hand, and he jumped. He was no good at playing Young Couple Interested in Wine.
“Have you been throwing these parties for a long time?” Sofia asked.
“A little more than one year.” Annabelle laughed. “They get bigger every month. At first it was just us and a few neighbors.”
Sofia squeezed Aidan’s hand. “Like the people from that other vineyard.”
She pointed vaguely in the direction of the Grigoryans’ house.
“They, too, but they were not right for this kind of lifestyle. The woman, she was ready, but the man was too attached. He is a little pig of a man to be so attached to his fat little wife.” Annabelle took a long sip of wine, and Sofia realized Annabelle was already a bit tipsy.
“I imagine a lot of folks aren’t ready for this kind of thing,” said Aidan.
“You will be surprised,” she said. “Variety keeps things spicy. We French love spicy wines, spicy cheese, and spicy sex.”
For someone who spent so much time texting with women, Aidan was sure easy to embarrass.
“And a vineyard is the perfect place for all of them,” Annabelle said. “If a woman is no longer interested in earning her living with her looks, a vineyard is a godsend.”
She looked at Sofia meaningfully, but Sofia was still trying to decide if she was being insulted or not.
Another familiar face appeared at the front door: Rick Pankhurst. He’d changed into a fresh pair of jeans and a clean shirt, but he stood out in the room full of formalwear. Not in a bad way, either. Maybe she was going through a cowboy phase, like Aidan had said.
Next to him was a curvy blonde wearing a brown dress that looked like it was made out of suede. Her purse had buckskin fringe on it. She was taking this retro thing pretty seriously.
Pankhurst had taken his keys out of his pocket and held the in his hand. A small silver object glinted in the light. Sofia was pretty sure it was a whistle.
Sofia tugged Aidan around with his back to Pankhurst, then stepped behind him to use him as a shield.
“You must excuse.” Annabelle downed the rest of her wine and tottered off to the front door.
“Who’s behind me?” Aidan asked.
She let her hair fall so it covered the side of her face. “Pankhurst. Probably best if he doesn’t see us.”
She peeped around Aidan to watch Annabelle. She walked straight up to Pankhurst, took the keys off his finger, pretended to blow the whistle, and led him to the hall.
“What’re they doing?” Aidan asked.
“She took his keys, and they went upstairs.”
“That’s cheating,” said Aidan. “Aren’t we supposed to choose randomly from the bowl?”
“So you’re saying you want Annabelle to choose your keys?” She remembered the keys in her own purse, and decided she couldn’t fault Annabelle for cheating.
“I don’t want anyone to choose my keys. I’ve checked the water meter. It matches. Let’s figure out how to get down the damn drone and go home.”
“Hi!” The woman in the fawn-brown dress said. “I just got here.”
“Sofia.” She stuck out her hand. “And this is Aidan.”
She took Aidan’s hand and held on without shaking it. “My name’s Bambi, like the deer.”
“Have you been to a lot of these parties?” Sofia asked.
Aidan pulled his hand free.
“This is my first.” Bambi’s breasts jiggled when she turned to Sofia. Huge, and probably not real. “But Rick briefed me on what to expect. He said besides the sex stuff there are usually good free drugs here.”
Cop Aidan started to come out. “Exactly where and what kind?”
“I think you’re supposed to wander around, find what suits your mood.” Bambi finally let go of his hand. “They have a supper club, too, that’s more straight-laced, if that’s your thing. I think next week they’re having ortolans, or at least that’s what Rick told me.”
Sofia had no idea what those were. Some kind of new drug, or maybe cheese?
“I love your manicure,” Sofia said. Bambi’s nails were a sight to behold. They were painted brown, to match her dress, except for the thumbnail. Someone had painted a woodland scene on it, including a doe and a tree.
“Nails and Whimsy,” Bambi said. “In Malibu Country Mart.”
Sofia had seen their sign. It was purple and full of swirls and curlicues. “I know that place.”
Aidan yawned, which was rude, even if he was probably bored beyond endurance. But this was the best way to get information—talking and listening. Or at least so far as Sofia could see.
“I see Marcel!” Bambi twittered. “He’s supposed to be an amazing key to draw.”
“Really, why?” Sofia didn’t want to imagine drawing whippet-thin and snotty Marcel’s key.
“He is supposed to have mad skills,” Bambi said. “And he’s very flexible.”
There was a mental picture Sofia couldn’t unsee.
“Good luck!” Sofia said.
Bambi bounced off toward the deck.
“They have strawberries and pineapple at the chocolate fountain,” Sofia said. “That’s my next stop.”
“What kind of drugs do you think they have here?” Aidan asked.
“Coke.” She skewered a pineapple piece and held it in the cascading chocolate. “Ecstasy. Pot.”
“But...” He didn’t seem to know what to say.
“Try a strawberry,” she said. “The chocolate is amazing.”
“We should go.”
“The drugs are probably in the kitchen,” she said. “If you want to go do a raid. But it’s nothing to do with water rustling, which is the real reason we are here.”
Aidan ate a strawberry without chocolate.
She tried a mango slice with chocolate. Every bit as good as the pineapple. “I think we can guess why Narek hates Marcel now. Sounds like Marcel was sleeping with Milena and Narek didn’t like it.”
“Such a little pig of a man.” Aidan did a fair job with the French accent.
Sofia laughed.
Behind them, a bell rang. People started gathering in the living room.
Mr. Purple called from the middle of the living room. “It’s time!”
Aidan went stiff. He looked panicked. She ought to put him out of his misery.
Nah.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 21
Sofia waited calmly next to Aidan. He was practically hyperventilating. She wondered if she ought to get him a paper bag.
“Go first and get my key,” he said.
“There’s a line,” she pointed out. “And I don’t get to stir around in there and pick out the key I want. It’s random.”
“It is?” Aidan watched Bambi pull out the first key.
Bambi’s key had a Mercedes symbol on it.
“Mine,” said Marcel.
Bambi turned to him with a giggle that shook her breasts. He took her arm and led her outside. Sofia would have expected them to go into one of the bedrooms. But maybe Marcel was more of a back-to-nature kinda guy.
Annabelle and Rick Pankhurst weren’t part of the key-drawing crowd. She wondered how many people had cheated and picked a partner before the key drawing. She should have counted heads.
Did picking someone deliberately, instead of randomly through the key draw, mean there was a relationship there? If so, were Annabelle and Rick more serious about each other? It didn’t seem as if Marcel cared or noticed.
Had Narek and Milena come to parties like this? Based on Annabelle’s comments about Narek, she thought they must have. It seemed to suit Milena’s personality, but not Narek’s. Wife swapping could definitely cause friction among neighbors.
Aidan touched her shoulder. “We’re not doing this.”
“How are you going to get your key?”
“At this point,” he said. “I wouldn’t mind walking home.”
She drained her wineglass. “The way you drive, it’d be faster to walk anyway.”
He glared at her. “I’m serious. Let’s go.”
“We’ll be fine,” she said. “This stuff is all consensual. These folks aren’t a prison rape gang. Unless, you know, the woman who gets your keys is into that.”
While they’d been arguing, several women had drawn keys and headed out to various parts of the house. Only about half the crowd was left now. They all leaned forward, eyes glued on the bowl.
It reminded her of being picked for kickball team at school. Sure, you probably weren’t going to be picked first, but nobody wanted to get picked last. Only the worst players got picked last. Maybe this wasn’t as random as she’d thought. Maybe the best players of this game had already been picked.
“Sofia,” Aidan said. “I mean it.”
He’d crossed his arms and a muscle was jumping in his jaw. She hoped he didn’t have blood pressure problems. He probably would have had an aneurysm by now if he had.
“OK,” she said. “Watch this.”
She’d already secreted Aidan’s keys in her sleeve. She sashayed up to the bowl, taking her time so the men in the party could get a good look at her. That was clearly the protocol. A few guys whistled and she thought she heard an exasperated sigh from Aidan.
She slowly dipped her hand into the bowl. She’d done something similar in the show, and she was pretty confident it would work, but she wiggled her butt to direct everyone’s attention down there. Then she let Aidan’s key slide down her sleeve, under her cuff, and onto her palm. She wondered how many other women were using the same trick.
She held the keys up high. Aidan’s face lit up when he spotted his yellow flashlight in her hands. He’d never been so happy to see her holding on to anything, she suspected.
“Mine.” He practically sprinted to the front of the room.
“Hi,” Sofia said. “Partner.”
“Let’s go,” he hissed under his breath.
“Downstairs,” suggested a tall man built like a linebacker. “First door on your left. You’ll like it.”
Scattered applause moved around the room at his suggestion. They must have gotten the lucky room.
Aidan tugged her elbow and tilted his head toward the parking lot. He was clearly done with the party.
But she was there to investigate, and that room sounded like a great place to start.
She closed her fingers around the key and trotted down the stairs. Grumbling, Aidan followed. The conversations from the crowd faded away behind them.
“Aren’t you the least bit curious?” she asked.
“No.” He wasn’t even trying to be a good sport.
She opened the door and went inside. The room was dark and it took her a few seconds to find the light switch, fingers groping across a wall that felt curiously soft.
When she clicked the light on, Aidan let out a low whistle.
They were in a dungeon sex room. Handcuffs and different kinds of whips hung from the walls on ornate hooks. A brass four-poster bed with a thin mattress stood in one corner. It was made up with black sheets that looked silk. Another corner showcased two latex suits and a container of baby powder. Gray acoustic foam lined the walls, soundproofing the room.
“Great,” Sofia said. “It’s fifty shades of perv.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 22
Sofia made a slow circuit of the room while Aidan stayed in the middle with his hands in his pockets, as if he was afraid to touch anything.
Sofia’s phone chimed. She took it out of her pocket, and Aidan came over to look at it. It was a text from Emily: Are you going out with the horse hunk tonight?
Sofia was standing right next to the latex suits. They creeped her out and she stepped away. It felt weird to be texting Emily from this room.
“Are you?” Aidan asked. “Are you going out with Action Jaxon tonight?”
“How could I top all this excitement?” She typed an answer to Emily: He has a show tonight.
Aidan read over her shoulder. “So, you’re the only one in this place not hooking up tonight? That’s sad.”
“You sound pretty confident about how your date with Taylor is going to come out,” she said. “Is that on her dating profile, too?”
“Figure of speech,” Aidan said. “How long do you think we need to stay in here?”
“I guess that depends on your perceived stamina.” She looked over at the bed. It looked like an oil slick. “Five minutes?”
Aidan looked offended. “That isn’t even a warmup. I’d say at least half an hour. Or longer.”
“I don’t want to stay down here half an hour just to make you look good,” she said.
“Why not? It’s not like you have another appointment.” Aidan had retreated back to the exact center of the room, as far away from all the furnishings as possible.
She touched the smallest whip. It was real leather. How much did something like that cost? Weren’t the Beforts worried about someone stealing all these gadgets?
“Don’t touch that thing,” Aidan said sharply. “You don’t know where it’s been.”
She let go of the whip. He was probably right. She didn’t even want to think about where the whip had been.
“Do you suppose they have the room bugged?” She glanced around at the gray walls, looking for a hidden camera. She didn’t see one, but that didn’t mean anything. Cameras could be embedded in anything these days.
“Like for blackmail purposes?” He started looking around, too, clearly happy to have something to do.
“Or to give us our own personal sex tape,” she said. It didn’t have to be sinister, but maybe it was. Maybe that was why Narek Grigoryan disliked Marcel Befort so much. “Something we could watch on boring nights.”
Aidan blushed again. Maybe it was the lighting. She touched a pair of handcuffs with one finger, calculating. One side was handcuffed to a pole next to the wall, and the other side was free. Really, it was going to be all about speed.
“What’s this thing?” She pointed to a dot on the wall next to the pole.
When Aidan came over to look, she grabbed his wrist and handcuffed him to the pole.
She stepped out of reach and grinned at him. “Gotcha.”
“Not funny,” he said.
Watching him stand there and glare at her in the dungeon room was the funniest thing she’d seen in a long time.
“Stop laughing,” he said. “And help me out of this.”
“What’s the magic word?” she asked.
“Sofia! Damn it, let me out.”
That didn’t sound very magical. “Remember when you handcuffed me at the office and I had to pick the lock while talking to clients?”
“Please.” He turned his big blue eyes on her. That usually worked.
She looked on the wall next to him. “I don’t see a key.”
Aidan went through a long string of curse words. He sure hadn’t learned those from his dad.
“I have a bobby pin,” she said. “I carry one in my wallet all the time now.”
She took it out, bent it forty-five degrees, and handed it to him. He started working on the lock.
“Are you sure you can get it open?” she asked.
“Of course I can,” he said. “I’m not an infant.”
She walked back over to the door. She felt a little guilty at abandoning him here handcuffed to a wall, but he had it coming, and he’d get the lock open faster than she would. She opened the door a crack.
“I think the band is louder than before,” she called over her shoulder.
“They’re definitely louder than the string quartet at the Grigoryan’s house.” Aidan crowded next to her. He was fast with the lock picking. Too bad.
The noise of the band abruptly cut off as if a plug had been pulled.
“Let’s go see what that’s about,” Aidan said.
“Not worried about getting a reputation for poor stamina?” she asked.
He gave her a withering look and headed down the hall. She closed the door carefully and followed.
Marcel stood in front of the stage with his back to them waving his arms and yelling at a policeman. Marcel was completely naked, and his butt was as tan as the rest of him. He must sunbathe in the nude. That fit with his personality—no point in hiding any part of his perfect body.
She picked up the pace. She didn’t want to miss a second of this.
“—my own land,” Marcel said. “I can do as I wish here.”
“Please put some pants on, sir.” The policeman was young, early twenties, with a blond crewcut. His face was bright red. He clearly wasn’t used to dealing with naked Frenchmen.
“I shall not.” Marcel crossed his arms across his bare chest. His semi-erect penis bounced whenever he moved, like a little exclamation point at the end of each sentence.
“As I said before, we’ve had some noise complaints.” The officer was trying to stay on task. She felt sorry for him.
“Precisely one, I imagine.” Annabelle came out of the house with Rick Pankhurst in tow. She was fully dressed. Even her hair looked perfect. It probably always did. “Grigoryan Vineyards.”
“Do you have a permit for a rock band?” The police officer turned to speak to her, probably to stop Marcel’s you-know-what from pointing straight at him. “At this time of day—”
“Do we have a permit?” Annabelle asked Marcel. His penis got a little more confident. “Mon cochon?”
Sofia was pretty sure her endearment meant ‘my pig.’ Not the sweetest term.
“We do not need such a thing,” Marcel answered. “This is a free country.”
“Technically,” Aidan said. “There are all kinds of laws.”
Marcel turned his glare and his bouncing penis toward Aidan. Aidan stepped back a pace.
“Don’t point that thing at me,” Aidan said.
“It is my property and my cock. I shall point it wherever I wish,” Marcel answered.
“Vive la nudité!” Sofia called out.
Marcel gave a single sharp nod, and Annabelle smiled. The cop ran his hand through his bristly crew cut.
“Not helpful,” Aidan said. “Anti-helpful.”
A Mercedes tore up the driveway. Narek drove and a frowning Milena sat in the passenger’s seat. Everyone’s attention shifted from Marcel to the car.
Narek screeched to a stop and jumped out. He strode across the driveway shaking his fist. His barrel chest stuck out like a rooster’s.
Someone ought to make a reality TV show out of this. They could pixelate out the bits that couldn’t be shown on TV. They could call it Virile Vineyards. She bet her agent, Jeffrey, could pitch it and make a fortune.
Milena trundled up behind Narek. She took a good long look at Marcel, and his penis wilted. That relationship was definitely over. Milena’s frown deepened, but Annabelle smiled.
“How does it feel?” Narek asked. “To be treated as you would treat me?”
“You spout nonsense. As usual.” Marcel uncrossed his arms and clenched his fists.
“You call the police on a string quartet,” Narek said. “But you’re surprised when I do the same after you have set up a rock and roll band and a stage? People can hear you all the way down to Malibu. You break the law, and you don’t care. And now I will watch you get what you deserve.”
Narek brought up his fists, too. If Sofia were going to bet, she’d bet on Narek. He looked stronger and angrier, but Marcel had reach on him, so it might be an even match.
Milena took an uncertain step toward her husband. She’d probably come along to keep him out of trouble while he watched the cops cite Marcel.
“Let’s take this down a notch.” The policeman stepped between the two vineyard owners. “How about you wait in your car, sir? I’ll issue a noise citation, and we can all go back to our evening’s fun?”
Not very decisive, Sofia thought, and apparently the vineyard owners agreed, because neither budged an inch.
Milena looked around at the party, and her gaze ended up on Annabelle.
“We’ve never missed a party,” she said in a sad voice.
Annabelle raised a single, imperious eyebrow and gave Milena a look cold enough to freeze white wine.
“I will accept no citation,” Marcel said. “This boudin cannot bring down the law on me.”
What was a boudin? She wanted to whip out her phone and look it up, but she didn’t want to miss any of the drama. Whatever it meant, it must have been bad, because Narek popped Marcel right in the nose.
Marcel swung wildly back at him. Narek grabbed ahold of Marcel’s dong and yanked on it like he was starting a lawnmower. Marcel let out a squeal that made him sound like his pet name, the little pig.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 23
A idan jumped forward and grabbed Narek and dragged him back. As soon as Aidan pinned Narek’s arms, Marcel jumped forward and punched Narek right in the face. It wasn’t very sporting, but Narek had rung his doorbell, so she could see where he was coming from. The policeman seemed to think so too, because he let Marcel land a couple of punches before he intervened and got Marcel’s arms behind his back. She noted that Aidan had gone for the guy wearing clothes, not the naked one, and saved that up for some future joke.
Milena rushed over to Marcel, her round face crumpled with worry.
“Are you hurt?” she asked.
Narek snarled, and Aidan tightened his grip. Sofia couldn’t blame Narek for being angry about that. After all, Milena was Narek’s wife, and she ought to be checking on him first.
Annabelle pushed Milena away. “See to your own husband. I shall see to mine.”
Annabelle pulled a white cotton handkerchief out of her pocket and dabbed at Marcel’s bloody nose. Perfectly dressed, and she carried a hankie. She was a casting director’s dream.
“Do you need some ice?” Annabelle asked. “For your own little self?”
That was a good euphemism, and Sofia made a mental note to remember it.
Milena still didn’t go over to Narek. She stared at Marcel. He ignored her completely.
“I’ll kill you,” Narek said, presumably to Marcel. “You’ve taken all you will take from me.”
“I take only that which is freely given.” Marcel glanced at Milena and then back at Narek. He smiled. “Most freely.”
Narek lunged, but Aidan had a pretty good grip on him. He was trying to pull him back toward the car, but Narek was resisting and trying to get to Marcel. Aidan was pretty strong, but Narek had weight on his side.
“Easy now,” Aidan said. “Let’s go sit in the car and think things over a bit.”
“He’s stealing my water!” Narek roared. “Thousands of dollars worth.”
“You’re stealing that from me,” Marcel answered. “As you well know.”
“Let’s all calm down.” The policeman was trying again. Sofia admired his persistence.
Aidan did something to his foot that made Narek stumble which gave him the leverage he needed, and he dragged Narek toward his car, one resisting step at a time. Milena followed without once looking at her husband.
“If I let you go, will you behave?” the cop asked Marcel when Aidan and Narek were halfway across the parking lot. “No attacking.”
“I was most grievously provoked,” Marcel said.
Nobody could disagree with that.
“I understand that, sir,” the officer said. “But I won’t let you go until you show me you can be calm.”
“I shall be tranquil,” said Marcel.
The young officer loosened his grip on Marcel, and Marcel stood still. He glared at Narek, but he didn’t start toward him.
“I will fetch some ice.” Annabelle brushed past Rick Pankhurst and went into the house.
Pankhurst looked as if he was biting the inside of his cheeks to keep from smiling. Most of the rest of the crowd wasn’t even trying. Grins and chuckles broke out everywhere. It had been quite a show.
“Excuse me,” called a tiny voice from under the stage.
Sofia bent over and looked into the darkness. A flash of skin, a mop of blond hair. “Bambi?”
“Do you have any clothes?” Bambi asked. “I can’t find my dress.”
Sofia looked around the area in front of the stage. No fawn-colored dress. “Where did you leave it?”
“Over by the speaker.” Bambi pointed a long tanned arm.
The speakers, Sofia noticed, were aimed straight at the Grigoryan’s vineyard. Definitely a provocation.
“I took my clothes off there, and then we went in front of the stage,” Bambi said. “But I hid under here when the police arrived and the music stopped.”
No clothes on top of the speaker. Sofia searched the ground.
“No dress here,” Sofia said.
Bambi swore. “That’s where it should be.”
“Somebody must have taken it.” Someone was stealing water and clothes. It was a larcenous vineyard. “I have a sweatshirt in the car. It’s not much.”
“I’ll take it,” Bambi said.
Sofia hurried over to the car and came back with a heather-gray hoodie. She held it under the stage, and Bambi pulled it out of her grip.
“Thanks,” she said. “I owe you one.”
Sofia tried to think of a situation where Bambi could pay her back by giving her clothes when she was naked at a concert. She hoped that wouldn’t come up. “Don’t worry about it.”
She turned away to give Bambi some privacy and looked at the scene in front of her.
Annabelle had come back, and now Marcel wore a pair of red, white, and blue Speedos. He pressed a white bag against his French flag. She looked again—frozen peas. That didn’t seem very sophisticated. Didn’t they make frozen truffles?
Annabelle talked to her husband. Pankhurst leaned against the wall holding a cigarette. Most of the other party guests had disappeared inside, probably to keep away from the cop or to hide the drugs.
Milena leaned against the Mercedes, looking furious, while Narek gesticulated at Aidan. From the long-suffering expression on Aidan’s face, she guessed he was trying to calm Narek down. He’d only been partly successful, but at least he’d made a start.
The police officer was talking to the band, and they were packing their instruments into battered black cases at double time tempo. Looked like the party was over. Someone must have hit the wrong switch, because a high-pitched squeal came out of the speakers. The sound quickly cut off.
“What was that?” Bambi climbed out from under the stage. The sweatshirt was supposed to end at her waist, but she yanked it down further to cover up her lady bits. Sofia wondered if the sweatshirt would ever go back to its original shape.
Before Sofia could answer, Annabelle sprinted toward the stables. Pankhurst was on her heels. Sofia headed after them. Something that got Annabelle upset was bound to be interesting.
As she got close to the stable, Sofia heard neighing and crashing. The horse sounded as if she was smashing the stall apart from the inside out. What had set her off? The band? Was it that last squeal from the speakers, or had she been this upset since the band started to play and no one had noticed? Poor horse, sacrificed to Marcel and Narek’s petty rivalries.
Sofia paused by the open door. It could be dangerous in there, if the horse had spooked and gotten loose. She pushed the door all the way open and peered through.
The light was on. Annabelle stood in front of the horse. Percy’s ears were back and the mare was trembling, but at least she wasn’t smashing against the sides of the stall anymore.
Annabelle held out one hand and began to sing in French. Sofia didn’t recognize the words, but it sounded like a lullaby. Pankhurst was further away, watching the woman and the horse. Sofia stayed where she was. Annabelle knew what she was doing, and another person might make things worse.
As she sang, Annabelle slowly moved closer to Percy until she was close enough to touch her. Percy’s ears came forward, and her head lowered. Annabelle reached up and stroked her neck. She stopped singing and started murmuring. Sofia couldn’t hear what she was saying, but it sounded French and sweet.
The stall looked undamaged except for a single board at the horse’s eye level. She must have reared and struck it.
Sofia stepped back and started to close the door.
“Why does he always taunt them so?” Annabelle said.
Sofia froze to listen.
“He likes it.” Pankhurst’s deep voice answered her.
“But he should let them be. He is so very cruel sometimes,” Annabelle said.
She had to mean Marcel, and the ones he was taunting must be Narek and Milena. Sofia felt a little bad about eavesdropping, but if it was for a case she practically had to. She moved back another pace so her shadow wouldn’t be visible in the doorway.
“That’s his thing,” said Pankhurst. “Always has been. You used to like it.”
“Did I?”
There was a long silence in the stable. Behind her, Sofia heard someone turn on music in the house. It wasn’t the band. It was a lot quieter.
“How’s Percy?” Pankhurst asked.
“Better. My lovely is better,” Annabelle spoke in a crooning voice. “But I hope she hasn’t injured herself.”
“Let me take a look at her.” Pankhurst’s voice faded. He must be moving around to the stall.
“I’m thinking of getting her a new stallfount,” Annabelle said. “Maybe one that’s heated. What do you think?”
Sofia wondered what a stallfount was.
“We don’t need one up here, but you treat Percy like a child,” Rick said.
“She’s the only child I’m likely to have.” Annabelle cooed at the horse.
Someone tapped on Sofia’s shoulder, and she jumped. She landed with her hands up to defend herself, Krav Maga-style.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 24
“I t’s me, Bambi!” Bambi held up her hands palm out. “Don’t hit me!”
“Sorry.” Sofia’s heart was ready to gallop out of her chest. She felt as jumpy as Percy.
“I’m looking for Rick.” Bambi tugged the borrowed sweatshirt down. It still didn’t cover enough.
“Inside.” Sofia pointed toward the stable door.
“I think your boyfriend is looking for you,” Bambi said. “He’s hot.”
“Aidan’s not my boyfriend,” Sofia said without thinking. She tried to correct that since they were supposed to be a couple. “We’re just here together. Trying things out.”
“Rick’s not my boyfriend either,” Bambi said. “I met him online and then met up with him at The Emoji Club before coming here.”
Rick was way too old to go to Emoji. It was one of those young people clubs with a different DJ every night.
Bambi played with the sweatshirt’s drawstring. “Or that Marcel guy either. But you never know. He seems rich.”
She looked totally at ease in Sofia’s sweatshirt, her butt hanging out in the breeze, talking about the various men in her life. Sofia kinda envied her.
“I’ll go look for Aidan,” Sofia said. “Are Marcel and Narek calmed down?”
“Is Narek the fat, old blond guy?” Bambi asked.
“Yes.” Not the most flattering description, but fairly accurate.
“Marcel seems calm. He already got dressed and he’s back inside the house with his friends. I’m going to go back in a minute, spend the night here, and I need to tell Rick that I won’t need a ride home.”
“What about Narek?” Sofia asked.
“Last I saw he was kicking his car’s tires and the dumpling with him was sitting in the front seat scowling.”
Dumpling wasn’t a very nice way to describe Milena either. Was she supposed to stick up for them because they were clients? She decided not.
“Oh,” Sofia said. “Thanks for letting me know.”
She headed back up to the giant house. Everyone was mostly inside now, but the music had been cranked up a notch. Through the front door she saw Marcel, dressed again, holding court in front of a group of admirers. He’d gotten rid of the frozen peas. She bet his recovery had more to do with the healing powers of cocaine than the peas.
Aidan stood back from Narek with his arms folded. Narek circled his car, kicked his tires one after the other with no indication he was getting tired. Not a happy guy, Narek. Milena sat in the front seat, looking like a dumpling and scowling, as Bambi had said.
“Hey,” Sofia said to Aidan. “Why’s he kicking his tires?”
“He wanted to kick something, and I said he couldn’t kick anything that didn’t belong to him,” Aidan said. “Where did you go?”
“Stable,” she answered. “Where’s the cop?”
“Over there.” He jerked his head to the side. Now she could see the police car, parked under a stand of trees with the dome light on and a resigned-looking cop watching them. “He says he’ll leave when Narek does. But both sides decided not to press charges, and the band’s packed up, so that’s good.”
Sofia looked toward the stage and whistled. “They must be the NASCAR pit crew of bands. They’re already gone.”
“We’re going to give Narek and Milena a ride home,” Aidan said. “I’ll drive Milena in her car, and you can take Narek in mine.”
“How about the other way round?” she asked.
“I think Milena might talk to me easier than you,” he said.
She couldn’t argue with that. Milena had never really spoken to her. “Did you find your drone?”
“Too many people to look,” he said. “I’ll come back for it tomorrow.”
“Like Marcel and Annabelle are going to be in a better mood tomorrow.”
“At least the police will be gone.” He patted his pockets.
“I still have your keys,” she said. “From before.”
“How did you cheat?” Aidan asked.
“Me, cheat?”
“The keys. I know you must have cheated to get my keys out of the bowl.”
“Maybe it was fate.” She wasn’t going to show him any of her tricks. “We were meant to be together.”
Aidan looked away.
“Can we leave?” Narek had worked his way back around to them. He had blood all over the front of his shirt, and his nose was starting to swell. Nobody had given him a bag of frozen peas.
Milena climbed out of the car, and Sofia tensed.
“Your keys,” Milena said to Narek.
Aidan held them up. They had a purple rabbit’s foot on them. Lucky.
Milena snatched the keys out of his hand and turned to Narek. “I’ll be at my mother’s.”
“But.” Narek held out his hands to her. “We—”
She slammed the car door and laid down a track of rubber on her way down the driveway. Marcel wouldn’t be happy when he saw those marks later.
Narek let his hands fall to his sides and watched Milena’s red taillights.
Now they were down to one car. That meant Sofia was going to have to cram herself into the third seat in the Porsche. It was exactly the right size to hold a bag of groceries or a small dog. But Narek was the client, and she was the smallest one in the group. The protocol was pretty clear.
Annabelle and Rick walked out of the barn, hand in hand. Bambi flounced behind them in Sofia’s sweatshirt. Rick opened the door of his truck for Annabelle, waited for her to climb in, then closed it after her. Gentlemanly manners. Then he got in on his side, started it up, and the truck passed by, leaving only the smell of diesel exhaust.
Bambi waved once, then hiked up to the house, her bare bottom bouncing in the moonlight.
“Isn’t that your sweatshirt?” asked Aidan.
“I guess I know where you’re looking,” Sofia said. “At the shirt.”
“At the whole picture,” Aidan said. “She’s a lot better looking naked than Marcel.”
Narek cleared his throat.
That was Sofia’s signal to get into the car so they could get off this hill. Narek climbed in after and slammed the Lemon Drop’s door. Aidan looked as if he was about to say something, then shook his head, and got into the car himself.
Narek didn’t say a word during the short ride back to his mansion. He stared straight ahead, his jaw muscles clenching and unclenching as if he were chewing on something. She supposed he was. For her part, Sofia was feeling queasy again.
“Maybe your dad was right about this case,” she said after they left a silent Narek out at his front door.
“Happy people don’t hire detectives.” Aidan was driving at his usual crawl. But at least she was in the front seat and didn’t have anywhere she needed to be.
She stared out across the neatly ordered rows of grape vines shining. “Sometimes they’re happier after we finish our job.”
“I don’t think that’s going to happen here.” Aidan took a turn so slowly she was pretty sure she could have pushed the car through it faster. “It makes me glad I have my checklist.”
“You think a checklist is going to keep you from having problems in your fictional future marriage?”
“Doesn’t believe in extra-marital sex is on there,” he said. “And I’m adding No sex parties.”
“That’ll solve all your problems.” She wasn’t sure why she was picking on him. She might not have a formal checklist, but those two items were certainly on her ‘no’ list.
“I don’t know how you worked it with the keys,” he said. “But thanks.”
“There’s no one you’d rather have handcuff you to a pole than me.” She laughed.
Aidan stiffened. “At that party, anyway.”
“Bambi was kind of cute.”
“She fails the no sex parties test.”
“Technically, we fail that test now, too.”
“That was for work,” he said.
“So you’d be fine with a woman who attended sex parties for work?”
“Meanwhile, back at the case,” he said. “Now we know why Narek and Marcel are feuding, and it isn’t about water.”
“Not mainly.” She looked down at the silvery ocean in the distance. “But both of them think the other is stealing their water. That’s weird.”
“Maybe they’re losing that much to evaporation. They farm about the same amount, so they probably lose the same amount, too.”
“Maybe.” She wasn’t happy with that answer, but she didn’t have a better one.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 25
Sofia walked up the path to her trailer. The ocean shone in the moonlight, and the waves crashed and broke ceaselessly. It reminded her life could be simple and eternal. It didn’t have to be mean and petty.
She was pretty calm by the time she got to her trailer. Then she saw a dark figure standing on her porch. He had his hand in a bag, and he smelled of fish.
“Gray?” she called. “Is that you?”
He threw a tiny silvery fish into the air, and Fred dove to catch it before it hit the porch. “It’s not like I’d say I was a killer if I was.”
She used to think she had the only nocturnal seagull in the world, but she’d since discovered that lots of gulls stayed up late if they thought there was food in it for them. Fred, she suspected, had some kind of bird alarm around her trailer, because he flew in any time he thought he’d get something good.
She climbed the stairs and leaned next to Gray, butt against the cold porch railing. “What’re you feeding Fred?”
“I figured all that bologna can’t be good for him, so I got some fresh jack mackerel.” Gray tossed another one and Fred swooped down for it. “I saw your lights were off this evening, and I thought you might not be home tonight to feed him.”
“Thanks, Gray,” she said. “But why would I be out all night?”
“Work.” He smiled that slow, sexy smile that made millions of women around the world fantasize about having him on their porch. Not that it would do them any good.
“Did Emily tell you?”
“Maybe,” he said. “I also read about it online. I hear you’re basically dating Legolas, from Lord of the Rings.”
“His name is Jaxon,” she said. “And he’s a man, not an elf.”
“He looks pretty damn manly in the pictures,” Gray said. “I’m jealous.”
“Do you want tea?”
“I brought decaf Earl Grey.” He held up another bag. “In case you came home after all. And digestive biscuits.”
Digestive biscuits were a British thing. They tasted like sweetened cardboard, but Gray loved them. “Yay for the biscuits.”
“I also brought some chocolate chip cookies,” he said. “For American infidels who can’t appreciate the taste of British food.”
She unlocked her door and turned off her alarm while Gray tore open the bag of fish and left it on her porch.
“Don’t get used to this, Fred,” she said. “Tomorrow it’s back to pizza and bologna.”
An hour later, they’d almost made it through the pot of tea, the cookies, and the details about Jaxon.
“What’s ortolans?” she asked, remembering Bambi’s comment at the party. Gray knew all kinds of stuff.
“It’s a French delicacy,” he said. “But it’s too terrible, and you shouldn’t eat it.”
“Worse than your digestive biscuits?”
“These are good for you.” He took the last one. “Ortolans might taste fine, but it’s how they’re harvested that’s the problem.”
“Harvested? Are they some kind of fruit?”
“An ortolan is a kind of bird,” he said. “They have them in Europe, although I think they’re eating them to extinction.”
“But you eat chicken, so what’s the big deal?”
“Ortolans are caught wild, with nets. Then they are blinded and kept in a small cage to fatten them up, and then they are drowned in cognac.”
The cookies threatened to come back up. “That’s horrible! Why isn’t it illegal?”
“It is,” he said.
She pulled up the pictures on her phone. She’d taken pictures of the cheese plate, and she’d only had cheese and fruit. She hadn’t eaten one of those poor birds. In fact, she hadn’t even seen any birds on the food table.
“That cheese is illegal, too.” Gray pointed to a round cheese. “It used to be imported from Corsica, but the FDA made it illegal. Something about cheese maggots.”
“Cheese maggots?” She tried to remember if she’d eaten it. She hoped not.
“I used to date a guy who worked at the FDA,” he said. “If you want to report it. The cheese probably isn’t that big a deal, but the ortolans are. They’re endangered.”
“It’s related to a case,” she said. “But once that’s over, I’ll definitely turn them in.”
She tried to imagine someone doing all that to Fred—catching him, blinding him, and drowning him in booze.
“Are you thinking about Fred?” Gray asked.
“Maybe.”
Gray hugged her. “Nobody eats sea gulls.”
Maybe she ought to become a vegetarian. Where should she draw the line? Torturing animals before killing them was clearly wrong, but what kind of life did your average factory chicken have?



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 26
Sofia got to work early the next morning. She’d had nightmares all night, mostly about Fred. Someone had captured her sea gull and wanted to poke out his yellow eyes with a stick. She fought giant maggots with tentacles, but she was handcuffed to a pole and couldn’t reach him. When she’d gone out to feed him, he hadn’t come, and she worried something had happened to him.
She started the coffeepot. She was never sure exactly how much coffee to put into the pot. Aidan put in a scoop and then some, but she hadn’t yet figured out how much ‘and then some’ actually was.
“Good morning!” Brendan came out of his office carrying a paper cup from Starbucks. He couldn’t get the coffee machine right either.
“You, too.” She stifled a yawn.
“Long night?” He took another cup from behind his back and handed it to her. He was the best boss in the universe.
While she drank her coffee, she told him about her nightmare and about the ortolan comment Bambi had made. He agreed they would report it either when the case was wrapped up or within a week, whichever came first. He seemed to think the Customs department would investigate it.
She checked her watch. Half past nine and Aidan still hadn’t arrived. “His date with Taylor must have gone really well.”
“You’re the one for him, Sofia,” Brendan said. “Always have been.”
“That’s sweet.” She swallowed the last sip of coffee. The caffeine was finally starting to chase away her exhaustion. “But I don’t meet a whole bunch of his checklist items.”
“Like what?” Brendan looked indignant.
“I sometimes wear one-piece bathing suits. I might want to have kids one day. I gesture using silverware.” There were probably more she couldn’t remember right now. It was a long list, and Aidan was constantly updating it.
“Those are all on his list?” Brendan laughed. “He’ll die alone.”
“They’re all important criteria.” Aidan had arrived. “And I won’t. Sofia knows the numbers behind that.”
She rolled her eyes. “Old men get play, old women get nay.”
“Something like that.” Aidan poured a splash of coffee from the pot. He sipped it and grimaced. “Who made this?”
“Me.” Sofia shrugged. “How was your date with Taylor?”
“Great,” he said. “She’s funny and interesting and has some good dance moves.”
Brendan looked disappointed.
“Told you so.” She felt a surge of pride that she’d found a woman for Aidan. “Guess I’m a better matchmaker than your dating algorithms.”
“Did you tell Dad about the key party yet?” Aidan asked.
“There was a key party at the vineyard,” Sofia said. “I got Aidan’s key and handcuffed him to a pole.”
“That’s not like it sounds,” Aidan said quickly. “Not at all.”
“It’s accurate,” she said. “Should I tell him about the dungeon room?”
“How about we talk about the case?” Aidan said.
“You told me it was a cheese party,” Brendan said.
“I misheard.” Aidan dumped out the coffee into the sink and the grounds into the garbage.
“I went to a key party with your mother once, in the seventies,” Brendan said.
Aidan dropped the pot into the sink and it crashed against the sides. “What?”
“What was it like?” She looked into the sink to make sure the pot hadn’t broken.
“With Mom?” Aidan picked out the pot, then turned around to glare at his father.
“It wasn’t like that,” Brendan said. “I was so naive I thought a key party was where you switched cars with the other guys.”
She laughed. “What car did you want?”
“I had my eye on this Shelby Cobra that Frank Hasselbeck had. She had the kind of curves you want to put your hands on.”
“Are you sure you’re talking about a car?” Sofia asked.
“What else would I be talking about?” Brendan asked. “She was fast, and she handled smooth as silk. That car made you sweat just looking at her.”
“Please stop,” Aidan said. “For the love of God.”
Brendan raised an eyebrow. “There’s nothing wrong with a nice round piece of—”
The office phone rang, and Aidan snatched it up. “Maloney Investigations.”
Brendan turned to her and winked. His sexy car talk had been designed to drive Aidan crazy, and it had worked.
“It’s one of your cop buddies,” said Aidan. “He’ll only talk to you.”
“I’ll take it in my office.” Brendan headed in.
Aidan poured himself a cup of the freshly-made coffee and took a sip. Sofia poured herself a refill in the Starbucks cup. She needed the extra kick today. She blew on the top and then sipped the coffee. It was too hot, but it tasted great.
“What do you suppose your parents did at the key party?” she asked.
Aidan spit his coffee halfway across the kitchen.
She handed him a roll of paper towels.
“I don’t want to talk about it.” He crouched down and mopped coffee off the floor.
“You don’t think they—”
“You are talking,” he said. “Your lips are moving and words are coming out that I don’t want to hear.”
“We could talk about Taylor,” she said. “And your date.”
Before Aidan had to answer a real question about his own life, Brendan’s office door opened. He looked paler than when he’d gone in, and serious.
“What is it?” Aidan asked. “Dad?”
“Marcel Belfort was found this morning. Murdered.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 27
Sofia was carsick. Again. And this time she hadn’t had a drop of wine. This time she was riding along the windy roads up to the vineyard sitting in the back seat of Brendan’s Town Car like she’d been arrested. Brendan had hustled them into the car and headed directly to Narek Grigoryan’s. He hadn’t said anything the entire ride.
Aidan flipped down his visor, looked into the tiny mirror, and met her eyes. His eyes had the tight look around the edges. He was as worried as his father.
If they were anything like her, they were thinking Narek Grigoryan had killed his neighbor. That they should have seen it coming and stepped in. But when? Brendan had been counseling calm since the first meeting, and that hadn’t helped. She and Aidan had pulled Narek off the cop at his own vineyard and off Marcel last night. Should they have stayed with Narek, made sure he was calmed down? If they had, Marcel might still be alive, and Annabelle might not be a widow.
But how could they have known? How could she have known? Besides, she reminded herself, they still didn’t know. Narek might be innocent. She shouldn’t jump to any conclusions about his guilt—innocent until proven guilty—that was the law.
She stared through the tinted window at the grapevines. The darkened glass leached away their vibrancy.
Brendan pulled to a stop in front of the grand house, next to the sapphire-blue pool she’d once thought about swimming in.
“You stay in the car, Sofia,” Brendan said. “Aidan and I will go up to the door. I’ll call you when we need you.”
“Why?” Was she in trouble?
“I want to make sure that Narek isn’t waiting there with a shotgun,” Brendan said.
“Or that he hasn’t blown his brains out under that giant chandelier,” added Aidan.
“I’m part of the team,” she said.
“You’re the part that waits in the car to call in backup,” Aidan said.
“Maybe I’ll take up you up next time,” Brendan said. He sounded like a dad refereeing a fight about who got to sit in the front seat.
She took out her phone and held it up. “Ready for duty.”
Brendan and Aidan got out and walked toward the front door, empty hands by their sides, probably so Narek could see they didn’t have a weapon, even though she knew they both had handguns in their shoulder holsters. She wished she were over there. She was part of the team, too. The unarmed part.
But they had police training and police experience, and she was a former actress with a few months on this job. Maybe she should take more combat classes.
Brendan rang the bell, waited, then rang it again. When no one answered, Sofia wondered if Aidan was right and Narek had killed himself someplace inside his giant, spotless mansion. Maybe because he was upset that his wife clearly loved Marcel, or because he had murdered the man. Or maybe he was inside and too hungover to come to the door.
Then the door opened and Narek stumbled out. He was still wearing the crumpled slacks and shirt from yesterday. His blood had dried on the front of his white shirt. He took a step into the sunlight and put up his arm to shield his eyes like a vampire.
His nose was swollen up like a giant pink potato and both his eyes were bruised. Marcel had gotten in a good punch before the cop pulled him away. But Narek didn’t look much different than when they’d dropped him off, which had to be a good thing, right?
Aidan beckoned, and she got out of the car and headed over.
“What?” Narek snarled. “What now?”
“We’re checking in on you,” said Aidan. “How’s the nose?”
“Terrible, that’s how it is. That French bastard wouldn’t have landed a punch if you hadn’t pinned my arms behind me. I wish I’d yanked his cock right off. Then he’d have bled to death right there.”
“Tone down the rhetoric, sir,” said Brendan.
“He’s a thief, and I’ll talk about him however I want.” Narek stuck out his jaw like a boxer. He was clearly ready to go another round.
“You should put some ice on that.” Sofia pointed to his nose. “Do you have any ice packs? Or I can make you one.”
Narek sighed. “Come inside.”
Brendan gave Sofia an approving look, but really, how hard was it to point out the obvious and try to be nice?
Narek shambled through the giant door and into the massive hall. He was definitely the worse for wear. They all followed, and Aidan closed the door behind them.
The house felt emptier than the last time they’d visited.
“Where’s your staff?” Sofia asked.
“Off today. We like to have the house to ourselves on weekends.” He rubbed his cheeks and it made a rasping sound. “At least, we did.”
“There’s probably ice in the kitchen,” Sofia said. “Maybe aspirin, too.”
She led the way into the kitchen and rooted around in the giant freezer until she found a single blue gel ice pack tucked away behind a pack of strawberries. They had enough food in there to last out the zombie apocalypse.
“Found one,” she called.
Aidan held out a bottle marked aspirin toward Narek. Considering what they’d seen at the Beforts’ who knew what was actually in there. But Narek took it and shook four aspirin in his palm.
“Do you need some water?” she asked. “I can find you a glass.”
Narek tossed the pills into his mouth and swallowed them dry. Wincing, he took the ice pack and held it against his nose. “You came to check on me?”
“We wanted to make sure that you were OK.” Sofia wished Brendan or Aidan would jump in. “Do you need to see a doctor about your nose? It might be broken.”
“I survived worse when I was a boy.” Narek collapsed into a wooden chair in the corner of the kitchen and gestured for them to join him.
What kind of childhood had he had? She’d never had a broken nose as a kid, and neither had Emily. Even Violet hadn’t had any serious violence-related injuries.
“Did you put ice on your nose last night, after you got home?” She wasn’t sure if she should come straight out and ask him what he had been doing all night.
“I sat in the living room drinking until I fell asleep.” He looked down at the floor. “No ice.”
“You didn’t leave the house at all?” Brendan asked.
“I have plenty to drink here. I make wine and enjoy alcohol. I could drink myself to death without leaving the living room.”
That wasn’t a yes or no, or a pleasant mental image.
“Was anyone here with you?” Brendan asked.
“I was quite alone. The staff is off, as I said, and Milena...” His voice trailed off.
“Yes?” Sofia prompted.
“She was at her mother’s in town. She says she’ll stay there.” The ice pack made a crunching sound as he adjusted it. “For now.”
No verifiable alibi.
“Did the security company come by?” Brendan asked. “To install cameras.”
“I scheduled them for this afternoon. I thought it would be easier with the staff gone, and Milena said if one of them is stealing my water and filling my car with shit, it is better if they’re not there when the cameras go in.”
That meant there wasn’t any surveillance footage of him home alone the night before.
“But we all know it was that French prick, Marcel.” He closed his eyes and shifted the ice pack higher. “I will kill him someday.”
The sound of a car engine drifted through the open kitchen window. Was it already the cops? Brendan seemed to think so.
“That’s the kind of thing you need to stop saying,” Brendan said. “Don’t talk about killing Marcel.”
“I can say whatever I wish. This is America.” Narek sounded more tired than indignant.
“But your neighbor, Mr. Marcel Befort.” Brendan paused.
Narek lifted the ice pack off his face and looked at Brendan. Narek’s eyes were bloodshot, but the swelling around them had already gone down a little. It still looked like it hurt.
“What about my neighbor?” Narek asked.
“He was found dead this morning,” Brendan said. “Murdered.”
Narek’s eyes widened in surprise. Then, it was as if a gate came down behind his eyes. His battered face lost all expression.
The front doorbell rang. It had a deep, pleasant chime. She bet Milena had picked it out. Of course, she’d picked out Narek too, and look where that had gotten her.
“That’s probably the police,” Brendan said. “I would strongly recommend you contact a friend of mine, a lawyer named John Stark, and don’t say anything to the police besides your name and that you will only speak to them with a lawyer present.”
“Shouldn’t I defend my innocence?” Narek didn’t sound blustery anymore. “Tell them I was here, alone, drinking, and I did not kill that French pig, even though I’m glad someone did.”
“I recommend otherwise.” Brendan’s voice was mild, but it had a veiled threat in it. Sofia would have done what he said. He took a business card out of his wallet and handed it to Narek.
Narek took it and crammed it in his front pocket without reading it. Returning the ice pack to his nose, he walked toward the front door.
Brendan fell in behind him, then Aidan, then Sofia, like a row of ducks. Worried ducks.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 28
T  he Befort front yard looked the same as it had the night before, but the cast had changed. Instead of party guests, the parking lot contained crime scene vans and police cars. These experts were packing things up much more slowly than the band had the night before, moving with a seriousness of purpose that had been absent in last night’s gathering.
Because Marcel, naked Marcel, was dead.
Yellow tape marked off a dark stain in the dirt near the horse trough. Sofia shuddered. That must have been where Marcel died—outside, alone, under the stars.
Brendan had used his contacts to get them onto the property and was inside the house talking to the woman in charge. Aidan fidgeted next to her and scanned the tree tops, probably looking for his drone, and his worried expression said he wasn’t finding it.
“Do you have any idea where the wife was last night?” asked Officer Bowie. He was tall and thin, like the rock star.
“She left the party last night in the company of a Rick Pankhurst,” said Aidan. He rattled off the make of the truck and its license plate number.
Sofia didn’t even remember what color it was. Maybe blue. She had a lot to learn about this detecting business.
“What’s your relationship to the deceased?” Bowie brushed a speck of dust off the crease of his pants.
“We were at a party they were hosting,” Aidan said. “We’d met them that afternoon at a wine tasting, and they invited us over for the evening.”
“Seems awfully friendly,” Officer Bowie said.
“I wouldn’t really call them friendly,” said Aidan.
Sofia wasn’t about to contradict him on that one. Marcel had been anything but friendly, but Annabelle was harder to determine.
“Anything else about this party?” Officer Bowie asked.
Aidan hesitated. “Drug use. Cocaine, marijuana, random pills.”
“Did you partake?” Bowie’s face was completely neutral, as it had been for the other questions, but Sofia still felt Aidan tense up.
“Of course not,” snapped Aidan.
Bowie looked at Sofia.
“Nope,” she said. “I don’t do drugs.”
“Is that so?” Bowie’s face was nothing but skepticism. She couldn’t really blame him. A couple of the agency’s cases had put Sofia in the limelight and undercover into a rehab center. But the world didn’t know she’d been undercover, and so they thought she was a drug addict.
She smiled politely, waiting for him to move on to the next question.
“How many people were at that party?” Bowie asked.
“About fifty,” Aidan said. “Give or take.”
“Do you know any of their names?”
“Marcel Befort, his wife Annabelle Befort, his neighbor, Rick Pankhurst, and Mr. Pankhurst’s date, a woman named Bambi,” Aidan said.
“We weren’t introduced to anyone else,” Sofia added.
“Do you know Bambi’s last name?” Bowie asked.
Aidan looked at Sofia.
“No idea,” she said. “But if you find her, tell her to give me back my sweatshirt.”
“Why does she have your sweatshirt?”
Sofia wished she hadn’t said anything. “Bambi was naked and hiding under the stage when the police arrived. I couldn’t find her clothes, so I loaned her my sweatshirt.”
“So the police were called here.” Bowie tapped his pencil against an old-fashioned notepad. “Can you describe what happened?”
Aidan gave a quick cop’s description, omitting only that he and Sofia had been in the dungeon room when the music cut out. Sofia mostly nodded. It all made Narek sound guilty, and she wondered if he really was. But it wasn’t her job to decide guilt or innocent, as Brendan had often lectured her. She was only supposed to help the client as best as she could.
“Sofia!” called a familiar French voice.
Annabelle.
The elegant doorway framed Annabelle. A policewoman hovered behind her. Annabelle’s burgundy dress looked clean and uncreased, although Sofia was pretty sure it was the same one she’d worn the night before. Her hair was a little wind-blown, but otherwise she looked as if she’d walked off the cover of a fashion magazine or like an actress ready to do a take. She beckoned to Sofia with one burgundy arm.
“Can I go over and talk to her?” Sofia asked Bowie. She didn’t know the protocol here.
“We’ll all go,” he said.
Sofia led the way over to the front door.
“I’m so glad that you are here.” Annabelle ran one hand through her hair so that it fell perfectly again. “So glad.”
The policewoman nodded to Bowie. Sofia caught a glimpse of her nametag: Officer Wu.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Sofia said.
“It is very tragic.” Annabelle didn’t look like a woman going through a tragedy. She looked more worried than sad. “He was hit on the head and fell into Percy’s trough and drowned. Now I’m a widow with a vineyard to run alone.”
Sofia wasn’t sure what to say to that summary. “I’m sure it’s a shock.”
“The policeman with the rock star name is shocked.” Annabelle smiled, and her eyes glittered. “He knows I couldn’t have done such a thing, because I was with my lover, and he’s horrified I have a lover.”
“It’s a little unconventional in America.” Sofia wasn’t sure if she was apologizing for the U.S. or for Officer Bowie.
Officer Wu stood with her feet planted, not saying anything.
“What he does not understand is I was doing what Marcel wanted. The only thing he loved more than wine was infidelity.” Annabelle straightened her dress. “He had many lovers of his own—that ball of Armenian dough and the little fawn with the huge breasts are only the latest two in a line of conquests stretching back to our honeymoon. It was part of Marcel. He could not be contained to a single woman.”
Her eyes shone, and Sofia thought she might actually cry. Annabelle pulled a lace-edged handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed at the corners of her eyes.
“Do you have the names of these women?” Bowie asked.
“Milena Befort and Bambi the Doe,” Annabelle said.
Aidan cracked a smile.
“Does Bambi have a last name?” Bowie asked.
“She did not ever mention it. Rick met her online through some hideous dating site.”
Sofia tried not to look at Aidan. And failed.
“You never know who you’ll meet on one of those sites,” Sofia said.
“They have a lot of information about the users,” Aidan said. “Do you remember which site?”
Annabelle shrugged. “Rick will know. He might even know her last name, but I believe not. I think she wanted to be referred to as a single name, like Cher or Beyoncé. Or Bowie.”
The officer swallowed hard. He must get rock star reference a lot.
“Should I make you some tea?” Sofia asked. Her mother was a big proponent of wine or tea in an emergency. And Annabelle probably didn’t need wine right now.
“That is most kind,” Annabelle said. “But there is something much more important that only you can do for me.”
Bowie’s eyes flicked over to Sofia like cold blue lasers.
“What is it?” She hoped Annabelle wasn’t going to confess or ask Sofia to hide evidence right in front of the policeman. Annabelle had weird boundaries, so Sofia had no idea what to expect.
“It is my darling Percy.” Annabelle’s voice quivered on the last syllable.
“Who’s Percy?” Bowie asked.
“My mare. She’s gone from the stable, and I fear she is stolen. Or perhaps she escaped from her stall. The noise of these policemen might have frightened her and she ran away.”
Like the cops wouldn’t have noticed a giant black horse running off.
“But the police say I am to stay in the house until they finish questioning me.” Annabelle put one toe over the threshold and into the sunshine almost defiantly. “I cannot ask them to search for her. They are men, and men frighten her.”
She seemed to like Rick all right.
“She likes you, Sofia,” Annabelle said. “You two bonded the moment you met.”
“You want me to look for her?” Sofia asked.
“It would ease my heart at a time when it needs easing.” Annabelle seemed to shrink inside herself, and Sofia suddenly wondered how much shock and grief she was masking. “The staff has all been questioned and sent home, so I’m here alone. Please, will you find my Percy?”
“Of course,” Sofia said. “I will.”
“She comes to my whistle, if she can hear it.” Annabelle pursed her lips and blew out a shrill note. She sounded like a bird.
Badly, Sofia copied it.
“Try again,” Annabelle said. “It must be just so.”
“Really?” said Sofia.
“It is the only way I know to whistle,” Annabelle said. “So it is the sound that she comes to. You must learn it.”
After a few tries, Sofia’s whistle sounded like Annabelle’s, and she was ready to go.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 29
A idan looked a little panicky, and Sofia realized he hadn’t been able to get into the house to pick up the bug he’d planted there. That might land him in jail.
“Could you get me a glass of water from the kitchen?” Sofia asked Aidan. “I want to practice a little more, then I’ll need to...err...wet my whistle.”
“Sure thing!” Aidan said. “Keep practicing.”
“You know where it is?” Annabelle tilted her head.
“You bet.” Aidan walked by her into the house. “I was there last night.”
Bowie looked between Sofia and Aidan as if trying to choose which one needed to be watched the most. He started after Aidan.
The cop needed to stay outside with Sofia. Silently apologizing to Bambi, Sofia spoke, “Do you think this Bambi was the jealous type? Or that things might have gone bad between her and Marcel?”
Bowie stopped in his tracks and turned around. Good. He wouldn’t see Aidan scooping up the bug.
“Jealous? I think not.” Annabelle shrugged again. “He met her only last night. Unless I am mistaken.”
“Is anything in the house missing?” Sofia asked. “I know you have a lot of valuable art pieces inside, probably jewelry as well.”
That might deflect a little attention off Narek, too. Sofia felt guilty about doing it, but Brendan always said it was important to explore all avenues.
“Everything is as it was when I left,” Annabelle said. “The police walked with me through the house to check. The only thing missing is my darling Percy.”
Aidan was back. He handed Sofia a glass of cold water, and she obediently drank it. Who knew how long they’d wander through the fields looking for poor Percy, even assuming the killer hadn’t taken the horse. But why would the killer steal a horse?
“How much is Percy worth?” Sofia asked.
“To me, she is priceless.” Annabelle’s back straightened. “To her I owe any peace I have, and any peace I will have.”
“We’ll find her,” Sofia said.
Aidan didn’t look so convinced.
Sofia started off toward the stable so she didn’t have to look at Annabelle’s grateful face. She had no idea how to find a runaway horse, but she decided to look in the last place she’d seen her, like she would for her keys. Probably not the best investigative technique, but certainly not the worst either.
She could tell as soon as she entered the stable that the horse was gone. It was quiet—no stamping of hooves, no swishing of a tail, no soft breathing sounds. It sounded like a mausoleum.
Still, Sofia kept going. Percy wasn’t in her stall, hiding under her saddle or squashed in a corner. She was gone. No sign she had broken out, either. The door to her stall was carefully closed. The ground looked the same as always. Sofia took a rope halter and slung it over her shoulder, in case she might need it later. She might as well try to keep an optimistic attitude.
“Let’s see if we can track her,” Sofia said.
But, sadly, she wasn’t an expert horse tracker. Maybe if she’d starred in a Western, she might have learned how that worked. All she knew was she should probably look at the ground for hoof prints.
Hoof prints were all over in the area around the stable. It had been a while since it had rained, though, so the prints might be pretty old. The prints led, among other places, to the horse trough where Marcel had died. She started to follow those.
“You can’t go beyond the yellow tape.” Officer Bowie put a firm hand on her shoulder. “And you can clearly see there’s no horse there.”
Sofia tried out Annabelle’s whistle. No horse came galloping out of nowhere to meet her. She’d known it wouldn’t be that easy.
She turned in a slow circle. House. Winery. Grapevines. The horse wasn’t going to be in the first two.
“I think we should go into the grapevines,” she said. “Wander around and hope for the best.”
“Not much of a plan,” Aidan said.
His plan would have involved a drone if he hadn’t gotten it stuck up a tree. And it would have been a better plan, but she couldn’t say anything in front of the policeman.
“Nope,” she said. “Let’s go.”
An hour later, she wished she’d tried a little harder at the beginning to come up with a better plan as she, Bowie, and Aidan tramped down another row of grape vines. At first, she’d enjoyed the sweet green smell, but that had worn off quickly. Now everything was just hot and dusty. She missed the part of her job that involved getting coffee and talking to people.
She whistled again.
“Maybe you should come up with a whole song,” Aidan said. “Those two notes are giving me a headache.”
Bowie didn’t say anything. He wasn’t much of a talker. Every so often he would shake the dust off a pant leg and sigh. He was going to need to take those fancy pants to the dry cleaner when this was all over. She bet he missed the part of his job that involved sitting in an air-conditioned room writing reports.
She’d first had them walk in a big circle, but now she was heading in the direction of Pankhurst’s property. It seemed a good bet Annabelle had taken Percy riding over there or stabled her in the worn-out barn. Or it was as good a guess as any.
After a few minutes of silence, she whistled, and a neigh answered her. Sofia’s heart jumped. She wanted to cheer, but didn’t want to scare the horse away again.
“Stay back,” she told Aidan and Bowie. “In case you spook her.”
They retreated down the row until she could barely see them, and Sofia whistled again.
A dark shape trotted up the row from the opposite direction. It was Percy! She’d found her.
That was when Sofia remembered she didn’t know anything about horses and she’d only met Percy once. Percy seemed to realize it, too. The horse stopped and snorted air.
Sofia whistled once more, but Percy didn’t budge.
“I know I’m not Annabelle,” she said. “But I’ll take good care of you.”
Percy back stepped and switched her tail from side to side. She was nervous. She’d been through a lot.
Sofia started singing the only French song she knew: Frere Jacques. She only knew one verse, so she sang it over again.
Percy’s tail stopped switching, and the horse lowered her head. That had to be a good sign. Sofia kept on singing, trying to make her voice sound French and elegant like Annabelle’s. It didn’t, not enough to fool the horse, but maybe Percy would recognize her good intentions.
She knew not to look into the horse’s eyes, so she studied the rest of her. Percy looked nothing like a glossy Black Beauty today. She was barely even black. Muddy streaks ran down her dusty sides. Her once-pristine mane was tangled, and her hooves were caked with mud. But worst of all, she was limping.
Sofia kept singing, and Percy slowly advanced a cautious length.
The horse favored her front right leg. Sofia hoped it wasn’t serious. Didn’t they shoot horses with broken legs? Her voice wavered, and she made herself concentrate again. She was Annabelle, and Percy needed to trust her. Percy took another dainty step toward her.
When Percy was close enough to touch, Sofia fought the urge to grab her mane and lead her home. She could never control the animal unless Percy wanted to be controlled, so this was going to take some finesse. Aidan and Bowie stood still as statues.
Gently, Sofia stroked Percy’s neck, and the horse nuzzled her shoulder.
“Molto bene,” said Sofia, and realized too late that was Italian. Percy didn’t seem to mind. Maybe she was a multilingual horse.
Sofia waited for a long time, muttering reassuring syllables that sounded French but weren’t, and petting the horse’s neck. Percy relaxed and leaned against her, her velvet nose rubbing against Sofia’s cheek.
Without breaking her French nonsense monologue, she pulled the halter down from her shoulder, and slowly placed it over Percy’s head.
“Come on, mon frer,” she said.
Percy pulled back a little, so Sofia started in with Frere Jacques again, and the two of them headed slowly back to the house. Aidan and Bowie fell in way behind, either to keep from spooking the horse or because they couldn’t stand to listen to Sofia sing that damn song one more time. She didn’t blame them.
Eventually, they reached the house. Annabelle must have been watching through a window, because she came tearing out. She’d taken off her shoes, and she ran like a deer, something Sofia hadn’t expected.
Annabelle whistled. The horse pulled free of Sofia and trotted to her mistress.
Annabelle threw her arms around the horse’s neck and a flood of French flowed out. Unlike Sofia’s, her words sounded genuine. Annabelle buried her face in the horse’s mane. Her shoulders heaved up and down. After all that had happened to her, Annabelle could finally let go and cry. She’d needed Percy for that.
Sofia wiped away a tear that had jumped into her eye at the sight of the reunion of the horse and her master.
“Nice work, Sofes,” Aidan said gruffly. “Maybe you should make a record called Famous French Songs.”
“Maybe I will,” Sofia answered.
“It’d have to be a single,” Bowie said.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 30
Sofia waited until Brendan dropped them off at the office and left them alone before she asked Aidan about the bug.
“I got it,” he said. “But I still don’t know where my drone went.”
“Can we listen to the audio?”
“If we don’t tell Brendan.” Aidan smiled and the worried shadow left his blue eyes. “And if we speak French. I already tried. All it caught that I can understand is a discussion between Marcel and Bambi because he couldn’t get it up. But there were a couple of other conversations, too. Phone conversations, and he put his phone on speaker, so we have both sides. Or we would if we spoke French.”
“I know someone who speaks French,” Sofia said.
“Is she a bikini model?” Aidan asked. “A porn star?”
“She’s a rock star,” Sofia said. “Brandi Basher.”
Aidan’s jaw dropped open. “Brandi speaks French?”
“She was raised in Quebec.” Sofia was suddenly sorry she’d brought up Brandi.
“Where is she?” Aidan was already looking on his phone.
“Flowing Waves Meditation Center,” Sofia said. “But—”
“Let’s go! Where is it?”
“There’s a problem.”
“Fine,” he said. “We can take your car.”
“It’s on Catalina Island,” she said.
“Really?” Aidan groaned.
“And she’s taken a vow of silence for a week.”
“Why did you even bring her up?” Aidan glared at her.
“I didn’t remember about the vow of silence.”
“How could you not remember that one of your friends took a vow of silence?” Aidan was already back on his computer, probably searching for a translation service.
“Lots of my friends take vows of silence.” Maybe not lots, but at least a couple every year. It was a new thing—cut yourself off from technology and from speaking at all.
“Maybe you ought to try it,” Aidan said.
Glad that Brendan wasn’t in the room, Sofia flipped Aidan off, and texted Brandi. Can you hear me now?
Her phone buzzed less than a second later. Apparently Brandi didn’t follow Aidan’s texting rules either. I had to chew a stick of bamboo into a lockpick to get my phone. Pick me up before I kill an entire pack of vegans to get some meat for grilling.
Sofia grinned. That was Brandi. She texted back: Vow of silence not working out?
The answer was swift: If I have to eat one more blade of grass, I’m shoving someone up a cow’s ass.
“I might have to take a long lunch,” Sofia said. What can I do?
Brandi typed in: Meet me at the helipad at Avalon Airport. Bring a helicopter. And a burger. Or four.
That wasn’t going to be cheap, but Brandi would pay her back. Brandi was an international rock superstar, and she was loaded. But was Brandi joking? Sofia texted back: Seriously?
Contact Madeline Mrozek for the cash.
Madeline was Brandi’s manager. She was tougher even than Brandi, and no one would pull a practical joke on her and live to tell the tale.
An hour later, Sofia was inside a noisy red and blue helicopter piloted by a woman named ‘Captain Tricia.’ They were skimming over the waves toward Catalina Island. Next to her on the floor was a red and white cooler with burgers, two orders of fries, and two large chocolate milkshakes. It felt as if she was on a medical team flying a kidney out to the island to save someone’s life.
A long shadow moved through the dark green water below her. A whale, gray and sleek with a strong dark tail. She plastered her face to the window and gaped. Even from up here the animal looked huge. Imagine that life—swimming around, eating krill, looking at all the craziness that humans created, then diving down into a dark, peaceful silence.
Sofia turned her head to watch it pass under them. The thick headphones she’d put on at the beginning of the flight bonked against the window frame. She was the only passenger, and she wiggled across to the other side to see the whale from there. Wow.
Captain Tricia seemed to agree, because they did another pass over the whale before continuing on their journey.
They’d barely been in the air for ten minutes, and already the island hove into view. It looked like a giant Loch Ness monster—with a pointy nose, a long neck, and a round back.
As they got closer to the island, Tricia dropped them down even lower and flew along the side so that Sofia could see rocks covered with California sea lions, brown and fat and plush-looking. Two jostled for position on a nearby rock, but all the others basked peacefully in the sun. One opened its giant dark eyes and followed their flight. None of the other sea lions seemed impressed. They probably saw lots of helicopters. Sofia waved anyway, and felt six years old. She ought to bring Violet and Van out here sometime, although she wouldn’t be able to charter a helicopter.
“We’ll be landing at the Airport in the Sky in a few minutes.” Captain Tricia’s voice boomed from her headphones. She sounded as if she came from Minnesota, with rounded words and a peppy inflection. “Where will we meet your friend?”
“She’ll find us.” Sofia hoped so anyway. Brandi had gone offline after issuing her orders.
The airport had one runway marked with a 22. But they didn’t head for that. Instead they touched down next to a white hangar with the words “Welcome to Catalina Island Airport in the Sky” painted on it in blue and red. It was like being in the sky. They were on a plateau and ocean stretched out ahead. It looked close, but it was actually far below.
A three-story white building with a terracotta-tiled roof stood in the middle of a sprawling Spanish-style compound. That must be the airport.
That seemed like the most logical place to hunt for Brandi.
Sofia started to undo her seatbelt when a small figure with spiky orange hair loped across the pavement. A long leather coat flapped atop a flowing lavender tunic and bare legs.
She yanked open Sofia’s door and jumped inside as if she were being chased by a pack of wolves, but Sofia didn’t see anyone.
Brandi grinned at her, then leaned forward and touched Captain Tricia on the shoulder. When she turned around, Brandi spun her finger in a circle in the air, which must have been pilot for ‘take off’ because the engine started to wind up and they lifted off.
Now that they were over the airport, Sofia saw a white golf cart stop in front of the white buildings. Four people wearing tunics identical to Brandi’s piled out and started running toward the helipad waving their lavender arms. For people from a Zen retreat, they sure looked angry. In an Indiana Jones movie, they would have been throwing spears.
Brandi snatched up a pair of headphones and plunked them on her head. “You promised me burgers.”
Sofia handed her the cooler. “Still warm.”
Brandi moaned. “I’ve been living on wheatgrass and air.”
She wolfed down the first burger so quickly Sofia didn’t even see her chew.
Sofia waited until after Brandi polished off two burgers and a shake before daring to speak.
“Why were those people chasing you? I thought that place voluntary.” Some rehab centers locked you in, but Brandi had been at a Zen retreat where she could have theoretically come and gone as she pleased. She didn’t need an elaborate escape, and the personnel shouldn’t have come after her. But, Brandi was Brandi.
Brandi wiped her hand on a napkin, reached inside her jacket, and pulled out a statue. It was intricately carved, gilded, and looked antique. Sofia recognized the figure at once.
“You stole their Buddha?” Sofia asked.
“They weren’t using him,” Brandi said. “I figured he’d be happier with me.”
Sofia closed her eyes. Brandi’s life really was an Indiana Jones movie.
“How’s the PI life?” Brandi picked up the third burger. “Did you want one of these?”
“I ate before I loaded up the cooler,” Sofia said. “I figured if I tried to get one after you got to it, I might end up missing a hand.”
Brandi grinned and kept chewing.
Sofia explained about the recording. Aidan had separated it into two files and downloaded it to her phone. The most interesting part seemed to be a shouting match between Marcel and someone he was talking to on the phone. Sofia couldn’t understand what he was saying, but he sounded pretty angry.
“You want me to translate a juicy conversation that was probably taped illegally? Invade someone’s privacy?” Brandi asked.
“Pretty much.” Sofia paused. “And maybe catch a murderer.”
“Hell, I was in at juicy conversation,” Brandi said.
She handed Brandi her phone, Brandi plugged in her headphones, and started to listen.
Sofia watched the waves. She hadn’t even set a single foot on Catalina Island. It had still been a fantastic flight. She’d seen a whale. A real, live whale.
Los Angeles in all its smoggy glory blotted out the horizon. Buddha was on the helicopter seat. He was looking out the window, too. Was she an accessory in Buddha theft? What would Buddha think of that?
The pilot angled the chopper and they headed north toward the Malibu Hughes Heliport where Sofia had left her car at the beginning of this adventure.
Brandi had leaned back in the seat with her eyes closed. Sofia tried not to laugh. Brandi had crossed her legs and let the back of her hands rest on her knees. She was in lotus position. Running away from a Zen yoga retreat center while meditating.
Sofia had missed her.
Brandi stayed in the zone until the helicopter landed and the pilot turned off the engine. The silence after the roar of the engines was so deep Sofia thought she might fall into it.
Brandi’s eyes snapped open. “Are we there yet?”
She scooped up the last milkshake, tidied all her fast food trash back into the cooler, and jumped out. One hand snaked in to retrieve Buddha from his perch.
“Thank you, Captain Tricia,” said Sofia. She climbed out of the helicopter and sprinted across the tarmac after Brandi.
“Does Madeline know we were going to land here?” Brandi looked around at the empty pavement. Ahead of them was a hangar, behind the helicopter, and off to the right a few airport buildings, but the place was mostly empty.
“Probably,” Sofia said. “She chartered the helicopter from here.”
Brandi scowled.
“Tell me what the tape said before you go and face her.” They both knew that Brandi might not get a chance once Madeline showed up.
Wind whipped Sofia’s hair around, and she caught it in one hand and tucked it into the back of her T-shirt.
“The guy on the tape was complaining that the woman on the other end of the phone was having a ‘dalliance of the heart’.” Brandi laughed. “Apparently that’s very different from a ‘dalliance of the vagina’ in their relationship.”
Maybe Annabelle’s relationship with Rick Pankhurst had Marcel worried. They had seemed close.
“Anything else?” Sofia asked.
“Bourgeois drama. I got the feeling that she was threatening him. Something about a ‘dalliance of the wallet,’ wine, and ortolan, which I think might be a kind of bird.”
“You don’t even want to know,” Sofia said. “It’ll make you a vegetarian again.”
“Then don’t tell me.” Brandi swiped her hand across the mouth, catching a mustard drop. “In the end the man stomped off swearing about getting water for someone named Percy.”
“Percy is their horse.”
A voice made for radio bellowed across the tarmac to where they were standing. “You will have to return the Buddha.”
Brandi’s hand went guiltily to the pocket where she’d stowed the statue.
“I’m not involved in this,” Sofia said. “But thanks for the info.”
“Thanks for the ride.” Brandi turned to face an attractive brunette in her mid-forties. Oddly enough, the woman wore a black silk pantsuit with a lavender shirt that exactly matched the tunics from the Zen retreat.
“Hi, Madeline!” Sofia barreled straight past her without slowing.
“Miss Salgado.” Madeline’s voice would make anyone stop in their tracks and, against her will, Sofia stopped. It was like Madeline was a Jedi.
“Yes?” Sofia slowly turned to face her.
“I’ll call tomorrow so we can catch up.”
That meant an interrogation.
“I’ll look forward to it!” Sofia lied brightly.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 31
Sofia was back in the office printing out her report. She liked writing reports. It gave the cases a narrative structure and it made her feel as if she were accomplishing things. Brendan always insisted that they print out their reports, even though Aidan said they were all stored online anyway and they shouldn’t kill the trees. Sofia saw his point, but she liked seeing the paper on her desk. She’d even bought herself an Out box at an office supply place.
She plucked the pages off the printer and deposited them in her Out box. A day’s work, done and documented.
“You look like a secretary from the 1950s,” said Aidan.
She ran through a quick list of Don Draper’s secretaries on Mad Men in her head. “You’re way better at making coffee. Maybe you ought to try out for that job.”
“I don’t have the legs for it.”
“Did you just compliment my legs?” She was sure there was a catch.
“By accident,” he said. “Honest.”
Brendan walked through the front door with John Stark at his side. John Stark was Brendan’s lawyer friend, and he threw a lot of business their way. Narek had probably hired him, which was definitely a smart move. If she ever needed a defense attorney, she’d have hired him, too. A man who could endure Melissa Fairbroad, a particularly annoying client charged with murdering her husband, well, a man like that was someone she wanted on her side. Plus, he had great gray hair.
“You all remember John?” Brendan asked. “I’ve brought him up to date on our latest case as of this morning.”
“Glad to be working with you again.” Sofia shook his hand, which seemed to remind Aidan of his manners because he stood up and shook hands, too. It wasn’t easy to pry Aidan out from behind his terminal.
Brendan glanced over at Sofia’s Out box and said, “Let’s meet in my office and go over what you’ve learned.”
Sofia snagged her papers and fell in behind them. Thanks to Brandi’s translation, she actually had something to contribute. But she’d have to be careful not to mention a few things.
Aidan brought in cold bottles of water for everyone, and Sofia drank hers gratefully. Her helicopter rescue must have dehydrated her. She took the uncomfortable chair, Stark the comfortable couch, and Aidan chose to stand instead of sitting next to him on the couch.
“I’ll go first,” Brendan said. “The police have been thorough, as usual, and checked out everyone’s alibi. According to her mother, Milena went straight to her house and didn’t leave until the police arrived the next morning with news of Marcel’s death. She doesn’t have any other witnesses though.”
“She only needs one.” Stark adjusted his pale blue cuffs so that they stuck out exactly a quarter inch beyond his jacket.
A mother as an alibi witness wasn’t exactly air tight. Sofia was pretty sure that her own mother would lie to protect her from being charged with murder. And Milena was definitely a jilted lover. She might have gone back and whacked Marcel on the head, so Sofia wasn’t counting her out yet.
“Annabelle’s alibi is even more solid.” Brendan took a quick sip of water. He was too excited to drink more. He loved this part of cases—putting together all the pieces. “She left the party with Rick Pankhurst and went to the Seaview Inn. Neither one left the room until the next morning. Employees at the front desk who saw her check in, and surveillance cameras in the hall and the lobby verify her story. She was miles away when Marcel Befort died.”
That was a rock solid alibi. If she were ever suspected of murder, Sofia would want one like that.
“Additionally, surveillance footage at the Befort’s property verifies that everyone eventually left the party while Befort was still alive. The last one out was a buxom blonde wearing only a sweatshirt that said Nirvana Cove.”
“I guess Bambi never found her real clothes,” Sofia said.
“Why didn’t the surveillance cameras pick up the murder? I saw a camera looking right down on that horse trough,” Aidan said.
Sofia kicked herself because she hadn’t even thought to look for one. She still had a lot to learn.
“That camera was broken,” said Brendan. “Annabelle said it burned out a week ago, and that Marcel hadn’t gotten around to having it replaced.”
“Lucky for the killer,” Aidan said.
Lucky, or clever. Who else might have known about the broken camera?
“Maybe he’s not too lucky.” Stark’s smooth voice sounded pleased. “The police located a drone in the trees near the horse trough. It was damaged, but they’re working on getting the data off it. Maybe it’ll show exactly what happened, and Narek can return to his life.”
Or it would hang him. Sofia knew Stark always believed, or acted like he believed, that his clients were innocent. Hopefully he was right this time.
“A drone?” Aidan’s face was stony. A little too stony. He needed to work on that, because Brendan looked at him sharply, and he sure didn’t want Brendan or Stark knowing about the true owner of that drone.
Trying to deflect attention from Aidan, Sofia said the first thing that popped into her head. “Where will Marcel’s money go?”
“Mostly to his wife, Annabelle, plus a few small bequests to family members in France. But I’m not sure she’ll get much.” Aidan smiled gratefully at Sofia as he made his report. “His business was a mess. He was mortgaged for way more than the value of the winery and the house. When all’s said and done, I think Annabelle might end up with nothing at all.”
That explained the dalliance of the wallet that Brandi had mentioned. Marcel had spent himself right into the hole. Hopefully Annabelle would be able to keep Percy. But horses were expensive, and so was keeping them. Maybe she could stable him in Rick’s barn.
“Sofia?” Brendan looked at her. “What have you found out?”
“Marcel and Annabelle had a big fight the night he died, after the party, on the phone.” She couldn’t say how she knew that without revealing that Aidan had left a bug there. Neither Brendan nor Stark would be excited about that. Choosing her words carefully, she explained what Brandi had found out.
“The wife would look good for it.” Stark tugged at his cuffs again. He did it whenever he started to talk. “But her alibi is too solid. There are cell phone records showing that she called him twice that night. Both times her phone was in the hotel. The first call was long, and it might have been a fight, but it doesn’t help us. The second shorter, and the police think she might have reached him right before he was killed. He might even have hung up to confront the murderer.”
That left Annabelle out. Sofia hoped that Annabelle and Marcel hadn’t fought on that last call—it’d make things much worse for Annabelle if they had. She’d run the call by Brandi again and see if there was anything else there.
“Maybe the drone footage will shed some light on events,” Stark said. “We should hear soon.”
Aidan fidgeted with the top of his water bottle.
“Does Rick Pankhurst have a solid alibi?” Sofia asked.
“You’re thinking maybe a crime of passion. Killing Marcel to get the woman he wanted?” Stark nodded approvingly. “It’d be a good spin, but unfortunately, the same surveillance that exists for Annabelle also exonerates Pankhurst. Too bad, because I like the love triangle option to distract attention away from the Narek/Milena/Marcel love triangle.”
“Technically,” Sofia had to point it out even though she knew Brendan would disapprove. “Marcel was sleeping with Bambi, Milena, and his own wife. If you count up everyone, that’s a love pentagon.”
“Bambi’s the top unknown right now,” Brendan said. “What do you know about her?”
Sofia was glad that they’d moved on from the drone. “She was young. Met Rick at a dating site. She didn’t seem particularly attached to him, or to Marcel. Lost her clothes. Her hair color and boobs are fake. She’s a little smaller than me, but still fit into my sweatshirt.”
Sofia knew it wasn’t much.
“Her boobs are fake?” Aidan asked.
Trust Aidan to go there first.
“Scars,” Sofia said. “I saw her naked before I loaned her my sweatshirt, and she had some scars. But she had a good surgeon because they were minimal.”
“Did you find out anything, Aidan?” Brendan asked.
“Nothing.” Aidan’s eyes tightened at the corners. It probably pained him to admit that he’d come up empty, particularly when Sofia’d had such a good day. “I’ve trolled through dating sites to see where she and Pankhurst might have intersected, but I’ve come up empty.”
“No luck in the virtual world,” Sofia said. “What if we try the real world? We could go to Emoji. That’s where she met up with Rick. Maybe she’s a regular.”
“Perfect.” Brendan smiled so hard his dimples popped up. “Sounds like you two have a date tonight.”
“I was going to see Jaxon.” It wasn’t entirely firm, but they’d exchanged a few texts while she was in the helicopter, and she was hopeful.
“And I have a date, too,” Aidan said.
“Only one?” Sofia asked. “Who?”
He spun the water bottle around. “Taylor.”
“I told you so!” she crowed.
“Doesn’t matter what you had planned,” Brendan said. “I hope that you appreciate Narek Grigoryan’s situation enough to put aside your personal plans.”
Sofia thought that sounded like ‘go out and do this or you’re fired.’
“Of course,” said Aidan. “How could I turn down a date with a former starlet?”
Sofia didn’t like the way he stressed the word ‘former.’ “No more than I can turn one down with a former cop.”
“Great!” said Brendan. “It’s all settled.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 32
Sofia changed into a pair of jeans that cost more than she made in a month these days, but had seemed cheap when she bought them a few years ago, a black leather blazer with two buttons, and a yellow silk camisole that wouldn’t be visible under the plunging blazer unless she dropped something. Then she applied ‘going out to a club’ makeup, fluffed her hair, slipped into some danger zone heels, took a piece of old pizza from the fridge, and headed out.
Fred dive bombed her, stopping in mid-flight to whirl away cawing.
“Didn’t recognize me, did you?” she called up to him.
Fred circled as if deciding whether to poop on her head.
“Truce!” She put the pizza on the railing, and Fred swooped down and tore off a piece of pepperoni. He’d eat the whole thing eventually, but he always started with the meat. Not a vegetarian bird.
“How do I look?” she asked.
Fred cocked his head and clacked his beak a couple of times.
“Last time I was at a club my butt was hanging out of my ducky pajamas,” she said. “I’m trying to make a good impression.”
Fred snatched another pepperoni and gulped it down.
“Everybody’s a critic.” She hefted her purse on her shoulder, locked up, set the alarm code, and left the peaceful seaside to Fred.
Aidan had agreed that she could drive, which must come with some kind of a catch, but she didn’t care as she got into her Tesla and headed south on PCH. The ocean beckoned on one side, the mountains on the other. When it applied itself, and it usually did, Malibu was gorgeous. She rolled down the windows and breathed in salty sea air, trying to ignore the tinge of exhaust fumes.
She turned north on Malibu Canyon Road right after Pepperdine University, and left the ocean behind. But it was still scenic—steep hills above, sheer drop offs below, and the smell of oak and eucalyptus. The road wound gently back and forth. It was the perfect chance to let the Tesla run, and she ate up every curve. Right up until she got stuck behind the pokiest motor home in the world.
They lumbered forward as if they were afraid their car house would tip over and fall off the cliff if they went faster than a quick jog. Maybe it would. As they passed the Hughes Heliport, she could hardly believe she’d been there this morning with Brandi. If she had a helicopter, she could fly right over this rolling roadblock. Deciding that distraction was better than homicide, she called Brandi.
“Hello, Miss Bianca.” Brandi sounded mellow, a little too mellow. Hopefully she was just happy, not chemically happy.
“Who’s Miss Bianca?” Sofia asked.
“The white mouse from that movie, The Rescuers. Since you’re my rescuer. It wasn’t much of a leap.”
Brandi had slipped a movie reference by her? The RV’s exhaust fumes must be dulling her brain. She raised both windows with a touch of a button. “Did you send Buddha back home?”
Brandi sighed into the phone, a gusty exhalation of despair. “He’s wrapped in black velvet in a safe in Madeline’s office.”
“And?” Good for Madeline for rescuing the antique sculpture.
“She’s waiting for one of the Zen masters to come over via ferry and return the happy fat guy to his boring little niche.”
Sofia wasn’t going to take a stand on this one. Buddha was already safe. “Did you listen to the rest of those recordings I sent you?”
“I just got out of Zen prison. Do you think my life is so boring that I have nothing better to do than eavesdrop on some French couple with marital problems?”
“So, you did!” Sofia could tell from the faux-annoyed tone of her voice. “What else did you get?”
Brandi laughed. “It wasn’t much. Just the fight, which I told you about. Then a man explaining, in English, that he couldn’t perform because a pig had pulled out his penis. Was that a metaphor?”
“It was a guy, not a pig, but it was a pretty stiff yank.”
“I bet he had it coming.”
Sofia thought about it. Marcel had slept with Narek’s wife, then scorned her. “Pretty much.”
Aidan would disagree.
“After they gave up on bringing his ‘big snake to life,’ and that’s a quote, the woman took an Uber out of there, probably in search of a working penis.”
“Where’d she go?” Sofia’s heart beat a little faster. A lead, a real lead.
“The Emoji, can you imagine?”
“What’s wrong with the Emoji?” Maybe she shouldn’t have worn her expensive jeans.
“It’s a Viper Room-wannabe a little further up Sunset. They have bad music and everything inside is yellow and black. It’s like being attacked by wasps.”
That didn’t sound promising. “I’m looking for that woman. Did she use her own Uber account?”
Aidan could probably check. If she did, she’d probably been ubered from her house at some point.
“Nope.” Brand dashed that hope. “The limp-dicked Frenchman used his account.”
Aidan could still check, but she didn’t see how it would help. For a second, it looked like the RV would pull over and let her pass. She goosed the accelerator to get close.
“Her name was Bambi.” Brandi took a long drink of something. Sofia hoped that it wasn’t alcohol, since Brandi was supposed to be drying out. That’s what the Zen center had been for. “She sounded about twelve.”
“Anything else? A last name? Address?”
“Nope,” said Brandi.
The RV pulled out to the left, blocking her way entirely, and she dropped back. It wasn’t her night.
“One thing,” Brandi said. “I don’t know if it’s important. After Bambi left and before the call of the fight that I so kindly translated on the helicopter, the French guy stomped around muttering, but I couldn’t understand him. I think I heard the door open and distant voices I also couldn’t understand. I think he might have gone outside, talked to someone else or ranted on his own, and then come back inside a couple of minutes later.”
“Thanks.” Sofia didn’t know if that would help, but she’d add it into her timeline with some question marks next to it since Brandi wasn’t sure. Aidan would have time stamps for all the sounds he’d recorded, so she could get the details from there.
“You free tonight?” Brandi asked. “I’ve got tickets to—”
Sofia cut her off before she heard what the tickets were for. She didn’t want to spend the whole evening thinking of what she should have done. “I have to go to the Emoji to look for Bambi.”
“I told you it sucked, and she’s probably not even there.”
“It’s for work,” Sofia said.
“Are you going on your own?”
“With Aidan.”
Brandi wolf whistled. “He’s a hottie. Maybe you can start an office romance.”
“With Aidan?” Sofia was dumbfounded.
“Why not? He’s sexy and funny. He doesn’t need to be more than that.”
“He isn’t the kind of guy to hook up with.” Plus there was Jaxon.
“Every guy is,” Brandi said. “You have to motivate him.”
“I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation. Even if Aidan wanted to hook up with me, I don’t want to hook up with him.” Brandi was starting to sound like her mother.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 33
Sofia parked a block away from Aidan’s house and walked. She didn’t even try to find a better space.
He lived down what a realtor would call a cul-de-sac and a realist would call a dead-end street. It looked as if it had originally been intended to go straight through, but then someone had built an apartment building right where the street should go.
Aidan didn’t live in the apartment building though. He lived in one of the tiny houses that lined the street. He called it a shotgun shack—a house so small that you could fire a shotgun from the front door and it would go out the back.
But Sofia didn’t think it was that bad. A tall ficus tree shaded a front porch that could have held a table and chair but didn’t. It was painted gray to match the house’s trim. A heavy wooden door, painted copper green, was next to a large window that looked out onto the tree and the street. The house went back pretty far to a small fenced yard that she knew was his secret pride and joy. He was constantly trying new plants back there.
She rang the bell.
Aidan opened the door. He looked like the cover of a romance novel—a towel around his waist, no shirt, muscular chest, curly hair wet from the shower.
“Holy crap,” he said when he saw her.
“What now?” She looked behind her to see if someone was coming up with a gun or something.
“You look like a movie star,” he said. “I sometimes forget.”
“A former movie star,” she said. “Remember?”
He stepped aside so she could enter his tiny living room. For reasons she would never understand, he’d painted the whole thing white—white walls, white ceiling, and a white floor. Maybe it was to make the room look bigger or maybe he just like living inside of a giant snowball.
She took off her shoes and left them by the door. His floor showed every speck of dirt. He’d already worn out one Roomba robot floor vacuum.
“Give me a minute.” He walked through his tiny kitchen (also white, and the countertops were white and gray marble). Honed marble, he’d once told her, although she had no idea what that meant.
She settled down on his modern gray sofa. It was more comfortable than she’d expected, and she’d thought of buying one for her house, but it didn’t fit in with her informal decor. He always had an art book on the glass table and she picked up the latest. It was about Japanese swords.
Aidan returned. He’d changed out of his towel into slacks, a dress shirt, and his standard Zegna jacket. He’d looked better in the towel.
“Do you have a sword?” she asked.
“Every guy does,” he said. “Is this a trick question?”
She blushed, and she didn’t know why. “Like in this book. A katana.”
“I wish,” he said. “But the good ones are expensive.”
She put the book back on the table, admired his spotless floor one more time, and then they left.
On the drive to Emoji she filled him in on her call with Brandi.
“If someone came to visit after Bambi left, maybe that was the killer,” Aidan said.
“But he came back inside alone.” Maybe.
“Maybe Bambi came back,” Aidan said. “Maybe she forgot something.”
“Like her clothes.” Sofia missed her sweatshirt. “But I don’t think she would have killed him, then ubered to a club from his front yard. Even Bambi’s not that stupid.”
“It’s working for her so far,” he pointed out.
They argued about that until they got to Emoji where Sofia gave her beloved Tesla’s keys to a valet who didn’t look old enough to drive. He promised to take good care of it.
Brandi was right—the club’s interior was like being attack by bees. The club used emoji colors and giant yellow balls with different-shaped emojis on the bottom hung from the ceiling. She didn’t even know what half of the emojis were supposed to mean, but she bed Aidan did.
The music was Japanese pop, and Sofia found herself moving in time to it. Aidan rolled his eyes and went up to the bar. Sofia kept on dancing on her own, working her way around the dance floor before she got tired and met up with Aidan at the bar again.
“I didn’t see her,” she told him. “And I checked the dance floor and the bathroom.”
“Bartender didn’t know her, but all I could give him was a description. I wish we had a photo.” Aidan handed her a bright yellow drink in a round glass. A pair of mint leaves hung off the edge.
“What do we do now?” Sofia took a sip. It tasted pretty good, tangy with a kick. “What is this?”
“We wait.” He lifted an identical glass. “Golden glow.”
Aidan cut through the dancers with practiced ease, weaving back to snag a table a microsecond after a girl in a red leather miniskirt left it behind.
“Can we dance while we wait?” Sofia asked.
“This isn’t a date,” said Aidan.
A good-looking guy headed toward them. Maybe he wanted to dance. Sofia took a sip of her glow and made flirty eyes. The guy stopped and took a picture of her with his phone. At least she was fully dressed and not doing anything embarrassing.
“You’re Sofia Salgado!” he said. “Can I take a picture with you?”
Aidan rolled his eyes. At some point they’d roll right out of his head and onto the floor. She wouldn’t pick them up for him either.
“Of course.” Sofia hated turning down fans. So she took a picture, and he sent a drink her way.
Within a half hour she had ten drinks stacked up from various fans, and Aidan looked ready to explode. Not a single person had asked her to dance. Probably because Aidan looked like he would rip out their livers.
“Isn’t this supposed to be a fun night out?” She pushed one of her drinks over to him.
He downed the last of his first glow and crunched on the ice. “It’s supposed to be work. A nice, quiet stakeout.”
“I’m not sure the Emoji people know the protocol.” She sipped her drink. “But I have been keeping an eye out for Bambi, and I haven’t seen her.”
That was pretty much how the entire evening went. She switched over to club soda after the first golden glow, and the bartender insisted on putting a different kind of fruit in each one—pineapple, cherries, strawberries, mango. By the time they were ready to go, she felt as if she’d eaten an entire fruit salad.
But she had managed to talk to the bartender about Bambi, and when she mentioned the fawn-brown dress with fringe, he remembered her after all. She came in on Fridays, he’d said.
The valet took her keys and her tip and skedaddled off to get the car.
“This could have been fun, you know,” she told Aidan’s glowering face.
“Watching you sign autographs and pose for pictures all night could never be fun.” He hopped into the Tesla and slammed the door.
It wasn’t the car’s fault he was in a bad mood. She got in and closed her door like a normal person, in case Aidan needed a lesson in door closing.
“We could have danced. People don’t come up as much when I’m dancing,” she said.
Aidan snorted.
She weighed up the evening. On the plus side:
 
	She knew where to find Bambi on Friday.
	She’d had a tasty and healthy fruit salad.
	She was really well hydrated.
	The bathrooms were very clean.
	No horribly embarrassing photos had been taken of her.

On the minus side:
 
	No Bambi.
	No dancing.
	She had to take Scowly Face home.
	She’d missed going out with Jaxon.

But at least it was over. Nothing worse could happen.
She started up the car, and got ready to go. Then her phone buzzed. It was a text from her mother, who shouldn’t even be up this late. Sofia read it right away, worried it was an emergency.
Her mother wrote: Saw a photo of you on Hollywood Life with your new boyfriend. And it’s...Aidan?!? I told you so!!! Then she stuck in an emoji of a winky face, the same one Sofia had seen behind the bar.
Yup, that was worse.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 34
T  he next morning dawned bright and sunny, and Sofia could enjoy it since she’d only drunk club sodas with fruit the night before. Maybe that would be a new trend for her—healthy drinking. Then she got into work, remembered the case, and wondered if it was time for wine.
But it wasn’t. Instead it was time for a meeting with John Stark, so she set off with Brendan and Aidan. John Stark’s law practice occupied the whole floor of a gleaming glass building in Century City, and Sofia, Brendan, and Aidan had to walk a gauntlet of scurrying junior lawyers, paralegals, and who knew what other kinds of flunkies to get to his office. It was exactly the kind of show rich producers liked to put on, except Stark’s staff was probably well-paid and highly-competent. That wasn’t always the case for many producers, who tried to run their businesses using unpaid interns or poorly-paid associates whenever possible.
Stark had the corner office, of course. The well-groomed icy blond who led them there glided more than walked. Sofia was trying to figure out how she did that. She had on regular shoes—gray, high-heeled and pricey, but they didn’t have wheels on the bottom or anything. Her peach-colored skirt was mid-thigh and tight. It was in her hips, but Sofia couldn’t see exactly what she was doing.
“Why are you ogling her ass?” Aidan hissed.
“She has an interesting walk,” Sofia whispered back. “And shut up.”
The blonde rapped four times on a gray wooden door. In fact, the whole office was done up in gray. Probably some kind of metaphor about justice. A few pops of color from modern art paintings kept the whole thing from being monotone. Sofia wasn’t sure what kind of message the paintings were supposed to send, besides expensive and ugly.
“Come in!” called John Stark.
The receptionist stepped in first. “From Maloney Investigations: Brendan Maloney, Aidan Maloney, and Sofia Salgado.”
“Got it. Thanks for showing them right back.”
She inclined her head in a regal gesture. Sofia wanted to watch her all day. She was so graceful and classy. There were a ton of useful mannerisms to pick up on that would come in handy if she ever needed to play a member of royalty, either for a movie or for an investigation.
But the woman glided away, and Sofia felt bereft.
“Sofia.” Aidan snapped his fingers in front of her face as if she were in some kind of a trance. Maybe she was.
She followed Brendan into the office. John Stark rose to shake their hands, quick and firm and ready to go. The man sitting in front of Stark’s desk didn’t budge. Sofia couldn’t really blame him. He looked terrible.
“Hi, Mr. Grigoryan,” Brendan said. “We came as soon as Mr. Stark called.”
Narek’s eyes had bruised up spectacularly. It was the kind of overdramatic that would get a makeup artist fired, because it didn’t look real. But she knew it was. Marcel knew how to throw a punch, she’d give him that.
Everyone sat down, Brendan on Narek’s right side, Aidan on his left, and Sofia next to Aidan. She shifted her chair a little as she sat so she’d be able to see everyone’s face so she’d get a better read on what happened during the meeting. Brendan hadn’t told them the reason for this last-minute meeting, but she doubted it was about anything good. Nothing about this case had been good, except for watching Aidan freak out at the key party. That had been fun.
“Thank you all for coming so quickly,” Stark said. “My assistant will be bringing a coffee tray.”
As if his words had called her into being, the sophisticated woman in the peach suit came through the doorway carrying a silver tray with a coffeepot, cups and saucers, a creamer, a sugar bowl, and tongs. There was even a plate of biscotti. She deposited the tray on Stark’s desk with her customary grace, poured out the coffee, distributed the cups, and left.
Sofia sipped. Excellent. Of course. She snagged a biscotti and nibbled on it. She’d had a healthy breakfast, so she’d totally earned this.
“As you may or may not know, the police recovered a drone at Befort’s Vineyard,” Stark said.
Aidan’s coffee went down the wrong way, and he coughed. Narek glared at him. Narek knew where the drone came from, since he’d seen them flying it on his front lawn. Blisffully unaware, Brendan thumped his son on the back.
“They were able to pull footage off it from the night of the murder,” Stark continued. “The footage is somewhat problematic.”
“Problematic how?” asked Aidan.
“It shows my client, Mr. Grigoryan, approaching the house on foot some time after the partygoers and the young blond woman went home.”
That was bad. Maybe Narek had killed Marcel. And Aidan had nailed him for it. Caught by a drone.
“Was there a time stamp on the footage?” asked Brendan.
That was the kind of question Aidan usually asked, but he obviously had to keep quiet about the whole thing. He was wearing his poker face, which was too grim to indicate anything but guilt.
“Unfortunately, there was not. It shows Mr. Grigoryan approaching the house and leaving some minutes later,” Stark said.
“What were you doing there?” Brendan asked Narek.
Narek tried to smile, but it clearly made his face hurt and he stopped. “I went to apologize for my behavior earlier in the evening.”
That sounded like a lie. Like how he’d told them the morning after that he hadn’t left his house at all that night.
“Did you apologize?” said Brendan.
“When I got there Marcel was face down in the horse trough. I could tell he was dead, and I knew the cops would blame me if I called them, so I turned around and went straight home.” Narek rubbed his forehead. “I wasn’t there for more than a few minutes.”
“I see,” said Brendan. Sofia didn’t see. It sounded like a made up story, and a lame one at that.
“And that brings us right around to why the drone was there in the first place,” said Narek.
“Let’s not go into that yet,” Stark said.
“I want to go into it right now.” Narek glared at Aidan. “Why was there a drone in that tree? One with a special spy camera attached? One with a long life battery that could keep filming for hours?”
Brendan looked over at Aidan now, too. Sofia wished she could think of a way to pull the focus away from him, but this had to come out. Narek knew whose drone it was and, even if he hadn’t already told the cops, they’d trace the drone back to Aidan eventually.
“Drones have serial numbers,” Sofia said. “A paparazzi used that information to claim his drone after he crashed it in Brandi Basher’s lawn.”
“Did she have to give him the drone back?” Narek asked.
“Yes, but it was badly damaged in the crash,” said Sofia. It had crashed into Brandi’s hammer. Several times. She’d given the guy his drone back in a garbage bag.
“It was my drone,” said Aidan.
“At Brandi Basher’s?” Brendan looked confused.
“At the Befort Vineyard,” Aidan said.
“You were spying on them?” Brendan was puffing up like a balloon getting ready to pop.
“Aidan was using the drone to do a property flyover to look for leaky pipes. It crashed into that tree.” Sofia put down her coffee cup. She didn’t want it to get broken if things got out of hand. “He didn’t mean for it to film anyone, just property, and that’s totally legal. The tree thing was an accident.”
“Accident or not, your drone may send me to prison,” said Narek.
She couldn’t really argue with that. But Aidan could.
“What were you doing going back there? We told you to stay away. The cop who was called to the scene of your fight with Mr. Befort told you to stay away. But you didn’t listen.”
“Now isn’t the time—” began Stark.
“I was trying to apologize,” Narek said. “To that puffed up French bastard who cuckolded me.”
Sofia had never heard the word cuckold used in a sentence before, but she didn’t have much time to think about it, because Narek pulled back his arm to pop Aidan, and Brendan grabbed him. Sofia pulled Aidan back, just in case. Good thing she’d put down her cup and had her hands free.
Narek and Aidan stood glaring at each other and breathing like a couple of bulls.
Stark stayed behind his desk. “It’s a question of timing. It was near sunrise when Mr. Grigoryan arrived, long after Mr. Befort’s official time of death.”
“Like you can trust a word out of his mouth,” said Aidan.
“He’s my client, and I do trust him,” said Stark.
“A time stamp would back up his story,” said Sofia.
“The footage wasn’t time stamped,” said Aidan. “Remember?”
“You can time it from when the blonde left,” said Stark. “She was the last one to leave, so if we know when she left, we can run the footage forward from then with a timer.”
“OK,” said Brendan. “When did she leave?”
Dead silence around the table.
Narek shook himself and stepped away from Brendan, so Sofia let go of Aidan’s arm. She figured he needed to be free to defend himself in case Narek got wild again. They’d both seen where Narek focused his attacks.
“And that’s the problem,” finished Stark. “We need to find the young woman and find out when she left.”
“We don’t need to find her,” said Sofia.
Stark raised an eyebrow. “Because?”
“Uber knows,” Sofia said.
“Did she take an Uber from Mr. Befort’s residence?” Stark leaned forward like a dog on s scent.
Now Sofia was in a bit of a pickle. She knew Bambi had taken an Uber, but she only knew about it because of Aidan’s illegal bug, and she didn’t dare admit that.
“She must have taken something.” Sofia was going to stick to the truth where she could, with just one teeny white lie. “Rick Pankhurst brought her in his truck, and he left with Annabelle in that truck, so Bambi didn’t have a way home. And she mentioned Uber to me.”
“You had a conversation with her?” Stark asked.
“I loaned her my sweatshirt because she lost her dress at the party.” Sofia didn’t want to get sidetracked. “Can we call Uber and see if they picked her up there and at what time?”
Aidan probably had contacts at Uber. He had contacts everywhere.
“I know someone who works there,” said, of all people, Brendan. “Give me a minute.”
He gave Narek a stern look, then stepped outside to use his phone.
Aidan’s phone buzzed. His expression when he looked at it said it wasn’t about a date. “I gotta go.”
He sprinted out of the office without another word. That couldn’t be good.
Brendan came back inside. “What was his hurry?”
Sofia shrugged. “He got a text and left.”
Brendan turned to Stark. “Sofia here was right. A woman was picked up at the vineyard at two a.m. She matched the description of this Bambi woman, and she was wearing nothing but a Nirvana Cove sweatshirt. The fee was paid through Marcel Befort’s account. The driver took her to a club called Emoji and left her there.”
“That’s where she met Rick,” Sofia said. “It’s probably where she left her car.”
Stark smiled so widely Narek looked suspicious. “What is it?”
“The police put the time of death at around three a.m., and the video shows you arriving three full hours after Bambi’s departure. That means you were there at five—two full hours after Marcel died.”
Narek slumped back in his chair.
“Good job thinking of Uber, Sofia,” Stark said.
Brendan’s phone rang. He glanced down at it. “I’m very sorry, but I have to take this.”
He went back out into the hall.
“Is there anything else?” Sofia asked Stark.
“Keep up the good work. If you can find the real murderer, that would help, but you’ve given me enough to work with for now.” Stark stood and Sofia stood, too. They shook again.
“I appreciate your help,” said Narek. “Even if you guys caused the problem in the first place.”
“But the timeline and the video evidence might be the only thing proving your innocence,” Sofia said. “So maybe it was a good thing.”
Narek grunted, which was as close to a ‘thank you’ as she imagined she’d ever hear.
Brendan stuck his head through the door. “We need to go.”
He didn’t say another word until they were in his Crown Vic with the doors closed.
“They’ve brought Aidan in for questioning about the drone. I want to check on him. Can you hold down the fort?” Brendan asked.
“I’ll get an Uber to the office,” Sofia said. “I know how that works.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 35
She did know how Uber worked, but she didn’t really know how to hold down the fort. She checked the messages, returned a few routine calls, typed up some paperwork, but mostly she worried.
So, she did what she usually did when she was worried. But her neither Emily nor mother answered their phones, which might have been just as well because Sofia would have to explain that she wasn’t dating Aidan, they were on a case, and the Internet was wrong (again). And she’d have to do all that before she told them that Aidan was at the police station, and she was worried. Plus, she probably shouldn’t tell anyone about Aidan going in for questioning. That was the kind of news she was sure was bad for the agency.
So she read through all the case reports and didn’t turn up anything interesting, except for Aidan’s comment about Rick Pankhurst having something to hide. She’d already verified that his wife had died of natural causes, so he hadn’t been hiding a murder there. He’d been sleeping with Marcel Befort’s wife, but that didn’t really seem like much of a secret. What did that leave?
She walked over to Aidan’s computer. The office felt empty without Brendan and Aidan. Just her and the dying ficus tree. Maybe she ought to move the plant closer to the window. She told herself to focus, then pulled up the drone footage on Aidan’s computer. If Aidan really got in hot water for using his drone, the police might take that, too, and she wanted to study it before that happened.
The office phone rang, and she snatched it up. “Maloney Investigations!”
“He’s gone,” wailed a woman’s voice.
Sofia couldn’t place the voice. Wails, it turned out, sounded pretty similar. “I beg your pardon? Who’s gone?”
“My husband.” This was followed by a gigantic sniff.
It couldn’t be Annabelle. “Milena?”
“Of course!” Anger sharpened her tone, and Sofia recognized her.
Sofia sat down at Aidan’s desk. “Narek is gone?”
“That’s what I said. Let me speak to your boss. Maybe he’ll listen.”
Sofia drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “He’s currently unavailable. But we did see Narek this morning. He was at his lawyer’s, John Stark.”
“He has a lawyer?” Milena sounded as if she wouldn’t have been more surprised if Sofia had told her he’d been kidnapped by aliens.
“John Stark. Let me get you his number.” Stark would know what to do.
She gave Milena the number, and Milena hung up without saying good-bye. That was in character. She must have been feeling better.
Aidan’s screensaver blinked. He’d set it to display some kind of cryptographic stuff that reminded her of The Matrix. When she nudged his mouse, the screensaver vanished, and she saw his login screen.
Brendan insisted that all office computers use an office password and everyone be informed what it was. Aidan had argued against the policy, but Brendan won. Sofia logged in, trying to remember why she was sitting in Aidan’s chair to begin with. She’d had an idea, but Milena’s call had chased it away.
Rick Pankhurst and the drone footage. Aidan had carefully split the footage into five minute-long, carefully labelled segments. She opened the one marked rick_pankhurst_property_flyover and let it run. Rick Pankhurst’s land was completely different from the vineyards. Instead of being lush and organized, it was dry and chaotic. The border between the properties was as clear as if it had been fenced—green to brown. Unlike his neighbors, he wasn’t irrigating. That made sense, since he wasn’t growing anything.
Had he irrigated it back when he had horses? He must have had to create some kind of pasture for them to graze. According to the Internet, his wife had been dead about a year, which was plenty of time for all the grass to die back.
Something niggled at the back of her mind as the drone flew over the golden grass, passing a gnarled live oak, and skittered down a bare dirt path that looked like a game trail. The land was wild and open compared to the vineyards, and Sofia thought it was beautiful. But that wasn’t what was bothering her.
The water. Rick Pankhurst wasn’t using any water. His property looked like a natural park land. He definitely wasn’t irrigating; everything was too parched.
She got up and guiltily watered the ficus tree, then hauled it closer to the window. It was the least she could do for the poor plant—give it sunshine and water.
It all came back to water. The water company records said Pankhurst was using as much water as the Grigoryan’s and the Befort’s, but she sure didn’t see any evidence of that in the dried up plants around his house. Where was the water going?
She opened up a file marked rick_pankhurst_house_barn_flyover and studied the few shots Aidan had managed to get of the house and barn. The picture was blurry, because the drone was up so high, and she leaned so close to the screen her nose practically touched it.
Light flashed off the barn’s roof, and she paused the video to look at that image. Something was reflecting the light. She rewound and fast forwarded to find the best shot, then stared at it some more. Pankhurst’s barn roof wasn’t uniform. The north side, which faced the road, was gray and shingled. She wished she’d borrowed Aidan’s binoculars at the time and taken a closer look. But that wasn’t the interesting part anyway. The southern side of the roof, the one facing away from the road, had two kinds of surface—the gray shingles and the surface that had reflected back the light. That surface had straight lines about six inches apart running down it.
The picture reminded her of one of those science magazines she’d read as a kid, where she’d studied a giant tree with regular short branches sticking out of it and then discovered that it was a fly’s leg. There was more meaning to the picture, and she had to find it. And, like with the fly picture, once she saw it she knew she was right. The top half of the roof was covered in corrugated plastic sheets like a giant skylight.
Why would he need skylights in a barn? And what was he doing with the water? She bet both those questions had the same answer. The skylights were designed to let in maximum light, and the water was being directed to the barn, to grow something.
It was a light bulb moment. She was surprised Aidan hadn’t beaten her to it, but he’d been distracted. He’d be piqued when she told him. She suspected Pankhurst’s crop was way more lucrative than a riding stable.
Pot.
She didn’t have any proof, but it sure looked like Pankhurst might be growing marijuana in his barn. It wasn’t an uncommon crop in Malibu, and she knew a few people who had plants in their living room. She’d never considered growing it herself which, considering how she was slowly killing the office plants, seemed like a good idea. Plus, it was illegal to have even a single plant, and she bet Pankhurst was growing a lot more than that.
It was definitely a revelation, but even if she was right, so what? There was no sign that Marcel Befort had either known or cared about what his neighbor was doing. Even assuming Marcel knew that Rick was growing pot and stealing his water (which might or might not even be true), Marcel hadn’t raised a fuss about it. Narek had, and he hadn’t been killed.
But he had been arrested. Both of Pankhurst’s neighbors were out of the picture. Marcel permanently, and Narek wouldn’t be worrying about his water bill for a while either. And Pankhurst had also eliminated his romantic rival. Things were looking pretty good for Pankhurst.
It was a theory anyway, the kind of thing that made John Stark happy. She typed up her theory into a report, pasted in blurry photos from Aidan’s downloaded footage, emailed it to Brendan and Aidan, and printed out a copy. As she walked in to set it on Brendan’s desk, she was struck again by how lonely the office felt.
She called Brendan, hoping he’d pick up, but he didn’t. She left him a quick message detailing her suspicions about Pankhurst. Maybe he could use that information as leverage to help Aidan, and he should also be the one to pass it along to Stark.
In the meantime, she couldn’t sit around the office any more. She was going to get some lunch, and then she was going to find Bambi. She remembered she had one more lead to try.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 36
Sofia loved being pampered. She’d gotten out of the habit of it when she left acting, because it seemed fake, but she’d decided lately that there was nothing wrong with spoiling herself a little, especially in the interest of advancing a case.
The woman rubbing lavender-scented lotion into her hands smiled. “Doesn’t that smell wonderful?”
Sofia drew in a long breath and felt herself relaxing. “It sure does!”
“Lavender has been used as to promote relaxation for hundreds of years.” The woman, who’d introduced herself as Veda, must really love lavender, because her hair was exactly that shade of purple. It stuck out in crazy directions and made Sofia think of an anime character. “The old knowledge can get so buried these days, but it’s what we need to help us with our stressful lives.”
Sofia glanced around at the room—lavender walls with silver swirls, a giant bowl of healing amethyst crystals by the front desk, and pink pedicure chairs. It looked like the kind of girlie princess room she’d wanted when she was seven. Her mother had told her it was a phase and they weren’t remodeling the whole house. Turns out she was right, but Sofia still liked this room immensely. It smelled of lavender and chocolate.
“I know you say you don’t have time for a pedicure and foot massage,” said Veda. “So I’ll work on massaging your hands, taking care of your cuticles, and then we can choose your nail polish.”
Veda increased the pressure on the meaty part of Sofia’s thumb, and Sofia felt her whole arm relax. It was like witchcraft. She could see why Bambi came here.
She’d meant to ask questions, but decided to wait until after the massage. That wasn’t being selfish, that was called ‘building a rapport.’
Once Veda had relaxed her hands and arms and moved onto pushing up her cuticles, Sofia started talking. “A friend recommended this place. I can see why.”
Veda looked up and smiled. “A happy customer always wants to share.”
“You did amazing work on her nails.” Sofia decided to go at this from the side so as not to spook Veda. “She had a doe on her thumbnail, with a tree.”
“Bambi,” Veda supplied. “I did that doe. But she isn’t really a customer. She works here.”
That was a stroke of luck. “Really? Do you know when she’s due in next?”
“Why?” Veda stopped working on Sofia’s hands.
“I loaned her my sweatshirt at a party.” Sofia was glad she had this excuse.
“OMG!” Veda covered her mouth with her hand. “You’re the half pint detective!”
Like taking candy from a baby. She knew she should feel maybe feel guilty for using her fame, but she couldn’t really summon it up. “Exactly!”
“Bambi told me all about you! You guys were at this wild party up in the hills at a grape farm.”
Marcel would have turned over in his grave, if he’d been buried already, to hear his vineyard called a grape farm.
“Yup,” Sofia agreed. “A grape farm.”
Veda’s hair barely moved when she bobbed her head. “And she lost her clothes, and you were super nice and gave her your sweatshirt.”
“It was more of a loan,” Sofia said. She liked that sweatshirt.
“Loaned her,” Veda corrected herself. “She’ll be here in about a half hour, and then you can get it back.”
By the time Bambi arrived, Sofia’s nails were painted blue and she had a seagull on her thumb. Considering Fred’s attitude, she probably ought to have had it painted on her middle finger.
“Sofia!” Bambi squealed. “It is you!”
Sofia waved her blue nails at her. “Bambi!”
“I have to go!” Bambi turned and rushed out of the shop.
She’d said it like someone who was excited, not a criminal fleeing from the law. Even if she was, Veda had to have her contact information, including her last name. But maybe Sofia should follow her, so she didn’t have to tell Aidan how she’d let Bambi slip away again.
“Thanks, Veda!” Sofia dug around in her purse for cash.
“Careful!” Veda said. “That’s a work of art on your hand.”
“Sorry.” Sofia had forgotten how much the hand massage was, plus extra for the sea gull. She didn’t have enough cash, so she’d have to use a credit card, but by then Bambi would be long—
The bell by the door tinkled.
“I’m back,” called Bambi. “I have your sweatshirt. I haven’t had time to get it washed, but I was going to—”
“That’s OK.” Sofia took the sweatshirt. She was going to wash it again anyway. Who knew what parts of it had rubbed up against a naked Marcel?
Sofia wondered how much Bambi knew about the events up at the vineyard. She would start out vague. “Have you heard back from Marcel or Rick?”
Bambi laughed. “Of course not. I don’t expect to.”
“Why not?” Sofia worked to sound curious and not suspicious.
“I didn’t give Rick my real last name, because you never know with people you meet online, right?” Bambi studied her hand. “Do you think the doe is scratched?”
Sofia had never met up with anyone from an online source, and she wondered if Aidan was giving out his real last name. She’d have to ask him. “The doe looks great.”
Sofia watched Bambi study her nail for a count of five before she tried again.
“What about Marcel?” Sofia asked.
“I know I won’t see him again.” Bambi shook her head and laughed.
Sofia was sure glad she had training as an actress. Aidan would probably have jumped out of his skin at that statement. “Why not? You guys seemed to hit it off.”
“When you were there.” Bambi squinted her eyes half-closed as if remembering. Sofia had seen that look on her grandma often when she talked about the good old days, but Bambi had been up at Marcel’s good old grape farm yesterday. “In the end he was too pooped to party, if you know what I mean.”
Even if she hadn’t had Brandi translate their conversation, she’d know what that meant. “Well, his own little self went through some trauma.”
Bambi laughed. “I couldn’t believe it when the blond guy yanked on his rope like that.”
Veda looked between them. “What?”
Bambi filled her in, and Sofia waited for her to finish, admiring mini-Fred on her thumb. Veda really was an artist.
“Did you leave him like that?” Sofia asked. “All traumatized.”
“He called me an Uber and walked me out. But before he said good-bye his wife called and they go into an argument about how he had to go and water the horse. In the end, I got into the car and left.” Bambi unsquinted her eyes. “I think the doe needs a little touch up.”
Bambi was probably the last person to see him alive, besides his killer. Sofia wondered if she ought to tell her, but decided not to. She’d let Brendan know and see if Stark wanted to come down and interview her before the police did.
Sofia thanked Bambi and Veda, paid, and went back out to her car. The sun felt good against her face, and she leaned against her car with her eyes closed.
Something didn’t add up. But she couldn’t put her blue-tipped finger on it.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 37
Sofia’s phone buzzed. Maybe it was Jaxon and she could reschedule their date. It was too late to go riding today, but maybe tomorrow she could take a few hours off at lunch and they could ride up and get that ice cream sundae. Or maybe she was going to never manage to get together with the guy again.
The text was from Aidan: Meeting at Stark’s.
She texted back: You need me to bake a file into a cake?
He wasn’t in a good mood, because he responded with: Just get over here.
Before she could even get her car started, she got another text, this one from Brendan. Good job on the Pankhurst lead. If you can, please come to Stark’s office for a meeting.
That meant they weren’t together, as Brendan usually left the texting to Aidan.
She texted Brendan a quick On my way, and then got on her way.
She got here as quickly as she could, ran the gauntlet at Stark’s building, and ended up in his office.
“Sofia!” Stark rose from his desk to shake her hand. “Great job on the Pankhurst lead! When the time’s right, we’ll bring in the police on that.”
Sofia felt a twinge of guilt. Pankhurst hadn’t ever done her any harm, and here she’d turned him over to the cops. Of course, maybe he wasn’t growing pot in there. Maybe the skylights were for the horses.
Aidan and Brendan both nodded to her. They sat next to each other, but their body language indicated that they didn’t want to be there. They both had their arms folded and leaned away from each other with identical grim expressions. They looked so much alike that she had to hold in a smile.
“Thanks, Mr. Stark,” she said. “The agency is always happy to help.”
Aidan rolled his eyes. If they’d been alone, he would have called her an ass-kisser, but he wasn’t going to say anything in front of Brendan, especially when he was in the dog house about the drone. Making sure Brendan couldn’t see, she gave Aidan a saccharine smile and took the empty chair next to Brendan.
“Once we did the time analysis, the drone footage was more exculpatory than indicative of guilt, but we’re not out of the woods yet.” Stark lifted a stack of papers from his desk. Sofia recognized the report she’d written that morning. “Did you uncover anything new?”
She told him about her meeting with Bambi and the timeline she’d proposed.
Brendan looked impressed she’d found Bambi when the police hadn’t.
“Good work,” said Stark. “I think the next step—”
His office door crashed open and Narek burst into the room. A wine-scented cloud rolled in with him. He stumbled forward a step. He’d clearly been dipping too heavily into his inventory.
“You.” He pointed at Sofia. “Milena.”
Sofia sprang to her feet because she didn’t want to face him sitting down. She ran over her last conversation with Milena. Nothing jumped out at her. Why was he mad at her?
Narek turned toward Stark and face planted on the desk. Stark slid his chair back a couple of inches and looked at the back of Narek’s head. He didn’t even seem surprised that he had a client draped over his desk. Maybe it happened all the time.
Narek pushed himself up onto his elbows.
“Lawyer!” he shouted.
Clearly this was ‘shout a random noun’ day. Sofia chained the words together: You. Milena. Lawyer. Then it clicked.
“I told Milena that you have a lawyer?” she guessed.
Brendan had already hauled Narek to his feet, surprisingly gently, considering.
“You did.” Narek’s sour wine-breath made her gag. “She says I’m a killer. Hates me.”
Milena hadn’t been too fond of him before Marcel was murdered, but she didn’t think this was the best time to say that. Sofia thought of apologizing, but she hadn’t done anything wrong.
“I’m sure she doesn’t hate you,” Sofia said soothingly although, frankly, she didn’t like him very much right this minute herself either.
A set of car keys tumbled out of his pocket onto the floor.
“Did you drive here?” Sofia asked.
“Of course!” he said, indignantly. “Didn’t you?”
Aidan scooped up the keys, Brendan poured Narek into his chair, and Stark’s regal secretary arrived with the coffee tray. It had a giant pot, one cup, a large bottle of water, and a plate of toast. Brendan handed Narek the water bottle and Narek set it back on the tray, knocking the coffee all over Stark’s desk. The smell of coffee warred with the sour smell of wine, and lost.
Stark didn’t bat an eye. He moved papers out of the way of the coffee and swept the extra liquid into his wastepaper basket with a stained file folder.
“Sorry.” Narek looked genuinely surprised. He looked over at Sofia. “My wife hates me.”
They’d been over that before.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Sofia said. That was the closest to an apology he was going to get from her.
“Your case is looking stronger every day,” said Stark.
Narek slumped down in the chair.
Sofia walked behind him to stand next to Brendan and Aidan. She didn’t want to be between Narek and the window. Better to have a straight line to the door, even if Stark’s secretary had closed it, probably to keep the party from affecting the rest of the office.
The secretary walked back in with a new wastebasket, as if she’d known Stark would have filled his with coffee and sodden paper, even though she hadn’t even been in the room when that happened. She’d obviously been through this kind of activity before.
She pulled roll of paper towels out of her wastebasket and started mopping up the coffee with quick, graceful movements. Next, she took out a lemon-scented spray bottle and sprayed the desk. In less than ten seconds, she was gone, taking the coffee-logged wastebasket with her and leaving the clean one in its place. She also took the coffee tray. It was as if the spill had never happened. Sofia wanted her to come over the next time Violet and Van visited.
“As I was saying,” said Stark, “you’ve nothing to worry about. Things are looking up.”
As if taking those words literally, Narek looked up. Sofia followed his gaze. Nothing up there but a regular old ceiling and the power of suggestion.
Brendan’s phone buzzed. He read the message, smiled, and handed his phone to Stark.
“What’s it say?” asked Narek.
“It says that the medical examiner’s report is in, and that Mr. Befort’s head injuries were caused by a horse’s hoof.” Stark smiled, too. “You’re in the clear, Narek.”
Narek lurched to his feet, did two steps of a happy dance, then threw up in the clean wastebasket.
“Well,” said Aidan. “That’s one way to celebrate.”
The phone buzzed again, and Brendan read this text aloud. “You’re in the clear about the drone usage, too, son.”
Good news all around. Sofia opened the office door.
“I told you it would be hard to pin on me,” said Aidan. “It was an accident. Not a big deal.”
“It was a big deal.” Brendan quiet voice was scarier than most people’s yells.
For a long second, no one spoke. Sofia clenched her jaw and tried to ignore the smell of vomit. If she didn’t get out of here soon, she was going to have to use the wastebasket herself.
“Sofia,” said Brendan. “You did some solid work on this case. Take the rest of the day off.”
“Thanks, Brendan.”
“And me?” Aidan asked.
“You’ll need to drive Mr. Grigoryan home,” said Brendan. “Use your own car.”
He turned on his heel and left the room. Stark walked next to him, talking in a low voice.
Sofia looked between the vomit-spattered Narek and Aidan. She ought to help him.
“I gotta go,” she said. “I have an appointment.”
“Can I borrow your car?” Aidan asked. “The Lemon Drop is sensitive.”
“I bet.” Sofia grabbed onto her keys and backed out of the office. She wasn’t letting Narek near her car. She hot footed it down the hall, making a mental note to never make Brendan mad.
She got to the elevator before Aidan had even stood Narek up. Come on! she told the elevator. I don’t want to ride with them. Narek might not be done puking.
And she didn’t have to. She was inside the elevator and the doors were closing before Aidan was halfway down the hall. Perfect timing.
“Hold the elevator!” Aidan called.
“Too late,” she answered as the doors slid all the way closed.
Crisis averted, she texted Jaxon asking him out on a date. He texted right back, not waiting for ten minutes like Aidan said he should. I have a show tonight. Ride tomorrow? 11?
She could wait that long. Ice cream sundae at the end? Count me in.
She was walking out to her car, feeling pretty good, when her phone rang again. It was her ex-agent, Jeffrey. He’d probably ruin her mood, but it was best to get whatever he wanted over with. He was a terrible pest if she ignored him.
“Sofia,” she said. “But I only have a minute.”
“Why?” he asked. “What are you doing?”
Good question. Heading home to feed Fred, maybe take her mother out to dinner and explain that the Internet was wrong and she wasn’t dating Aidan. Nothing too urgent.
“Stuff,” she said. “The clock’s ticking.”
“Your friend Annabelle Befort called. Are you using me to screen your calls from her? Because I can totally do that if you give me the heads up.”
“I’m not using you for that.” But she didn’t want to give Annabelle her phone number, and she wasn’t sure why, so, technically, she was using him for that.
“She wanted to invite you to her husband’s wake, which is kind of grim. It’s a week from tomorrow.”
She didn’t want to go. She’d barely known Marcel, and she hadn’t liked what he’d seen. They could probably fill up the wake with women he’d slept with. She didn’t particularly like Annabelle either, and she wasn’t sure why she was being invited. But she’d been on this train from the beginning. She might as well ride it out to the bitter end.
“Text me the details,” she said.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 38
So it was that a week and a day later Sofia was driving up the windy road to the vineyard, hopefully for the last time. As much as she enjoyed the drive, she wasn’t looking forward to what she would find at its end.
“We’ll only stay a little while,” she said. “Express our condolences and move on.”
“Take as long as you need.” That was Jaxon. They’d gone out a couple of times in the intervening week, and when he’d said he wanted to meet the killer horse, she’d brought him along. He looked good in a dark suit and open-necked black shirt, his hair brushing his shoulders. “We don’t have to go at all if you don’t want to.”
He was so reasonable and easy-going. She thought of him as the anti-Aidan. “I want to wrap things up.”
“I thought the case was wrapped up.” He leaned back in his seat and stretched. It was distracting, and she reduced the speed of the car a little to take in that sight.
“Umm...the case. Yes. It is.” She pulled it together. “Narek is no longer under suspicion, so we don’t have to worry about that part of it, but it still feels wrong to me.”
“Wrong how?” He turned those sexy hazel eyes on her and she regretted, again, the decision they’d made to take this slow. She seriously considered jumping him right there in the car.
“Would a horse really rear up like that and kill someone? I thought horses were fairly mellow,” she said.
Jaxon laughed. He had a great laugh—deep and infectious. “Some are mellow, some are high-strung. Just like people. It’s rare for a horse to kill someone like that, especially in a wide open area, but it could happen. Horses spook. Maybe she saw something that scared her.”
“Like what?” Sofia asked.
“Hard to say. Could have been something totally innocuous, like an empty plastic bag blowing by. Or a deer. Or a coyote. Do you guys have coyotes around here?”
“We do. A couple of cats and small dogs have disappeared at Nirvana Cove, and Tex said coyotes are probably responsible. She sees them sometimes when she’s running in the early morning.”
“A coyote could panic a horse. She might have seen it, smelled it, even heard it. That’ll set a horse right off.” Jaxon braced as they went into a curve. He never complained that she was driving too fast. It was another thing that made him an anti-Aidan.
“Maybe when you see the horse, you’ll be able to tell something. You’re a horse whisperer, right?” Sofia felt dumb the second the words left her mouth.
Jaxon chucked. “I’m not a horse mind reader. It doesn’t work like that. I can read body language, sure, but a lot of what I do with horses is about time and training.”
“Like whistling to make a horse pee?” She was glad Aidan wasn’t here to make a crack in front of Jaxon.
“Like that, for instance. Horses are very sensitive to sounds and touch. If you treat them right, they’ll do most anything they can for you.”
“But Annabelle’s horse doesn’t pee when you whistle. She comes like a dog,” Sofia said.
“Same stimulus, different response,” Jaxon said.
“I think Annabelle can only get one response, because she once told me that she can only whistle the one note.” Sofia remembered when Annabelle had taught it to her.
“Then I guess she needs to learn another whistle to teach the horse another trick,” Jason said.
“You know how to whistle, don’t you, Steve? You just put your lips together and blow.” It was Sofia’s best Lauren Bacall impersonation.
“To Have and Have Not!” Jaxon said immediately.
It was a game they’d invented where one of them would do an impersonation from a movie, and the other one would guess the movie. Jaxon had seen a lot of old movies up there on his ranch, but not a lot of recent stuff. She liked that, too.
“Got it in one,” she said.
She slowed as they went through the gates and up to the vineyard. The parking lot was full, and she had to park the Tesla off to the side in the dirt. She eased it in as slowly as she could. The car had a low center of gravity, and she didn’t want to damage the bottom.
Jaxon gaped. “These folks have money.”
“Or they look like they do,” Sofia said. “Southern California’s like that. Lots of people seem rich, but they’re really in debt up to their eyeballs. From what Aidan told me when we were researching, the vineyard’s actually doing pretty badly. She might even have to sell it.”
Jaxon opened his door, then came around to open hers. It was old-fashioned and gentlemanly, and she loved it.
“What’ll happen to the horse if she has to sell this place?” he asked.
“She’ll probably have to board her somewhere. Or sell her, too.” That thought made her feel bad for Annabelle. She loved that horse.
Jaxon offered her his arm and she climbed out. The ground was uneven, and she was glad for the support. She’d worn her black Jimmy Choos—shoes she could easily afford when she was acting, but ones she couldn’t so easily replace now. She’d wanted to look nice for the wake, but maybe the shoes had been a bad idea.
She recognized a few people by sight—the man who’d been wearing the purple suit at the key party; a few of the women from the party, all dressed in black; the lead singer from the French heavy metal band—but she didn’t know any names.
She didn’t see Annabelle.
“Let’s go to the stable first,” she said. “Before we get waylaid.”
Jaxon had seen her get waylaid by fans before, although it didn’t seem to bug him like it did Aidan. “OK.”
She led the way to the stable, not letting go of his arm.
“That’s the outside trough,” she said quietly as they passed it. “Where Marcel died.”
Jaxon looked at the metal rectangle and dusty ground with interest, but there wasn’t really anything to see there.
“Hey, Sofia!” called a familiar voice.
Bambi?
Bambi tottered over to meet them. While Sofia had tried to dress demurely, Bambi had clearly aimed for the opposite. A leopard-print dress clung to every curve. Her heels were so high they looked like stilts.
“Hello, cowboy!” said Bambi to Jaxon.
How did she know he was a cowboy? He wasn’t wearing a cowboy hat or anything. Sofia’s stomach clenched. Bambi had probably seen him online on some gossip site that called him her sexy stallion or cowboy crush.
“Howdy, ma’am.” Jaxon tipped an imaginary hat at her.
“Jaxon, this is Bambi.” Sofia wasn’t sure what else to say. “She knew Marcel, too. She works at Nails and Whimsy. Where I got the seagull on my thumb.”
The seagull was a little chipped, but she hadn’t had the heart to remove it.
“I sure do!” Bambi leaned forward, giving Jaxon a good view of her ample cleavage.
“We’re heading over to the stables.” Sofia started walking. “We’ll see you in the house in a minute.”
“The stable sounds like fun,” Bambi said. “I’ll tag along.”
She took Jaxon’s other arm and pressed up against him. Jaxon didn’t seem to mind. That easy-going personality was starting to annoy Sofia.
While she didn’t say anything, she increased her pace so Bambi had to work to keep up in those shoes. If it was too fast for her, she could always drop off and head back to the wake.
No such luck.
But she needn’t have worried. As soon as Jaxon got into the stable, he ignored both of the human women and focused all his attention on the mare.
“Aren’t you beautiful?” he said to her, and Percy reached her head toward the sound of his voice.
“Annabelle said that Percy doesn’t like men,” Sofia said.
“We’re not all bad,” Jaxon crooned and stroked Percy’s nose. “She’s a fine horse, Sofia. Top breeeding. And look how well she’s been taken care of. A pretty girl like her could start in our show tomorrow.”
Sofia let him bond with the horse. Maybe he’d be able to see into her memory and figure out what happened on the night Marcel died. OK, not likely.
“Is the sweatshirt OK?” Bambi asked. “I might have spilled some wine on it.”
Might? It had taken three trips through the washing machine to get the stain out. “It all came out in the wash.”
“Check out the stallfount!” Jaxon said. “I wouldn’t mind having one of these for my stable in Colorado.”
Sofia remembered Annabelle’s conversation with Pankhurst on the night Marcel died. She’d used that word. “What’s a stallfount?”
“It’s a self-waterer.” Percy nuzzled Jaxon’s shoulder, and he kissed her on the nose. The horse was getting more action than Sofia. “Makes sure she always has clean, fresh water. This one’s top of the line, even heats the water. You probably don’t need that so much here, but up where I live this thing would save a lot of time.”
Sofia looked out through the open stable door at the trough where Marcel had died.
“Why would Marcel need to take her outside to water her if she had water right there?” Sofia was thinking aloud.
But Bambi seemed to take her words personally. “That’s what he said!”
“I know.” Sofia didn’t doubt her. She’d heard the information from Bambi and via Aidan’s bug. She knew what Marcel had said.
“Maybe she liked the taste of the water in the other trough better. Horses can be very picky about the water.” Jaxon stroked Percy’s face with the back of his hand. He always looked sexier with horses. “I put some apple juice in with my horses’ water for about a week before we travel, so they get used to the taste. That way I can juice up the water everywhere we go and they’ll drink it.”
“She likes this man more than the last,” said Annabelle from the doorway. “Perhaps she is wise?”
Sofia wasn’t sure how to react. “She seems much better than the last time I saw her.”
Annabelle stepped into the barn, and Percy whickered. “She needed time to recover, time and good care. Thank you for bringing her back to me.”
“Of course,” Sofia said.
Rick came in, too, and Sofia nodded to him.
“Back from where?” asked Bambi. “Was she stolen?”
“She was lost,” Annabelle slipped an arm around Rick’s waist, and smiled up at him. “And then she was found.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 39
A nnabelle sure wasn’t putting a lot of effort into playing the grieving widow, even if she looked the part in a slim black dress and a hat with a short veil followed the same angle as her asymmetric bangs.
Rick shifted his feet, as if he knew how inappropriate that comment was at her husband’s funeral. “Thank you all for coming to Mr. Befort’s wake. There’s food inside.”
Sofia took the hint and started toward the stable door. Jaxon kissed the horse one more time and followed. Annabelle waited for them.
“She’s a gorgeous animal,” Jaxon said to Annabelle. “She must have an amazing bloodline. Egyptian?”
Annabelle’s face lit up. “Exactly! Her sire traces his lineage back to Egypt. So few people can see that.”
“I work with horses,” Jaxon said, rather modestly. “And I know a prize mare when I see one. She has a great temperament, I’m guessing.”
“She is a lamb!” Annabelle said. “So gentle.”
Rick pulled away from Annabelle and started walking back to the house at a pretty good clip. Bambi wobbled along behind. Apparently even Bambi wasn’t going to hit on him at the wake right in front of Annabelle. Or maybe she would when she caught up to him.
Sofia trailed along behind Bambi until Annabelle reached out and took her arm.
“This one is delightful!” Annabelle said.
Like Sofia had to start numbering her men.
“This one?” Jaxon mouthed to her.
“He is, indeed!” Sofia answered, being chipper. She’d explain about Aidan and the case and the key party later.
“I can see that the two of you might be interested in a vineyard and a stable.” Annabelle smiled. “It is most rewarding to own one, do you not agree?”
Sofia’s heart sank. Just like Marcel had said on their very first meeting, Annabelle really did think Sofia was a celebrity investor. Aidan had said their business was in trouble, and an outside investor was what they needed. Annabelle’s peculiar attitude toward Sofia suddenly became clear. That’s why she’d invited her to the key party, acted like her friend when she sent her off to find Percy, and invited her to the wake. Annabelle wanted Sofia to invest in the winery.
That wasn’t going to happen, even if Sofia’d had the money, which she didn’t.
Jaxon didn’t seem to get the memo though.
“We love riding,” he said. “And we love wine. You have an amazing set up here for both.”
Sofia wanted to tell him not to get Annabelle’s hopes up, but of course he had no idea what this was about. He was just being polite.
“Indeed?” said Annabelle. “It is exactly that kind of outside innovation that we would welcome here.”
“We’re more into recreational wine and riding,” Sofia said.
“I have a ranch,” Jaxon pointed out. “So it’s not entirely recreational.”
“A ranch! Tell me all about it.” Annabelle squeezed his arm.
Sofia tuned out Annabelle’s sales pitch. Her husband’s wake probably wasn’t the right time to tell Annabelle that she didn’t have an investor lined up after all. At least theoretically, she had a lot of grief and trouble on her plate right now.
Rick got them settled in the kitchen with wine, bread, and amazing cheese. He was solicitous to Sofia, making sure she paired every cheese with exactly the right kind of wine, and kind to Jaxon as well. Unlike Marcel, he was the perfect host. She could see why Annabelle had picked him over her contemptuous husband. She even started to feel guilty that she’d sicced the cops on Rick. He seemed so darn nice.
Sofia glanced around the room. Everything was Annabelle’s now—giant kitchen, luxurious living room, and a dining room table big enough to use as a raft. If Aidan was right, Annabelle probably wouldn’t be hanging onto it much longer.
A gray Mercedes pulled up in the parking lot out front. Sofia recognized Narek and Milena inside. She hadn’t expected them to be here, and certainly not together, but they were neighbors and had once been friends, so it made sense.
“Excuse me,” Rick said. “I should go move my truck so the Grigoryans have someplace to park. Maybe make some peace.”
Annabelle smiled at him indulgently. “Such a tender heart.”
Rick pulled his keys out of his pocket and walked toward the door. Light flashed off the whistle on his key chain. Sofia sat up straight and watched him twirl his keys.
“What do you and Jaxon think of the wines?” Annabelle asked. “Are they not exquisite?”
Jaxon looked at Sofia helplessly. He was clearly not a wine man.
“They’re amazing!” lied Sofia. “I love how each wine complements the flavor of the cheeses. How do you know how to do the pairings?”
“It is in art,” Annabelle launched into a long explanation of wine and cheese. Jaxon nodded politely, but Sofia could see it didn’t make any more sense to him than it did to her.
Milena and Narek waited in the hall. Milena looked uncertainly at Annabelle.
“You must excuse me. I must greet our lovely neighbors. They have been through so much.” Annabelle stood gracefully. “They are potential investors too, and it would not do to alienate them.”
Jaxon ate another cheese cracker and mouthed the word, “Investor.”
“I’ll explain later,” Sofia said quietly. “But basically it’s all just a big misunderstanding.”
Annabelle reached Milena, took her in her arms, and kissed both cheeks. She repeated the gesture with Narek. “Welcome again to my home.”
Milena’s eyes were red from crying, but she smiled at Annabelle’s words.
“They look like old friends,” said Jaxon.
“The thing is,” said Sofia, “they’re not.”
Rick appeared behind them, stuffing his keys into his jacket pocket.
Another whistle. Another trick. It was always about the keys.
“I have to call Brendan,” Sofia said. “Wait here.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 40
Sofia was too jumpy to eat another piece of cheese. Holding a half-full wineglass in one nervous hand, she circled the kitchen and then living room. What was taking Brendan and Aidan so long? She’d told Aidan to bring his camera. Maybe they were arguing about that.
“Why are you so on edge?” Jaxon asked. “What’s going on?”
Across the room, Annabelle laughed at something Narek had said. It sounded fake, but Narek seemed to buy it. Annabelle had her hand on his elbow and leaned in close to him. Narek dropped his hand to the small of her back. Milena was nowhere to be seen, and Rick was in the kitchen settling a new round of guests.
“I know how he died,” she told Jaxon.
“I thought the horse kicked him in the head,” Jaxon said.
“She did,” Sofia said. “But I know why.”
Jaxon cocked an eyebrow and waited, but before she could explain, the music kicked up a notch. A quiet French jazz had been playing in the background, but someone had switched that playlist to French heavy metal. It sounded like the band that had played on the night of Marcel’s death.
Annabelle turned toward the music. Red lipstick glowed against her suddenly pale face, and her wide eyes glittered.
Bambi had climbed onto the dining room table. She’d taken off her shoes and her leopard-print dress. She wore only a leopard-print bra and a tiny black thong. She hurled her arms up and down in time to the music and wove around on the table, looking as if she would fall off at any second. Apparently she was a nudist when she was drunk.
Rick headed toward the Bambi.
“I’d better help,” Jaxon said.
Bambi saw them coming and ran from one end of the table to the other. Probably afraid of hurting her, neither man tried to pull her down. The guests gathered around the table as if it were a stage.
Sofia found the stereo. Bambi had plugged her iPhone into it, and Sofia unplugged it. The music stopped. Sofia stuffed Bambi’s phone into her back pocket.
“Hey!” shouted Bambi. “Put that back on!”
Sofia grabbed a knitted blanket off the couch and jogged over toward Bambi.
“I was listening to that!” Bambi said.
“It’ll be like roping a calf,” Sofia told Jaxon. “I’ll wrap her and send her over to you. You catch her and bundle her onto the couch.”
Jaxon nodded.
Sofia kicked off her Jimmy Choos and jumped onto the table. “Party time’s over.”
“You grieve in your way, I’ll grieve in mine.” Bambi stumbled toward the other end of the table.
That was the trouble with giant furniture. Too much room to maneuver.
“Do you want to come with me?” Sofia said. “We can get you an Uber, and you’ll be home soon.”
“I’m not done,” Bambi said. “I need to finish that song.”
Sofia advanced, holding the blanket in front of her like a bullfighter.
“Are these your shoes?” Jaxon asked. “I think they have wine on them.”
Bambi turned to him, an expression of horror on her face.
Sofia charged, wrapped the blanket around her, and hooked Bambi’s legs out from under her. Jaxon and Rick caught her as she feel and carted her off to the sofa.
The people gathered around the table started clapping. Sofia hoped none of them had filmed that altercation. Although, as videos on the Internet about her went, that one wasn’t so bad.
Trying to ignore the clapping, she climbed off the table and put back on her shoes. The clapping quickly died away until only one set of hands was still going. The sound was coming from the front door.
Aidan was here. And clapping.
Sofia sketched him a quick wave and hurried over to the sofa. Bambi sobbed, and Jaxon patted her back.
“There, there,” he said. “It’ll be all right.”
A woman with lavender hair plopped down next to Bambi. Veda from the nail salon. Sofia hadn’t seen her at the party before.
“You came,” Bambi said.
“Of course I did, sweetie.” Veda tucked the blanket around Bambi and took her hand. She started massaging it.
Jaxon looked up at Sofia.
“We have work to do,” Sofia said, “in the stable.”
But as she walked toward the front door, she saw Annabelle.
Annabelle leaned against Rick and cried. Maybe Bambi’s grief had finally touched off her own. She sobbed as if she’d never stop.
“Nice job with the deer,” Aidan said.
“Are we ready?” Brendan asked.
Sofia looked over at the weeping woman.
“Maybe it’s not the right time,” she said. “Maybe we should do this tomorrow.”
“We’re here now,” Brendan said. “A lot could change by tomorrow.”
Sofia gestured toward Annabelle. “But...”
Aidan scowled. “You can’t chicken out now.”
“Chicken out on what?” Jaxon asked.
“Meet me in the barn,” Sofia said. “And go quietly. Maybe she won’t notice.”
Sofia hated what she was about to do, but it was part of the job.
She walked over to Rick and Annabelle.
“Can I get you anything?” she asked, putting a hand on Rick’s back.
Annabelle pulled herself together. “No.”
Sofia returned to the front door, where Jaxon was waiting for her, having apparently completely ignored her instructions to meet her in the barn.
“What did you take out of Rick’s pocket?” Jaxon whispered.
“I’ll tell you in the barn,” she said.
She walked across the yard as quickly as she could. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she felt terrible. What if she was wrong?
Aidan and Brendan were already in the stable, staying well away from Percy, as if they expected her to rear up and kill them at any second. Jaxon went right to the horse and handed her an apple slice he must have taken from the fruit tray.
“Do you have your camera?” Sofia asked Aidan. “If not, we can use my phone, but it won’t be that good in this light.”
Aidan held up his GoPro, and Brendan scowled.
“Filming a horse isn’t illegal,” Aidan said.
“It’s a gray area,” Brendan answered. “Once you start, where exactly do you stop?”
Clearly this argument had been going on for a while.
“Train the camera on the horse, but make sure I’m in the shot, too,” Sofia said.
She positioned herself between Aidan and Percy. “Can you see us both?”
“You sure are a camera hound,” Aidan said.
“Jaxon,” Sofia said. “Please step away from the horse.”
“Why?” Jaxon asked.
“Yes,” said Annabelle from the doorway. “Why?”
She walked across the stable to Percy and started stroking the horse’s ears. Rick followed, as if not sure what to do.
“Jaxon,” Sofia said. “I need you to stand behind me.”
Jaxon obediently followed her instruction, but his expression said he didn’t like being kept in the dark.
Sofia really hated this. But, if she was wrong, she’d know in a minute, and they could all go home. Annabelle would probably never speak to her again, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.
She pulled Rick’s keys out of her pocket and held the whistle up for the camera. Aidan filmed it. Sofia pointed at Percy and Annabelle, and Aidan kept the camera on them.
“What are you doing with my keys?” asked Rick.
Annabelle finally looked at her. Her eyes widened when she saw the keys in Sofia’s hand.
It was now or never. Sofia brought the keys to her lips and blew. The whistle let out a surprisingly deep tone.
Annabelle hurled herself into Rick just in time to escape Percy’s crashing hooves. The horse reared and reared.
Annabelle sprinted over to Sofia, grabbed the keys out of her hand, and tossed them into the stall. Percy crushed them with her foot.
Annabelle crooned to the horse, and she settled down.
“That was an antique!” Rick said. “One of a kind. My father—”
“It’s not just about the whistle,” Sofia interrupted him.
Brendan turned to Annabelle. “Would you like to explain what just happened?”
Aidan kept filming.
Annabelle avoided the question, singing quietly to Percy in French.
“That’s how Marcel died.” Sofia projected her voice so that Annabelle couldn’t ignore it. “Annabelle trained the horse with whistles. It comes when she whistles, and it rears up when it hears the whistle on Rick’s key ring. Or at least it used to.”
Percy had quieted now. Annabelle stroked the horse’s long neck.
“Marcel always put his phone on speaker when he talked. Even Bambi noticed.” Sofia was on a roll now. “When Annabelle called him the second time on the night he died, she ordered him to bring the horse out to the trough, because there are surveillance cameras in the stable.”
She pointed at them, and Aidan moved the camera to follow her finger. She quickly pointed back toward Annabelle.
“The horse trough is a blind spot for the cameras. I was pretty sure before, but I checked again when I got to the party tonight. Once Marcel was in position, Annabelle blew her whistle and let Percy do what she was trained for.”
Rick put a hand against the wall to steady himself.
“Is this true?” he asked. “Annabelle, is it true?”
“Of course not,” she said. “It is just the fantasies of a washed-up actress.”
Annabelle reached out for Rick, but he stepped away from her.
“Am I sorry that he is dead?” Annabelle put her hands on her hips and her eyes flashed. “I am not. He had run this vineyard into the ground with his expensive parties and imported foods so illegal that we could not even sell them.”
Rick stared at her.
“He said I would have to sell Percy,” she said. “My baby.”
Sofia thought they had everything they needed. This couldn’t have gone better if she’d written the script.
“But I didn’t train the horse to kill him. That is preposterous. It was an accident.” Annabelle turned from Rick to Sofia. “If she reared when you blew the whistle, it’s only because the sound hurt her ears, and you are a brute.”
Sofia looked over at Brendan. He shook his head.
“I must ask you to leave my house, and never to return,” said Annabelle. “Anything further you wish to say, you must say to my lawyer.”
Rick scooped his mangled whistle keys off the floor.
Brendan took Sofia’s arm and pulled her toward the door. Aidan stopped filming.
“But,” Sofia didn’t move. “You saw it.”
“I did.” Brendan put a hand on Sofia’s lower back and guided her out of the stable into the cold night air.
“We can’t just leave,” she said. “The horse. The whistle. A man is dead.”
She knew she sounded incoherent, but she couldn’t believe how things were turning out.
“I’ll ride with Sofia.” Brendan stopped by the horse trough.
Sofia looked around for cameras. There weren’t any. “It’s a blind spot here. Just like I said.”
“Aidan, you take Mr. Ford home,” Brendan said. “I’ll drive Sofia.”
“We’re leaving?” Sofi asked. “Just like that?”
“Yeah,” said Jaxon. “That was pretty damning.”
“Thank you,” said Sofia.
“Life isn’t like it is on TV,” Aidan said.
“On TV that totally would have nailed her,” Jaxon said. “She trained the horse, and then she used the mare like a weapon.”
Sofia smiled at him. “Exactly.”
“It’s not about that,” said Aidan. “It’s about what you can prove.”
“But that was proof,” Sofia said. “You have it on tape.”
“We do,” Brendan said. “And I’ll turn the tape over to some guys I know in Homicide. They’re determined, and they’ll do their best.”
“That doesn’t sound encouraging,” Sofia said. “We know she killed him.”
Brendan said, “We might strongly suspect that—”
“Might?” Sofia couldn’t believe this.
“Might,” Brendan said firmly. “But people can only be convicted based on proof, and we don’t have any.”
“But...” She didn’t even know where to begin.
“This is part of being a detective,” Brendan said gently. “Even when you think you know something, you can’t always prove it. Every case doesn’t wrap up with a neat little bow.”
Aidan patted her shoulder. “You get used to it.”
“I don’t want to get used to it,” she snapped.
Brendan sighed. “Nobody does.”



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 41
Sofia hadn’t been that interested in her job for the past few days. She went in, did what she needed to, and came home. Annabelle wasn’t under arrest. The police had brought her in once for questioning, but she’d lawyered up immediately and they hadn’t gotten a thing out of her.
Sofia closed up her trailer and went for a walk on the beach. Moonlight shone against the water, and waves crashed against the shore. Usually, that was just the kind of thing that calmed her down, but lately it hadn’t been working.
She stared out across the empty water. Surfers wouldn’t start showing up until sunrise. Maybe Jaxon would be one of them. Maybe he’d show up to surf one last time. The Riders of Randorin show was over in Los Angeles. They were going to move to the Bay Area for a week. After that Jaxon’s friend would be well enough to take back over his part, and Jaxon would head back to his ranch.
Then her summer romance would be over and Annabelle would still be free.
Sofia walked further up the beach. The wind cut through her thin jacket, and she shivered. She ought to go back home soon.
She closed her eyes and listened to the waves. Underneath the sound of water crashing against rocks she heard something else. Hoofbeats.
Her eyes jerked open, and she looked up the beach. A horse and rider galloped toward her.
Sofia sprinted toward the rocks at the end of the beach, but the horse easily caught up to her, and she stopped running.
“Hello, littlest detective,” said Annabelle.
“That’s half pint detective,” Sofia corrected.
Annabelle’s red lips slashed into a smile, and she nudged Percy with her knees. The horse circled Sofia. Its shiny hooves glinted in the moonlight.
“You thought you have caught me,” Annabelle said. “You thought you can brought me down.”
Sofia tried to move closer to the rocks, but the horse was in the way. Thinking of Marcel’s shattered skull, she kept her distance. “Nobody cares what I think.”
“I thought this, too,” said Annabelle. “But it is not so.”
“No?” Sofia stole a quick glance around the beach. It was deserted. No one was going to call for help.
“Rick. He cares. He doubts me since that night.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” What if she headed into the water? No. Horses could swim. She didn’t want to be trampled in the shallows or drowned further out.
Annabelle’s hair and Percy’s mane lifted up in a gust of wind. They looked like one creature.
“The police came for him, did you know this?” Annabelle asked.
“What for?” Sofia wasn’t giving anything away.
“What do you think?” Annabelle reduced the size of the circle, and the horse crowded closer.
It really might trample her and leave her body to wash out to see. When they eventually found her body, they’d have identify it from the newly-repainted seagull on her thumb. Sofia slipped her hand into her pocket and speed-dialed her phone.
“Do the police think that Rick was involved in Marcel’s murder?” Sofia said loudly, hoping that Aidan would record the call and then call in the cavalry. In fact, that was their code word. “Like he was part of the cavalry?”
“Rick could never kill anyone.”
Sofia was starting to get dizzy. She kept turning around to keep eye contact with Annabelle.
“But they have taken him away.” Annabelle stroked Percy’s long neck. “They came a few hours ago, with vans and lights and sirens.”
It sounded like they had finally moved on her pot-growing tip. That must have been what set Annabelle off.
“This is tragic, of course,” said Annabelle. “I took Percy and I left for a while, for things to calm down, for them to let Rick go.”
“Of course,” Sofia agreed loudly. She didn’t think anyone was going to let Rick go any time soon.
“But he called me, did you know this?”
“How could I know?” Sofia asked.
“He said that he would tell that that on the night Marcel died I went out on the balcony at the hotel, that I made a call, and that I took his whistle with me.”
That was good evidence. Maybe it would be enough to catch her.
“That has nothing to do with me,” Sofia said.
“It was not your snoopings that turned my lover against me?” Annabelle and the horse were closer now. A wave of horse scent surrounded her.
“If you weren’t involved in Marcel’s death, you don’t have anything to worry about.” Sofia knew that she should try to trick Annabelle into confessing, but right now she just wanted to calm her down so that she didn’t have another crime to confess to.
“But I do worry,” Annabelle raised her voice to be heard over the waves. They were close to the water now, and the tail end of a wave soaked Sofia’s sneakers. “I am a woman alone now, and so I must worry about many things.”
“I’m a woman alone,” Sofia said. “And I’m doing OK.”
“Are you?” Annabelle looked down at her.
“Not right this second,” Sofia answered. “But usually.”
“There is not more usually for you,” Annabelle said. “You were supposed to help me to save the vineyard once Marcel was gone.”
She was mad at Sofia for not investing? Wow. “Maybe I can help out now.”
“You do not mean this,” Annabelle said. “Just as I didn’t mean it when I told Rick that I knew nothing of how Marcel died, that it was a terrible, terrible accident. That Percy did not know what she was doing.”
Was that an admission of guilt? A wave broke against Sofia’s knees. It didn’t matter. Sofia was out of time.
Annabelle might only have one whistle, but Sofia had several. She drew in a long breath, pursed her lips, and blew, hitting the same note as Rick’s now smashed whistle.
Percy reared, strong back legs pushing against the sand, front legs flailing against the moon. Sofia ran in the opposite direction. The ocean sucked at her feet, and she lost a shoe, but she didn’t stop moving until she couldn’t hear the horse.
She dared to look over her shoulder. Percy stood alone in the surf. She wasn’t rearing any more, just shuddering.
Where was Annabelle?
Then Sofia saw a dark lump in the water by Percy’s feet.
She hung up on Aidan, dialed 911, and barked in her name and location, then stuff the phone back into her pocket and ran to Annabelle’s still form.



                                                                                                                                                                      


CHAPTER 42
Sofia was out for another morning swim. It had been awhile since she’d fished out Jaxon, but she’d learned her lesson. This time she had on a 3 millimeter wetsuit, and she sat on a surfboard. Jaxon was a few feet away on a board of his own. He’d come back to Los Angeles after he’d finished up the show in San Francisco.
They’d caught a few waves. She wasn’t a very good surfer, but Jaxon was terrible. She’d have thought that his incredible balance and coordination would have helped him out, but it didn’t seem to. She was better than he was, and he didn’t seem to mind.
“I read the papers today,” he said.
She was staring out at the horizon, watching for a wave. “Mm-hmm.”
“Annabelle was charged with murder,” he said.
“I know,” she answered. “I feel bad for her.”
“But she killed her husband!” Jaxon’s hazel eyes were wide and indignant.
“He was an ass.”
“Still. Wrong,” he said.
“She lost everything.” Sofia decided that the next wave was too small and let it pass under her. “The Grigoryans are buying the vineyard. The horse got sold at auction.”
“I feel sorry for the horse,” Jaxon said. “She didn’t deserve any of this.”
“I hope she went to a good home.”
“She did,” said Jaxon.
“How do you know?”
“A horse like that? Great bloodline. Amazing gait. Easy to train.”
Sofia reached over and grabbed his board and hauled it to her. “Did you buy that horse?”
Jaxon grinned and leaned in to kiss her. They weren’t taking it slow anymore. His lips were cold and salty, but his tongue was warm and soft.
The surfboard rocked, then flipped, dunking them both in the icy ocean.
She came up sputtering. “Jaxon?”
A moment of panic touched her heart before his seal-black head surfaced.
“I’m OK,” he said. “But, yeah, I bought the horse.”
“When are you taking her back to Colorado?” Sofia pulled herself back onto the board.
“Might be a while,” he said. “I got a job working as a stuntman on the new Gray Cole film. Horse work.”
Sofia smiled. Gray was always looking out for her.
Her surfboard dipped and she turned back to the horizon. She’d missed that last wave, but she’d catch the next one. She could already see it heading her way.
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