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      Sofia Salgado’s latest case at Maloney Investigations has some pretty tempting ingredients: blackmail, male strippers, and whipped cream.

      When a friend of Sofia’s mom finds herself the victim of blackmail, stuffy Aidan has to go undercover as an exotic dancer, much to Sofia’s delight.

      Can Aidan make it in the cutthroat world of male stripping? Can Sofia stop her mom getting too involved? Does whipped cream have fewer calories when it’s licked from a man’s naked torso?

      All these questions and more will be answered in the latest hilarious adventure featuring actress turned PI Sofia Salgado, from New York Times bestseller Rebecca Cantrell and Sean Black.
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      Mom, sex, and tape.

      Three little words that Sofia Salgado hoped she’d never have to deal with in the same sentence. And not just anyone’s mom either. This was her own mom, Janet.

      Yet here she was, staring in wide-eyed, jaw-to-chest horror at her worst nightmare come to life.

      And, to make matters worse, the male star of the show wasn’t Janet’s husband, Sofia’s step-father, Tim. It was Aidan Maloney, her colleague at the detective agency.

      Hurriedly, she clicked the video player’s stop button. A freeze frame of Janet’s face filled the screen, her lips slightly parted. Sofia closed her eyes. Maybe when she opened them again she’d see something different. Perhaps her brain had just played some kind of warped trick on her.

      She counted down from ten. When she reached zero she would open her eyes.

      She would look at the freeze frame again, only this time the woman’s face closing in on the tiny camera attached to Aidan’s undies wouldn’t be her mom’s. It would be someone else’s.

      Doing her best not to hyperventilate, or have a full-blown panic attack, Sofia finished her countdown.

      Four, three, two, one, zero.

      She exhaled slowly, and opened her eyes.

      Nope. Still her mom. Her mouth, lips slightly parted, inches away from Aidan’s babymaker.

      Sofia closed her eyes again. Her stomach was churning and she was worried she might throw up all over the office carpet.

      How? Why?

      This could not be happening.

      She couldn’t look at it again. With her eyes still closed, she got up from her office chair, and fumbled for the off button at the back of the computer monitor. She found it and pressed. She gave it a few seconds to make sure the screen was off.

      Eyes open, she stared at her reflection in the black monitor. She looked like someone interviewed on television just after they’d witnessed a plane crash.

      She startled as the office door opened behind her.

      Aidan Maloney stood in the doorway clutching a takeout container with two juices and two coffees. He walked over to the desk and put it down. “Here you go, OJ and a latte from Marmalade.”

      He stopped dead in his tracks as he saw her expression. He glanced around the office for any sign of whatever might have caused such visible distress. “You okay?”

      No, she wasn’t. She was about as far from okay as it was possible for a human being to be. Even one who, ever since she’d started at Maloney Investigations, had been the object of any number of humiliations.

      She tried to find the words. She didn’t have any. She was all out. She wasn’t even entirely sure what her precise thoughts were right now. Apart from Eww.

      “Sofia? You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      She didn’t reply. She still had no words.

      Aidan slumped into the chair next to her, completely casual. “You reviewing the footage from last night?”

      Sofia nodded. Everything around her had taken on an air of unreality. It was like she was there but not there. She guessed this was how people felt when they were in shock.

      Aidan scooted his chair over a few more inches. “So what we got? Anything good?”

      She stared straight ahead. Aidan seemed oblivious to her. That was par for the course.

      “So, let me take a look.”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean ‘no’?”

      He stood and reached over her. “You know this monitor’s shut off, right?”

      Sofia’s hand shot out and grabbed Aidan’s wrist. “Leave it.”

      He stared at her. “What’s going on? You’re being really weird. Even by your standards.”

      That was it. Him accusing her of being weird. Something snapped. She glared at him as he shook her wrist. “How could you? My mom?”

      He looked at her blankly. “How could I what? And what’s your mom got to do with anything?”

      Sofia stood so fast that her office chair scooted back with such force it smashed into the wall. “You know what you did. Don’t deny it. I saw it. On tape.”

      He reached behind the monitor. He was about to press the button to switch it on. Sofia launched herself at him. She tackled him shoulder high, propelling him off his chair. They landed in a heap on the floor.

      He might have been six feet two and well built, but Sofia was filled with righteous anger. She drew back her fist, ready to sock him one.

      “What the heck is going on here?”

      Brendan Maloney, Aidan’s father, head of Maloney Investigations and retired LAPD homicide detective, was standing over them. He did not look happy. “Heck” was about as coarse as his language ever got. Him throwing an H-bomb was like a regular person throwing the F-bomb. Worse, in fact. Much worse.

      “Ask him,” Sofia said.

      “Ask her.”

      “Tell him what you did,” said Sofia.

      “I have no idea. I came in with some coffee and a juice for you, and find you having some kind of nervous breakdown.”

      “That’s right. I am. And it’s all your fault.”

      “Enough!” Brendan’s voice boomed. “Get up, and go into my office. Sofia, you can tell me what you think Aidan did and, Aidan, you can tell me if it’s true.”

      “Oh, I will,” said Sofia, getting to her feet.

      “Great. I can’t wait to hear it.”

      “Me either,” said Brendan.

      Like two kids caught fighting by the principal, Sofia and Aidan followed Brendan into his office. They sat.

      “Okay,” said Brendan. “Who wants to begin?”
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      One week earlier

      Nirvana Cove,

      Malibu, California

      

      Still half asleep, Sofia turned over in bed and snuggled in next to her rodeo-star boyfriend, Jaxon. She wrapped her arms around his tight surfer’s waist and spooned him.

      Jaxon was a surfing cowboy she’d met right here in Nirvana Cove when he’d gotten into difficulty in the ocean after his board had clunked him in the head. Unlike most of the guys she met in LA, Jaxon was super-sweet and a complete gentleman. It didn’t hurt that he had broad shoulders, lots of ripped lean muscle and a washboard stomach.

      She nuzzled her face into the back of his neck. The smell of him drove her crazy. The spooning seemed to be having the desired effect. Jaxon turned to face her. She gazed into his deep green-brown eyes. They kissed.

      Sofia’s hand slipped down, the tips of her fingers tracing the contours of his abs. Suddenly, Jaxon pulled away.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Sorry, I can’t do it if I’m being watched. It ain’t right.”

      Sofia sat up in bed.

      She followed Jaxon’s gaze to where a seagull was perched perfectly still on the edge of her dresser, watching them. “Fred, how did you get in here?”

      Fred Seagull, to give him his full name, cocked his head and shot her a beady-eyed look that suggested he didn’t approve of whatever had been about to go down. She turned toward her bedroom door. It was wide open. The slight breeze blowing through suggested that another door or a window was open somewhere.

      “My fault,” said Jaxon. “I was too hot last night so I opened one of the windows.”

      Sofia leaned in and kissed him on the lips. “No such thing as too hot.”

      Jaxon smiled.

      Now she knew Fred was there, she could feel his judgmental stare. She reached back and pulled up the sheet to cover her bare butt from the bird’s gaze.

      The mood was gone. She rolled back over and reached for her robe.

      Jaxon reached out and pulled her back in. “I’ll shoo him out. Then we can get down to whatever you had in mind.”

      “No. No shooing. The last person who tried to shoo Fred ended up in an emergency room. They probably have PTSD.”

      She got up, threw on her robe, perched on the bed and ran her hands through Jaxon’s thick, shoulder-length black hair. “We’ve got all day to ourselves, remember? I thought we could go to brunch at Marmalade, take a drive up the coast and then come back here.”

      Jaxon smiled and gave her a lingering kiss. “In that case, I’m gonna catch some waves. Work up a real appetite.”

      “For me or for brunch?”

      Jaxon grinned. “Both!”

      Fred gave a loud caw. Clearly all the talk of food was making him hungry, which Sofia suspected was the real reason he’d snuck in. Fred was a bird who thought with his stomach.

      Sofia’s cell phone rang. Her mom’s name flashed on the screen. Jaxon scooted past her, heading for the bathroom. Sofia picked up her phone.

      “Hey, Mom, what’s up?”

      Her question was answered with loud sobs, and a woman shouting in the background, “No cops. Don’t call the police. You promised me you wouldn’t do that.”

      “Mom?” said Sofia.
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      “Mom? Mom! Are you okay? What’s going on there?”

      In less than a second Sofia had gone from loved up and blissed out to a panicked mess. With her phone pressed to her ear, she walked through into the living room of her eggshell blue, double-wide trailer that overlooked the blue Pacific Ocean.

      “Mom?”

      “Yes, I’m here, Sofia. Just give me a second.”

      “Do you need me to call the cops? Are you in trouble?”

      There was a rattle as her mom put the phone down and the two voices she could hear, Janet’s and another woman’s, became more distant.

      “Will you just settle down and have a glass of wine?”

      “It’s ten thirty, Janet. Not even.”

      “Okay, what about a Xanax? I’m sure I have some somewhere. I got some for Tim to get him through the last Ryder Cup.”

      Tim was her mom’s husband, and Sofia’s step-dad. Xanax was a sedative used to calm anxiety. He took the Ryder Cup very seriously.

      “No, thank you, I don’t need drugs. I need help.”

      “That’s what I’m doing, Marcie. I have my daughter on the phone. She’s a detective.”

      “How many times? I can’t involve the cops. If Wade finds out about this . . .”

      “Marcie, she’s not a real cop, she’s a private detective. Or, at least, she works for one.”

      Realizing her mom wasn’t in the middle of a robbery or anything life-threatening, Sofia padded into the kitchen and switched on the coffee-maker. She dug out some scraps of lunch meat and used them to lure Fred outside onto the porch. She could hear Jaxon in the shower, singing a Garth Brooks song. He loved Garth Brooks.

      “Okay, but don’t give her my name,” said the woman.

      Sofia had already worked out she was called Marcie, so she made a note to keep that to herself.

      “Fine. Now, will you let me speak to her? Sofia, are you still there?”

      “I’m here,” said Sofia, waving from her porch to her neon-green-Lycra-clad neighbor, Tex, who was on one of her morning laps around Nirvana Cove. Tex returned the wave with a salute as she sped past.

      “One of my neighbors has a problem and I wondered if you could come over and talk with her about it.”

      “Sure, what is it?”

      All Sofia had gleaned so far was that Marcie didn’t want anyone in law enforcement to know about this problem. That could mean she had broken the law. Which might put Sofia in a potentially awkward spot. Especially as the head of the agency she worked for was not only a former LAPD detective with a reputation to protect but could also be a stickler for the rules.

      “It’s kind of sensitive.”

      Sofia had gathered that too. “If you could give me a rough idea.”

      “Can’t you just come over?”

      Her first real day off in weeks, and now her mom wanted her to drive all the way out to Glendale from Malibu to talk with some hysterical neighbor. It was Glendale, how serious could it be?

      “I’m kind of having a day off. Tomorrow I’m back at work so I’d be happy to . . .”

      Her mom lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’m not sure it’ll wait until then. She’s kind of on the edge. I shouldn’t tell you this, but she’s being”―she lowered her voice even further― “blackmailed. By a man. A man with a giant penis.”

      “A man with a what?” Sofia asked, incredulous.

      “You heard me.”

      “I’ll be there in an hour.”
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      As Sofia pulled her red Tesla Roadster into a space on her mom’s driveway, Tim was hurriedly loading his golf bag into the back of his sedan. He waved at Sofia. She got out and he gave her a hug. She liked Tim. He was a good guy.

      “Your mom’s waiting for you in the kitchen with Marcie.”

      “I’m not supposed to know her name.”

      “Then you never heard it from me,” he said, closing the trunk.

      “I thought you kept all your golf stuff at the club?”

      Tim was a member of the local Oakmont Country Club in Glendale. He usually walked down there for his daily round so she was surprised to see him driving.

      “They’re doing some maintenance work on the course so I’m playing somewhere else today.”

      “Nice. It’s good to get a change of scenery. Where are you playing?” said Sofia, making conversation, even though she was secretly desperate to hear more about the big-penis blackmailer.

      “No idea. I just really, really need to get out of this house. There are some conversations a man of my age really doesn’t want to be part of.”

      He got into his car, waved again at Sofia, and drove off at high speed. Sofia took a deep breath and walked toward the front door. She had a feeling this was going to be good.
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      The first thing Sofia heard as she stepped into the house was Marcie saying, “You know, I think I might take that Xanax after all.”

      “Okay, let me go see if I can find them.” Janet tripped out of the kitchen, a glass of wine in hand, and almost walked straight into Sofia, who was coming down the hallway. “Oh, you’re here, great.”

      Sofia stared at the glass.

      “What? I poured it for Marcie and then she didn’t want it.”

      Sofia plucked it from her mom’s hand.

      Janet took it back. “Listen, by the time you get through listening to Marcie you’ll be pouring yourself one,” she said, and had a sip.

      “Come on. I’ll help you look for the Xanax and you can tell me what’s going on.” Sofia wasn’t sure giving a potential client a sedative was something Brendan would approve of. She’d leave that call to her mom and Marcie and make sure she got all the details before anyone started popping pills.

      She followed her mom down the hallway and into the master bedroom. It was a large room with a fireplace, big-screen television, California king-sized bed, and sliding doors that led out to the swimming-pool. It also had a large dressing room/closet and a big en-suite bathroom with a whirlpool bath and a separate shower cabin. It wasn’t much smaller than Sofia’s entire trailer.

      Her mom began rifling through the cabinet next to Tim’s side of the bed. “So Marcie came to see me this morning completely hysterical,” she began.

      “Yeah, I got that part,” said Sofia, coming off as a little more impatient than she actually was. She wondered if she should start taking notes, but decided to leave it for now. As soon as you started scribbling on paper, or tapping into your phone, people tended to be a lot more careful about what they said. Brendan had told her that was why cops tended to use audio and video recording. People quickly forgot they were being recorded and spilled out all kinds of stuff they wouldn’t normally. Plus, Sofia sensed she’d be able to remember the big-penis blackmailer story even without notes.

      “You should have seen the state she was in.”

      “This is kind of supposed to be my day off, so could we get to the meat of it?” said Sofia, not thinking about her choice of words.

      “Oh, you mean the big penis.” Her mother nodded.

      “I was kind of thinking the blackmail part, but whatever. If the big penis is relevant then tell me about that.”

      “The blackmailer is the big penis.”

      “They usually are,” said Sofia. She had already worked on a few blackmail cases with Maloney Investigations, and that limited experience had taught her blackmailers were fairly scummy individuals, even by criminal standards.

      Her mom closed the last of the cabinet drawers. Sofia followed her into the walk-in closet. She felt a little weird about going through Tim’s stuff so she let her mom do it. She did note, though, that almost all of Tim’s clothes were golf-related. If someone outlawed golf, he’d be facing a pretty major identity crisis.

      “So, one of our neighbors dragged Marcie along with her to one of these male strip shows. Marcie doesn’t really drink. She’s kind of a lightweight, so she had a few too many and things got a little inappropriate with one of the dancers. He shot video of it, and now he says that if she doesn’t give him fifty thousand dollars to buy the footage from him he’ll send it to her husband. Oh, here they are!” said her mom, shaking a brown pill bottle.

      It all made sense, but it also made Sofia a little queasy. For a second she contemplated taking one of the Xanax herself. Then she remembered she had to drive back to the ’Bu and spend the day with Jaxon. She wanted to be wide awake for that part.

      “So why doesn’t she want to go to the cops?” Sofia asked.

      “Wade, her husband, is a cop.”

      “Dang. Okay, I can see why she doesn’t want to report it. Tell you what, let me speak with her. Then I’ll call Brendan and see what he thinks we can do.”

      “Great,” her mom said brightly, as she retrieved her glass of wine from where she’d put it down and took a long sip.
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      As they walked back to the kitchen, Janet popped off the lid of the pill bottle and tipped one into her palm. Sofia scooped it up before she could hand it to Marcie.

      “I need her to have all her faculties when I speak to her,” Sofia said. Although she was wondering how many faculties Marcie had at this point anyway.

      “Good luck with that. She’s been completely hysterical since she showed up here. She keeps going on about how it was a ‘moment of madness.’ Like you can accidentally grab a hold of some guy’s—”

      “I get the picture.” Sofia said quickly, cutting her off. She was pretty sure they both knew what Marcie had grabbed without her mom spelling it out.

      Sofia stopped, took a breath and composed herself. “Just let me handle this, okay?”

      “That’s pretty much word for word what she told Mr. Big Penis.”

      “Whose side are you on?”

      “Oh, come on, like you weren’t thinking it.”

      Sofia wagged a finger at her. “You asked me over here to help and I’m helping.”

      “And I appreciate it, darling.”

      “Tell you what, let me speak with Marcie on my own.”

      Her mom seemed a little crestfallen that she was being excluded, but shrugged her agreement. At first Janet had thought Sofia was crazy to give up a successful acting career to join the agency as a trainee investigator but recently she’d started to ask her daughter more questions about the work. “I’ll be out by the pool if you need me.”

      Sofia stepped gingerly into the kitchen. Marcie was about her mom’s age. She sat on a stool, hunched over a cup of coffee. She had frizzy hair in a shade of red that never appeared in nature, pale skin, and looked like she hadn’t slept. Her clothes were rumpled, and she had bags under her eyes. Not that she approved of what she’d done, but Sofia couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.

      “Marcie, hi. I’m Sofia, Janet’s daughter. You mind if I sit down?”

      Marcie shook her head. Words were clearly a struggle, which didn’t bode well because Sofia would need as much detail as possible if she was to help. Half the problem with clients was their inability to open up. Sofia, Aidan and Brendan couldn’t help if they didn’t have the information, but a lot of time people were too worried or embarrassed, especially in cases like this, to be completely honest.

      Sofia hopped up on the stool next to Marcie. “Can I get you some more—” she sniffed the cup“―coffee?”

      “Thank you.”

      She took Marcie’s mug, hopped off the stool, grabbed the coffee pot, refilled the mug and slid it over the counter to the woman. “Why don’t you tell me in your own words what happened? It’ll stay completely between us. I won’t breathe a word of it to anyone without your permission.”

      “I didn’t even want to go to this stupid show. Except Wade was going to be out of town, and Sandy had some tickets but she didn’t want to go on her own.”

      “Sandy’s another of the neighbors?”

      “Yeah, she’s a divorcee. And now it looks like I’m going to be one too.”

      Sofia patted Marcie’s hand. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. So, you went to this show, and you’d had a drink, and things went a little too far?”

      “That’s pretty much it. They do this thing where they get women from the audience to go up on stage with the dancers. You sit on this chair, and everyone is screaming and cheering. Sometimes they have one of these spray cans of whipped cream, and he sprays it on himself and then you lick it off him. I mean it’s just his chest, and stuff. He still has his thong on. So, anyway, I’m licking the cream off . . .”

      “Okay, I get the picture.” Sofia was starting to wonder just how much Marcie had drunk. Sofia wasn’t exactly a stranger to embarrassing herself in public, but licking whipped cream off some strange dude on a stage in front of a bunch of screaming women was at least something she’d never done. She could see why Marcie wanted to keep it quiet. “And someone was filming it?”

      “Not that part. That was later.”

      “Did you know they were filming?”

      “Not until this guy sent me the footage.”

      From what Sofia had learned while she was working as an actor, the fact that Marcie had no idea she was being recorded could work in her favor. Usually people being filmed had to either be made aware, or sign some sort of a release form. Otherwise a lawyer could argue it was an invasion of their privacy if it ever went to court. Then again, this whole scam rested on Marcie not wanting to go to the cops, never mind court. But Sofia was fairly sure the threat of legal repercussions could be used against a blackmailer.

      “And how did he know who you were or where to send it?”

      Marcie flushed. Sofia had a feeling there was more to this story.

      “I kind of got talking to him after the show.”

      “Did he give you his name?” Sofia decided to ask before she forgot.

      “Only his stage name.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Python.”

      “Right,” said Sofia. Of course it was.

      “He was called Python because he had a really . . .” Marcie held her hands an unrealistic distance apart.

      Sofia put up a hand. “I got it. Python.” She would circle back to the other stuff but for now she wanted to nail down the nature of the blackmail attempt. “And he contacted you about this footage when exactly?”

      “Last night. I was in shock. I couldn’t let on to Wade that something was wrong. But when he left for work this morning I came over to tell Janet. I didn’t know who else to talk to. I’m really scared. I don’t have fifty thousand dollars, but I don’t want Wade to find out. He’d leave me.”

      “I’m sure it’s not going to come to that.” Sofia didn’t know who she was trying to reassure, Marcie or herself. It sounded like a pretty ugly spot to get out of. First things first, though.

      “And have you seen this footage or did he just tell you he had it?” There was always a chance Python was bluffing. Maybe there wasn’t any footage or it was tamer than Marcie had remembered. People could get paranoid after a drunken night and imagine they’d behaved far more inappropriately than they actually had.

      Marcie fumbled in her purse. She pulled out her cell phone. “He sent it to me. Here.”

      She had pulled up the clip. Thankfully she hadn’t hit play.

      Sofia took the phone and put it down. “I don’t need to look at it right now. I’m assuming that it’s you, you can be identified and that it’s incriminating.”

      Her face flushing even redder told Sofia it was all of those things.

      “And how did he demand the money?” Sofia was hoping he’d been stupid enough to text Marcie. That would make for a slam-dunk case of blackmail.

      “He called me,” said Marcie.

      Damn. Python obviously wasn’t a complete idiot.

      “And he said he wanted fifty thousand dollars or he’d send it to your husband?”

      Marcie shook her head. “No, he didn’t mention anything about sending it to anyone. He didn’t have to. I knew what he meant. He said he wondered if I wanted to buy it.”

      “For fifty thousand dollars?”

      “Yes. Like I could get hold of that kind of money.”

      The chances were that this was Python’s opening gambit and he’d negotiate down pretty fast. The fifty thousand figure was to get Marcie’s attention. That would make a much lower amount seem like a bargain, a price worth paying.

      “You didn’t happen to record his call, did you?” It was a long shot but worth asking.

      “I didn’t even know you could do that.”

      “You can. It’s not that difficult. I can set up an app that does it on your phone. In case he calls back.”

      “Okay. And you can help me?”

      “I’m going to talk to my boss, Brendan Maloney. He’s a former LAPD detective.”

      Marcie sprang off the stool like she’d been electrocuted. “No, no cops. If it gets back to Wade . . .”

      “Brendan’s retired, and I promise you, he’s the most discreet person I’ve ever met. He’s not going to tell anyone.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Positive.” And she was. You could take Brendan’s integrity to the bank.

      “Then what? How are you going to stop this guy?”

      “Like I said, I’ll speak with Brendan. He’s dealt with a lot of these situations over the years. They’re way more common than you might think. Anyway, I’m sure we’ll be able to help you.”

      Marcie sighed. “Can I get that Xanax now?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Sofia winced as she looked down at the frozen image on the cell-phone screen. She knew she was going to have to watch the footage at some point but summoning the courage to press play was proving difficult.

      To be honest, she didn’t even like watching sex scenes in movies, and this would probably be way more explicit. And at least in most movies the people you were watching were usually drop-dead gorgeous, with great make-up and really well lit. They weren’t one of her mom’s neighbors and some skanky male stripper by the name of Python gyrating on a stage in a rundown part of Hollywood. Plus whipped cream? Yuck. She had a feeling it would be a long time before she’d be ordering a banana split.

      Her cell phone chirped. It was Brendan.

      Praise the Lord and hold the whipped cream.

      “Hey, Sofia, got your text. What’s the emergency?”

      “I have a case for us. Blackmail.”

      “It couldn’t wait until Monday?” Brendan tried, when he could, to keep weekends free, which wasn’t often. Being a PI wasn’t exactly a nine-to-five, Monday-to-Friday type of gig.

      “Not really. It’s a friend of my mom and she’s really upset. I just wanted to run it by you, see if we can help, and ask you what advice I can give her.”

      “Okay, let’s hear it.”

      She gave him a summary as best she could about the strip show, how Marcie was drunk and things had gotten crazy, how this guy had filmed it and was using the footage to blackmail her. Brendan listened patiently, as he always did. He was a great listener. That was one of the main reasons, Sofia guessed, why he had been such a great detective, first with the LAPD, and now with his own agency.

      When she had finished, he said, “Yeah, we’ve been seeing lot more of these cases, and I don’t think there’s going to be any let-up. But I am kind of surprised this guy is taking a risk like this. Blackmail’s a major felony. Judges tend to take a dim view of it. You get convicted and you’re going to prison for a long time, especially if there’s a revenge-porn element.”

      “That’s the thing. Marcie’s husband is a cop, so she’s terrified of anyone in law enforcement being involved.”

      “Which is where we come in, I guess.”

      “Exactly. We can handle it privately.” As soon as she’d said it, Sofia was second-guessing herself. Would they be able to handle it themselves? Or wouldn’t they have to involve the police at some point? She asked Brendan.

      He was quiet for a moment. “We can certainly get the ball rolling. Find out what and who we’re dealing with. I’d lay good odds this isn’t the first time this Python character has tried something like it. If we can find another victim, there may not be any reason for Marcie to be involved at all. Then we can hand it over to the cops and her name would never have to come up.”

      That was why she liked running things past Brendan. She was a pretty decent trainee private investigator, but Brendan thought two or three moves ahead.

      “That’d be great,” she told Brendan. “She’s really scared of her husband finding out.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “So what else should I be doing?”

      “Talk to the neighbor who took her to the show. It’s unlikely but maybe she’s in on it.”

      “I can definitely do that. She’s just down the street. Anything else?”

      “Have you looked at the footage he sent her? It might not be quite as bad as she thinks. Or maybe it’s dark and no one would be able to say for certain that it’s her.”

      Sofia gulped. “You want me to watch it all the way through?”

      “That’s usually how it goes with evidence. There’s not a problem, is there?”

      “Nope.”

      At the other end of the line Brendan must have sensed her unease. “Hey, part of being an investigator is dealing with stuff you’d usually go out of your way to avoid. You should see what the guys and gals in Vice had to look at when I was on the force. Really sick stuff. It would make any normal person nauseous. Believe me, this’ll be a piece of cake by comparison.”

      With whipped cream, thought Sofia, as her stomach did a flip. But Brendan was correct. It was evidence, and she had to watch it. For the sake of the investigation. Maybe it wouldn’t be all that bad. After all, it was just two human beings doing what billions of human beings did every day.
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      “Oh, my God! I think I’m going to throw up.”

      Hunched over the sink in the bathroom, Sofia splashed cold water over her face. She had just watched the footage of Marcie and Python. She might never have sex again. Or eat whipped cream. She’d probably have to avoid the dairy aisle entirely. She could just pretend she had a dairy allergy. Lots of people had dairy allergies.

      Someone knocked at the door. Please don’t let it be Marcie.

      “Sofia? Are you okay?”

      It was her mom.

      “Yeah, fine, Mom. I’ll be out in a second.” She grabbed a hand towel from a stack next to the washbasin and dried off. She ran through a breathing exercise she’d used when she was still acting and needed to gain control of her emotions. Her movie career had actually proven way more useful in her role as a private investigator than most people probably imagined.

      Sofia opened the bathroom door.

      “Did you watch it?”

      She nodded, hoping her expression didn’t give too much away.

      “And?”

      “And what?” She wasn’t sure what her mom was asking.

      “Python?”

      “What about him?”

      “Does he have that nickname because, y’know . . . I mean, what size? Like a garter snake? Or an actual python?”

      “Can we please not talk about this? Not now. Or ever.”

      She stepped past her mom and into the hallway. “Where’s Marcie? I need to speak with her.”

      Sofia was already wondering how she’d have a conversation with the woman now that she’d seen what she had. At a minimum, maintaining eye contact was going to be really difficult. Maybe her acting skills would help there too. She was sure she could play ‘Trainee private investigator who has never watched you lick whipped off cream off a really unattractive body builder, and isn’t completely grossed out by what she just watched.’

      “I gave her that Xanax.”

      She followed her mom into the living room. Sofia hoped Marcie hadn’t noticed her heading straight to the toilet after she’d watched the footage.

      The woman was lying on the couch, spread out, fast asleep. Talking to her would have to wait.
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      Sofia pressed the bell, stood back and waited for Sandy to come to the door. Whenever she heard that name she always thought of Olivia Newton-John’s character in Grease. She had a feeling that this particular Sandy would be more end-of-the-movie leather-clad smoking Sandy than the shy, bashful version at the start.

      Just as she was about to ring the bell again, the door opened to reveal a lady in her early seventies who was using a walker.

      “Sandy Seddon?” Sofia asked, figuring this had to be Sandy’s elderly mother.

      “You’re looking at her, Toots.”

      “Hi, I’m Sofia—”

      “I know who you are. You’re here to ask me about that Beef Cake Boyz show.”

      This was the first time anyone had mentioned the name of the act. Sofia kicked herself for not having found out from Marcie what they were called. It was a rookie error. She was glad Brendan hadn’t asked.

      Sandy had already spun the walker around, and was heading back inside the house. Sofia followed her, closing the door.

      The house wasn’t all that different from her mom’s. Mid-century, open plan, with floor-to-ceiling windows, and glass doors that made the most of the view across to the San Gabriel mountains.

      “Park your buns, Toots,” Sandy instructed, parking her walker and easing into an armchair. “If you want a drink there’s a liquor cabinet over there. Help yourself. Oh, and be a doll and fix me a Seven and Seven while you’re up. It’s kind of a candy-ass drink, but most anything else runs right through me, these days.”

      Sofia went over to the liquor cabinet, made Sandy a mix of 7-Up and whiskey, then poured the leftover 7-Up from the can into a glass for herself. “Ice?”

      “Sure. Now, what do you want to know about this show?”

      “How come you know why I’m here?”

      “Your mom called me. She said Marcie was upset and you wanted to talk to me about it.”

      That made sense. “Yeah. I just kind of wanted to know what you saw at the show.” Sofia decided to ease into this. She certainly wasn’t going to mention blackmail or the video. Neighborhoods like this, any kind of scandal spread fast, and Marcie’s main fear was her husband finding out.

      Sandy gave her a look. “What do you think you see at a show called Beef Cake Boyz?”

      “I mean with Marcie.”

      Sandy took a noisy slurp of her drink. “It’s always the quiet ones, let me tell you. She’s always been so reserved, what with her husband being a police officer and everything. But give her a drink and put her somewhere like that . . . A half-hour in and she was storming that stage like it was the beach in Normandy. Practically knocked down one of the security guards to get at that Python character. I’m just glad it wasn’t my grandson she went after. Now that would have been embarrassing.”

      Whoa. Had Sofia heard that correctly?

      “Your grandson?”

      “Yes, little Ryan. Although I guess he’s not so little anymore.” Sandy leaned forward conspiratorially in her chair. “His stage name is Anaconda,” she said, with a knowing wink.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You okay in there, Toots?”

      For the second time in under an hour, Sofia was in a bathroom as someone stood outside. In this case, a sharp intake of breath with a mouthful of 7-Up had temporarily incapacitated her.

      “I’m fine,” she said, opening the door. “It just went down the wrong way.”

      “You think it’s weird I went to a show like that where my grandson was on stage?”

      In California, weird was relative, but, yes, she did. “No, of course not. I’m sure he appreciated your support.”

      “You know they’re not naked on stage, don’t you? I mean, that would be weird. Having your grandma watching you wave about what the Good Lord gave you.”

      “They’re not?”

      “No, of course not. The cops would shut it down. They have to wear something that hides their junk.”

      So what about the video she’d seen? Everything had been on display. She couldn’t exactly ask Sandy to explain it. Not without letting her know what had happened. The risk of Sandy telling someone and it getting back to Marcie’s husband was too high.

      “So was Marcie with you the whole time?” Sofia asked.

      “There’s a story.”

      “She wasn’t?”

      “No, she disappeared at the end of the show to get her program signed. Left me sitting there when all I wanted to do was go home.”

      “She wanted her program signed?”

      “Yeah. I’d never heard it called that before either.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to have a copy, would you?”

      “Sure, I got a whole stack of ’em somewhere,” said Sandy, levering herself back up, grabbing her walker and shuffling off. She stopped for a second and turned back toward Sofia. “You know, my grandson’s single. You seeing anyone at the moment?”

      “I am,” Sofia snapped back, a little too quickly for it to sound polite.

      “Your loss.”
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      Clutching two copies of the Beef Cake Boyz show program, Sofia hot-footed it back to her mom’s house. Even though it was only four hundred yards, she was already sweating. As she walked, she flicked through the booklet.

      She had to admit, it was a pretty professional job, high-quality paper and well laid out. Most of it was made up of photographs of the five guys in the group. They wore a number of different outfits and each had a short bio with their likes and dislikes, where they were from, and that kind of stuff. Most of them listed working out as a hobby, which was hardly a surprise, given how they had to look to make their money.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back at her mom’s house, Marcie had woken up and was drinking a glass of water. The Xanax had clearly taken the edge off, but Marcie was still pretty jumpy.

      “You didn’t say anything to Sandy about the video, did you?” Marcie asked Sofia.

      “Of course not, but she did notice you going AWOL to get your program signed.”

      Marcie’s eyebrows shot up in panic.

      “I’m just letting you know,” Sofia told her. If Sandy said something to anyone, Sofia didn’t want Marcie to think it was her who’d been spreading gossip. “She understands your situation, so I don’t think she’ll be going around blabbing about this.”

      “Oh, thank God.”

      “But you’re still going to have to deal with Python.”

      “You’ll help me?”

      “Yes. I spoke with the head of the agency, and he said we will.”

      Sofia laid out the usual terms and payment schedule. They’d require a retainer up front and then it was billable by the hour.

      “I’ll see if I can get you some kind of a friends-and-family discount. Maybe ten percent.”

      “I don’t suppose I have any choice.” Marcie sounded glum.

      “You can talk to other investigators.”

      “Or just pay Python. You said he’d probably come down to a reasonable figure,” said Marcie.

      “Yeah, he probably will,” Sofia said. “The problem is that with it being easy to copy and share videos there’s no guarantee he won’t keep coming back. A sleaze like him isn’t someone you can trust to erase it entirely.”

      Marcie took another sip of water. “You know, I’ve never cheated before. I swear, on my life.”

      Something about the way she said it made Sofia believe her. She reached out and patted Marcie’s shoulder. “Maloney Investigations are the best at what we do. We’re going to work hard so this gets fixed without anyone being hurt.”

      Apart from that sleazeball stripper, she thought. She really hoped Python didn’t come out of this unscathed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Sofia pulled her Tesla into a parking spot outside the Maloney Investigations office near Cross Creek in Malibu, got out, and walked into the office. The alarm was switched off, which meant someone else was there already. She hadn’t seen either Brendan’s or Aidan’s car outside, so she was a little on edge as she walked into the main part of the office. Who had shut off the alarm?

      No one in. At times like this she wished she had her gun permit. She fumbled in her purse for the mace spray she always carried. She called out, “Hey! Anyone here?”

      Brendan’s office door opened and, much to her relief, his head popped around the frame.

      “Where’s your car?”

      “In the shop. What are you doing here?”

      She waved her Beef Cake Boyz brochures. “Thought I’d make a start on this blackmail case.”

      “You landed your first client. Congratulations.” Brendan walked out of his office. He took one of the brochures and flicked through it. “So which one of these meatheads are we dealing with?”

      “Meathead” was pretty severe by his standards. It was his equivalent of calling someone an asshole or a douchebag.

      Sofia showed him a page with a full-length picture of Python wearing a loincloth. The accompanying text said he enjoyed working out, long walks on the beach, and watching The Gilmore Girls. The last part had to be made up. She couldn’t imagine anyone who watched that show being capable of something so heinous. The residents of Stars Hollow would certainly not approve of such behavior.

      “You have a name for him, apart from Python?” Brendan asked.

      “Working on it, but not yet.”

      “Let me know when you do. I have to go collect my car.”

      “You need a ride?” Sofia asked.

      “No, I have an Uber coming.”

      Brendan’s cell pinged. “In fact that’s him now. Anyway, you get to work. See what you can dig up. And when you have a name let me know. It might just jog my memory, if this guy has come to the police’s attention before.”

      “Will do.”

      As Brendan headed for the door, he passed Aidan on the way in. Brendan’s son was also a former cop, although his career had been a lot shorter. Some days Sofia got along with him, but most of the time he was a royal pain in the butt.

      He walked past her to his desk with its array of monitors and sat. “Thought you were taking the day off.”

      “Change of plan. Had to work.”

      “Oh, yeah,” he said, rolling his chair over to her desk.

      She hastily tucked the Beef Cake Boyz programs under some papers.

      “That doesn’t look like work to me,” he said.

      “Well, it is.”

      “What’s the case?”

      She really did not want to start the investigation with hours of Aidan making lewd comments about male strippers, which he was almost bound to do. Especially with Brendan out of the office. Aidan’s sense of humor, if it could be called such, was that of a freshman frat boy.

      “I don’t even know if it is a case yet. It’s early days.”

      “Maybe I can help,” he said.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Hey, who’s the actual PI here? And who’s the trainee?”

      She glared at him.

      “I was just saying.”

      “Well, don’t. It’s patronizing and rude.”

      “Okay, but if you need any assistance, I’m here for you. Unless that’s patronizing too?”

      “No, that’s fine,” said Sofia. Although, really, it was a tone thing.

      Aidan scooted his chair back to his desk and powered up his monitors. He acted like he was working, but kept sneaking glances at her.

      Sofia retrieved one of the programs, and turned to the back cover. The Beef Cake Boyz had a residency at the fleapit in Hollywood where Sandy had taken Marcie. Sofia guessed they attracted a lot of out-of-town bachelorette parties, that kind of stuff. She checked the dates. They were playing tonight.

      Picking up her cell phone, she texted her sister, Emily, to see if she was free. There was no way Sofia was going in alone. Taking a guy along would look suspicious, and Emily was always looking for an excuse to get a night away from Sofia’s adorable but wild and exhausting niece and nephew, Violet and Van.

      Emily texted straight back to say she was free. Aidan looked over again.

      “What?” Sofia said. She wasn’t going to get anything done with him snooping around. She needed to be able to make arrangements for tonight without him listening in.

      Aidan shrugged. “Nothing.”

      Sofia gathered up the two programs and put them into her bag. “I’m heading out.”

      Aidan must have caught sight of one of the covers. “That really doesn’t look like work to me.”

      “Well, it is,” Sofia told him again.

      “Come on. What’s the case?”

      “You’ll make fun.”

      “Me?”

      She didn’t reply. They both knew he would. It was what he did. Especially when he sensed Sofia was uncomfortable with something.

      “Okay, fine, but you know where I am if you need me.” Aidan smirked.
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      Jaxon was asleep on the couch in the living room when Sofia got home. She felt bad. They had planned on spending the day together. Not only had she missed that but now she had to ditch a romantic dinner with him to go to a strip show with Emily. Maybe she’d better not tell him what they were doing. She couldn’t imagine many men being happy about it, especially when she told him the kind of stuff that went on at these events.

      She put her purse on the coffee-table.

      Jaxon’s eyes opened. “Hey, beautiful lady.”

      Oh, my God, he was so cute, especially when he was sleepy. “Hey, sorry I’ve been away all day.” She perched next to him on the couch.

      He pulled her in for a smooch. “I forgive you.” He wrapped his tan muscular arms around her. “What was the emergency with your mom? She okay?”

      “Yeah, but it’s kind of a long story.”

      “Good. You can tell me over dinner.”

      Ugh, this sucked big-time. If only she had ignored her mom’s phone call. Then they could have had the perfect day together she’d been looking forward to all week. But Marcie would have been stuck dealing with a sleazoid blackmailer all on her own.

      “I’m sorry, Jaxon, I can’t. Something came up with work. I have to go out tonight with Emily.”

      Jaxon looked confused, which made him even cuter. “With Emily, but it’s work?”

      “It’s a really long story. Are you mad at me for bailing?”

      “How could I be mad at you when you’re so darned adorable?”

      He was making this even more difficult by being so sweet and understanding. She took a deep breath. It was better to tell him the truth. He was a good guy, he’d understand.

      “So, the thing is, the phone call this morning from my mom. Her neighbor is this lady who’s being blackmailed by a male stripper.”

      Jaxon stared at her, his jaw slightly slack. “Okay.”

      “Anyway, she kind of got carried away at this show she went to, and did some things she shouldn’t have. The stripper filmed it and now he’s threatening to send the film to her husband if she doesn’t pay him fifty thousand dollars. Maloney Investigations are going to try to help her because she can’t go to the police―her husband is a cop.”

      “But what’s this got to do with you and Emily?”

      “I have to go to his show to see if I can find out more about the guy. I don’t want to go alone, so I thought I’d take Emily.”

      “You could have asked me to come along with you.” Jaxon sounded a little hurt.

      “The audiences at these shows are pretty much all women. So if I showed up with a guy it might draw attention to me. And I’m supposed to be undercover. You understand, right?”

      Jaxon got up from the couch. He looked upset, even though he was doing his best to hide it. “I guess so. Hey, you want me to drive you guys down there? I won’t go inside. But if anything happens you’ll know I’m right there.”

      Oh, God, she loved this guy. “You’d do that?”

      “Be happy to.”

      “That’s really sweet of you, but I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      She hesitated. “You’re really okay with me going to this thing?”

      Jaxon gave a solemn nod. “It’s work. And, anyway, even if it wasn’t, I trust you.”

      Sofia smiled. He really was the perfect man.
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      Her mom’s car was parked outside Emily’s house when Sofia arrived. Sofia figured she must have been roped in to babysit Van and Violet. Maybe Emily’s husband Ray was working. Or maybe he just needed reinforcements. Looking after those kids could be a two-person job. Actually, from Sofia’s experience it was a job ideally handled by a platoon of National Guardsmen, and even then the military would need to be on top of their game.

      Both kids were completely adorable, but they were what one shell-shocked school principal had described as ‘challenging’. Violet had an ongoing obsession with mixed martial arts and any kind of hand-to-hand combat, and Van’s need to know how everything in the world worked, by taking it apart, meant that Ray had to lock his tools in his van at all times. With that in mind, Janet providing child-supervision backup made sense.

      Sofia walked round to the side door and let herself into the kitchen. She followed the sound of laughter into the living room. Both kids were in their PJs. They ran over to her and threw their arms around her.

      Sofia braced herself. Van was usually fine with his greetings. But with Violet she was never sure if she was going to get a hug or whether her niece would try out her latest fighting move. Male relatives usually crossed their legs or put a hand over their crotch when Violet ran to greet them. One of her most famous moves was dubbed the Nutcracker. Aidan probably still had nightmares about it.

      After she’d been almost squeezed to death by Van and Violet, she gave Ray a hug. Sofia loved Ray. He was a good guy, unflappable, grounded, and with a seemingly endless supply of patience. He had his own plumbing business, which did pretty well. People always needed plumbers.

      “Hey, Sofia, I hope you’re going to keep these two in check tonight,” he said. “I know what you girls are like when you’re out on your own.”

      Sofia wasn’t sure he did. Then it hit her. He’d been looking at Emily and their mom.

      “Two?”

      “I wasn’t going to let my two little girls walk into that nest of vipers alone, was I?” said Janet, raising a glass of wine. “But you’ll have to drive.”

      “There’s gonna be vipers?” Violet asked, wide-eyed. Her obsession with fighting extended to animals, the deadlier the better.

      “It’s a figure of speech,” Emily told Violet. “There won’t be any poisonous snakes there.”

      Violet looked disappointed. “Boo! No vipers!” she shouted.

      “Yeah, boo!” Van joined in.

      “I’m sure we’ll be fine on our own,” said Sofia. It was bad enough going to this thing with her sister. Watching semi-naked men gyrate with her mom sitting next to her? Eww.

      Emily gave Sofia an apologetic shrug. This clearly wasn’t her idea either. “I mentioned it when I called to see if she could babysit,” she whispered. “I couldn’t exactly say no when she wanted to tag along.”

      Janet overheard them. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to pull a Marcie.”

      “What’s that?” asked Van.

      “Yeah, who’s Marcie, and what did she pull?” Violet chimed in.

      “Okay, go brush your teeth, you two,” said Emily. “Then you can say goodnight to Aunt Sofia and Grandma.”

      The two kids trooped off, escorted by Ray. Emily disappeared in the direction of the kitchen. She came back with a bottle of white wine, and a glass, topped off their mom’s, and poured one for herself.

      When Sofia gave her a look, Emily said, “You know how many girls’ nights out I’ve had this year? None. If we’re going to see a strip show, I’m not doing it sober.”

      They hadn’t even left Emily’s and things were already descending into chaos, thought Sofia. It was supposed to be an intelligence-gathering mission, not a girls’ night out.

      Emily raised her glass. She and their mom clinked.

      “Hey, thanks for driving,” said Emily.

      “And for inviting us,” said her mom.

      “Try to remember we’re there to get some information, not just have a good time.” Sofia felt like the only adult in the room.

      “I’m sure we can do both, darling,” said Janet. “Now, shall we hit the road? We don’t want to miss the start of the show.”
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      Sofia’s Tesla would be cramped with three of them, so they decided to take Emily’s mini-van. Nothing said “girls gone wild” like a mini-van. Their mom had also insisted on bringing the bottle of wine, even though Sofia had warned her about the law against open containers of alcohol.

      “Oh, stop being such a worrier,” her mom had said. “Anyway, it’s going to be an empty container shortly. No law against that.”

      Emily laughed. “See? Aren’t you glad we’re on your team for this? We have some serious problem-solving skills.”

      It must have been the lack of a social life that didn’t involve school bake sales or soccer practice because Sofia rarely saw Emily like this. She was positively giddy. Sofia reminded herself that this might be work for her, but she was free to go out and do stuff whenever she wanted. If Emily needed to cut loose, she should respect that.

      A sudden rush of wind entered the mini-van. Sofia glanced back to see Emily hanging out of the back window. She was waving the wine bottle at traffic. “Woo-hoo! Spring break!” She ducked back in. “Sorry, I’ve always wanted to do that,” she said, bashful.

      Sofia hit the button to close the window. Then she hit the button next to it that activated the child locks. She was starting to realize why designated drivers looked so miserable. It wasn’t because they weren’t drinking. It was because everyone else was.

      In the back seat, Janet was busy leafing through a Beef Cake Boyz program. “I quite like him,” she said, jabbing a finger.

      “Let me see,” said Emily.

      “Can we all remember that we’re going to this because one of these guys is threatening to ruin Marcie’s marriage if she doesn’t give him fifty thousand bucks?”

      “I know that. I was the one who called you, remember?” her mom scolded. “You can still admire the paintwork, even if you don’t want to take the car for a spin.”

      “Here, let me see that,” said Emily, snatching the program. “Holy guacamole. There’s a guy in a kilt!”

      Sofia didn’t remember him. “Let me see that.”

      “No, you’re driving,” said Emily, clutching the program like her life depended on it. “He’s called Highlander.”

      “You know real Scotsmen don’t wear anything under their kilt, right?” her mom chimed in.

      Sofia glanced in the rearview mirror. Emily was studying the picture.

      “It says here he’s from Pasadena.”

      “Guess there’s only one way to find out if he’s a real Scotsman then,” said her mom.

      “Hey, what seats have we got? Are we near the front?” Emily asked.

      Thankfully, they weren’t. They were all the way in the back. It had been a last-minute booking so those were the only seats available. Sofia broke the bad news.

      “I’m sure we can work our way up there,” said her mom.

      “Damn, kilts are hot,” said Emily, squinting harder at the picture. “What’s that pouch thing?”

      “It’s called a sporran,” Janet answered. “It’s probably made of fur. I wonder if we’ll get to pet it?”

      If she hadn’t been driving, Sofia would have closed her eyes and hoped that when she opened them again this was all a bad dream. As she took the exit for Hollywood Boulevard, she made a mental note to try to avoid involving her family in any future investigations.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Most people who had never visited Los Angeles thought the Hollywood area would be all glitz and glamor. Five minutes in the area usually set them straight. Although the Hollywood Hills had their share of beautiful homes and entertainment people, and West Hollywood with its large gay population was very pleasant, a lot of Hollywood itself was what realtors liked to describe as ‘funky’ or ‘bohemian’. In other words, run-down and seedy, with lots of crime.

      Sofia parked the mini-van on the street in the best-lit area she could find and hoped it would still be there when they got back. She watched as her mom and Emily tumbled out. Oh, boy, here we go, she thought, as they fell in behind her on the sidewalk. According to Google Maps the venue was two blocks away.

      “This area seems kind of sketchy,” said Emily.

      “It is,” said Sofia, wishing she’d taken Jaxon up on his offer.

      The surroundings seem to have sobered her family up. No bad thing, as far as Sofia was concerned.

      A homeless lady pushing a shopping cart down the middle of the street asked them for some money. Sofia dug out ten bucks from the pocket of her jeans and gave it to her. She usually gave money to homeless people. She had two reasons. One was moral, the other practical. She wasn’t all that religious but she did believe in the saying that ‘There but for the grace of God, go I.’ Also, being on the street all the time, homeless people were often excellent sources of information. They noticed stuff that regular people didn’t. They had to, if they wanted to stay safe. So, maybe this one would remember the money and answer a question someday.

      The lady thanked her and moved on with her cart. Sofia and her entourage turned a corner and kept walking. A few minutes later they were outside the front of the theater. ‘The Beef Cake Boyz’ was in big red letters on the marquee.

      Who said Hollywood didn’t make dreams come true?

      A line of women snaked along outside the entrance. As they joined the end, Sofia realized her mom and Emily would blend in with this crowd way better than her. Pretty much everyone was in groups of at least three or four. They were all drunk. And they were all pretty loud.

      The entrance was guarded by two huge, slightly nervous-looking bouncers. They stood in front of the doors, arms folded, as several women near the front of the line shouted lewd questions and suggestions at them.

      “Are you guys the warm-up act?” and “Show me what you got there, hot stuff,” were about as tame as the comments got.

      The bouncers shuffled their feet and studied the sidewalk. It was hard to look intimidating when you were being asked if that was a torch in your pocket or you were just pleased to see someone. Especially if the person asking it was the same age as your mom. Sofia felt sorry for them.

      Sofia’s mom linked arms with her and Emily. “This is fun. Just me and my two girls. Like old times.”

      As far as old times went, Sofia didn’t remember any trips to see male strippers. Thankfully. A whoop went up from the front of the line as the doors opened. The bouncers were almost swept aside in the crush as people jockeyed for position. The line moved forward.

      “Sofia, will you at least try to look like you want to be here?” said her mom. You’re undercover!”

      Janet was right. Sofia plastered on a smile as they moved toward the entrance. More people had crowded in behind them. The line surged forward.

      A minute later they were standing in the lobby of a theater that looked like it should have been condemned by the Department of Public Health. Paint was peeling off the walls. It smelled of damp. A huge patch of green-gray mold on one wall was partially covered by a Beef Cake Boyz poster.

      Ahead of them a concession stand sold sodas, ice cream, and popcorn. There was even a grill with a couple of sad-looking hot dogs. Who in their right mind would actually eat food bought here, never mind hot dogs? The answer was a middle-aged lady with long purple hair extensions who had crammed herself into a tube top and mini-skirt.

      Sofia felt queasy. Next to the concessions, two tables had been set up to sell T-shirts, posters, key fobs, and other themed Beef Cake Boyz stuff. There was also merchandise for each dancer, with T-shirts featuring pictures of Python, Jumbo, Anaconda, and Highlander. Both tables were doing brisk trade.

      Wandering over, Sofia hung out at the side of one of the tables. A short guy with a comb-over and a goatee beard, a combination that made him look like his head was on upside down, stood there with a pocket calculator and a clipboard, adding up the sales.

      If she’d had to guess, Sofia would have said he was something to do with the Beef Cake Boyz’s management. Merchandise, or merch as it was known in the business, was a lucrative stream of income for live acts. Sometimes the money was split between the venue and the act. It would be the job of the act’s management to make sure they got their cut and that the vendors or the venue didn’t pocket anything. Especially when cash was involved.

      The guy with the upside-down head was so busy watching sales that at first he didn’t notice Sofia hanging out, not buying anything. Finally, though, he whipped round. “If you’re not purchasing anything then move away, please, lady,” he said, with an east-coast accent Sofia placed somewhere around New Jersey.

      Yeah, he was definitely some kind of manager. Sofia had met enough of them when she was still in the business to recognize the tone they used with civilians―civilians being anyone they thought wasn’t in the business.

      Sofia decided to stall. “Are those for sale?”

      She pointed down at a large brown cardboard box with shirts spilling out of it that had ‘HORSE’ written in black marker pen on the side.

      “No, they ain’t.” He turned away from Sofia and barked at one of the women behind the table. “Hey, why the hell do we still have Horse merch back here? He’s been gone three months. Come on, can we do anything right this week, people? You’re killing me here.”

      A fifth member who was no longer with them? He might have some stories. Sofia noted the stage name and moved back to her mom and Emily.

      “Shall we go take our seats?” Emily suggested.

      They headed for the doors leading into the theater. Sofia pulled the tickets from her bag, and handed them over to the checker.

      “Remember, cell phones and any other devices off for the performance, ladies,” said the man. “Anyone found recording will have it erased and be asked to leave with no refund.”

      Good luck with that, thought Sofia. On many devices, anything recorded was immediately uploaded to a virtual cloud. Sofia knew this because Aidan fancied himself a tech wizard and was always dropping these nuggets of info on her and anyone else within earshot.

      It was a shame the ‘no recording rule didn’t apply to the guys on stage, or backstage, for that matter. Then Sofia wouldn’t be about to sit down in this smelly theater on a seat that looked like it needed a deep clean, or maybe just incineration.

      Around them, more and more women were filtering in and taking their seats, ready for the show to begin. A couple were really drunk, stumbling over people to get to their seats, or standing and blocking others’ view of the stage. For once, Sofia wished the standers had been directly in front of them. She usually loved the theater and would sit through pretty much anything. This wasn’t one of those times.

      Mom and Emily, aided by the bottle of Sauvignon Blanc they’d chugged down on the way there, seemed to be in tune with the audience vibe. Rap music was playing and both of them were  out of their seats, dancing. Well, Sofia reasoned, they were moms. Moms needed to cut loose sometimes.

      Finally, as the last few stragglers crowded in, the music cut out. The house lights went down. The whooping, hollering and cat-calling started. A bunch of tourists with accents that sounded to Sofia like Eliza Doolittle before Henry Higgins had taken her under his wing started chanting.

      “Get it out!”

      “Get it out!”

      “Get it out for the girls!”

      The rest of the crowd took up the chant. Mortified, Sofia realized her mom and Emily were joining in. Emily caught her eye and stopped. “Sorry,” she said.

      Sofia couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for the guys standing in the wings. It sounded like the Roman Colosseum just before the Christians were thrown to the lions. Probably worse. No one was chanting at the Christians or even the gladiators to whip off their loincloths. Maybe. She wasn’t sure what the protocol had been in ancient Rome.

      Slowly, the footlights at the front of the stage came up. Different music blasted through the PA system—Def Leppard’s “Pour Some Sugar On Me”.

      The noise from the crowd ratcheted up another notch. It was so loud that Sofia clamped her hands over her ears to save her hearing. Her mom and Emily didn’t seem to mind.

      The time had arrived.
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      Like true professionals, the Beef Cake Boyz waited for the screaming to reach a crescendo before they made their entrance. It involved the curtain slowly rising and spotlights illuminating each of them in turn as an announcer shouted out their name and generally riled up the already riled crowds.

      “The wait is over! It’s time to welcome THEEE BEEEEEEF CAAAAKE BOYZZZZZZ.” His voice rose with every syllable as he drew out the words.

      He did the same with their names as he introduced Anaconda, Python, Highlander, and Jumbo, each of them dressed in top hats, black tuxedos with no shirts underneath, and black bow-ties. As their names were read out, they each tugged their bow-tie free and threw it into the crowd. The women in the front row scrambled to get to them, like baseball fans trying to catch a fly ball, only way more determined.

      The introduction was so cheesy Sofia had to stifle a giggle. Then she reminded herself that cheesy worked with some audiences. Having made a small fortune playing the lead on a show called Half Pint Detective, she was living proof of that.

      She glanced at Emily, who also seemed a little underwhelmed. Their mom was still riding a wine buzz and seemed to be enjoying it.

      Introductions out of the way, the music switched and the first dance routine started. The music was an upbeat kind of seventies disco number. Sofia found herself dancing along despite herself as, on stage, the four guys stripped off until all that was left were black silk posing pouches.

      It was around this point that Sofia realized either their promotional photographs were old or someone had done some serious Photoshop work. In their pictures they were ripped, with low body fat, veiny muscles and eight-pack abs. On stage in front of her? Not so much. They were still muscly but it was the fat muscly look she saw in some of the guys at Jack’s Gym who obviously used steroids and didn’t take care of their diet.

      Not that any of this appeared to faze the ladies in the crowd who were all up on their feet, wolf-whistling like construction workers, clapping along to the beat, and generally having an awesome time. Sofia felt like a killjoy. Then she reminded herself why she was here.

      The stage lights went off. The music switched again. A few seconds later the four Beef Cake Boyz were back, this time dressed as cops. It was a little Village People, but the audience seemed to love it. Each of the guys walked to the edge of the stage and, along with security, helped an audience member to join them.

      The ladies selected were delighted. They waved to their friends. A couple grabbed their designated Beef Cake Boy, pawing at him.

      Each of the guys led their particular lady to a bar stool in the middle of the stage and sat them down. The volume of the music was jacked up. Each of the guys stripped off again, helped by their lady.

      The crowd loved it even more than the first routine. Finally, when the guys were back down to their posing pouches they gave a fairly chaste kiss to the lady they had pulled onstage and helped her back into the audience.

      It was raucous, and a little crude, but compared to Marcie’s video it was pretty tame. Maybe Sandy had been correct and Marcie had pushed things too far. That didn’t make the blackmail right or legal, but maybe she wasn’t an entirely innocent party.

      Pretty much everything Sofia had seen so far was kind of mainstream for this type of event. If anything, it was the ladies who had tried to take things too far with their pawing at the guys. A couple of times the guys had to grab one by the wrist and gently but firmly redirect her hand before it went somewhere it shouldn’t.

      It was definitely an act, and they were performing. Just as female strippers did. They made money by presenting a fantasy, but that was all it was.

      The next part of the act involved each dancer doing his own individual routine on stage alone. That gave Sofia the chance to watch Python more carefully. He didn’t seem any more or less outrageous or provocative than the others. But he definitely seemed to be an audience favorite. The whoops and wolf-whistles were louder than they had been for the others.

      He was probably the best-looking of the four. And he was the tallest. Judging by the bulge in his pouch, he wasn’t the best endowed – Jumbo took that prize – but he was in the top two. He also seemed to have another factor in his favor. It took Sofia a while to work out what it was.

      He was more confident. He made and maintained eye contact. He seemed able to make his audience feel that he was performing for them each individually. Maybe that was what had led to Marcie’s moment of madness.

      Their own routines over, they performed another three group routines and the show finished. The four guys stood there, slicked with sweat and out of breath. The same could have been said for the audience.

      The guys disappeared offstage, but the house lights stayed off. The crowd screamed for an encore and the Beef Cake Boyz duly obliged, reappearing for two more upbeat dance routines.

      The lights came back up. The crowd quieted down. As people started to head for the exits the announcer was back on the PA: “Ladies, if you would like an individual autograph or to meet with one of the Boyz they will be in the lobby in ten minutes.”

      Sofia’s ears pricked up. This must have been when Marcie had arranged her hook-up with Python, or where he had made his first move on her. Although she was exhausted, she was going to stick around.

      “You guys want to meet me back at the car?” Sofia asked Emily and her mom, hopefully.

      “No, I’ll hang out,” said her mom.

      “Me too,” said Emily. “Just to make sure you’re safe,” she added, a little too quickly to be convincing.

      The magic of the Beef Cake Boyz obviously worked, even when you knew how it was done.
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      If her mom and Emily wanted to stay, Sofia decided she might as well put them to work. Each of the four guys had a line where people waited to get a picture or an autograph. She asked her mom to get into Python’s line, while Emily took Highlander, and she waited to see Jumbo.

      “But isn’t Python the one you should be meeting?” her mom whispered. “He’s the one who’s blackmailing Marcie.”

      “Keep your voice down. I have a theory I need to test out. I’m going to circle back into his line once I’ve spoken with Jumbo,” Sofia replied.

      “What’s the theory?”

      “I’ll tell you later.” She was regretting she’d allowed her mom to come. Although, to be fair, her mom had originally roped her in.

      “Can’t you tell me now?” her mom asked.

      “Flirt with him a little bit. And make sure to flash your wedding ring. I want to see if he goes after married women.”

      “Smart. I like it.”

      “You want me to flirt with him too? I could join his line,” asked Emily.

      “Sure,” said Sofia. “But go up after Mom.”

      “What if he pulls out the whipped cream?” said her mom.

      “We’re in the lobby. I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

      “But what if he does? I need to be prepared for every eventuality. Should I lick it off or not?”

      Sofia was starting to feel queasy again. “No!”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “No licking?”

      “No licking.”

      “But flirting’s okay?”

      “Yeah,” said Sofia.

      “I don’t think I can lick whipped cream anyway. I’m on a diet,” said Emily.

      “Go get in line,” Sofia instructed, before the conversation took an even weirder turn than it already had. The next time her mom asked her to help out a friend, Sofia would get her to speak with Brendan first.

      They each took up their positions in line. Sofia kept an eye on Python as he greeted each of his female fans in turn. Some perched on his lap for a selfie, but Sofia didn’t see any sign of whipped cream. Emily’s diet was safe.

      Her line edged forwards. She spotted the guy she assumed was the Boyz’s manager shuffling between them, hurrying them along, trying to keep the lines moving quickly. He was also keeping an eye on the credit cards and cash women were using to pay for getting stuff signed or a picture. It seemed like a lot was being paid in cash—five- or ten-dollar bills. Maybe, guessed Sofia, because some of the ladies didn’t want the transaction appearing on their credit-card statements.

      The line moved forward again. Sofia stepped slightly to one side. She craned her neck to see the women at the front. She studied their left hands, looking for wedding or engagement rings.

      Straight away she spotted an older brunette in a low-cut top. She was sporting a pretty serious rock on her ring finger. She perched on Highlander’s lap for a picture. She hopped off, kissed his cheek and that was it. The next in line moved forward to get a shirt signed. She was a petite redhead in her twenties who wasn’t wearing any ring. Highlander seemed to take a lot more time with her, even though he was only signing a shirt.

      There went that theory, at least for Highlander. Sofia ducked back into line before anyone noticed her staring. If someone recognized her from her old TV show, her cover might be blown. That would make any investigation a lot more difficult.

      Her mom was only three people away from meeting Python. She kept glancing around at Sofia. Sofia grabbed her cell phone, and quickly texted her. Stop looking back at me!

      She watched as the message pinged on her mom’s cell phone. She read it, looked over at Sofia and waved.

      Janet was not cut out for undercover work. That much was clear. Sofia saw her typing a reply.

      A second later it arrived. Chill out. They’ll know we’re here together.

      She kind of had a point. The three of them had arrived as a group and sat together during the show. They wouldn’t be ignoring each other in line. That would be more suspicious. Sofia was just nervous, and part of her was thinking she shouldn’t have dragged her sister into this.

      Highlander’s line seemed to be moving faster than the others. Emily was next to meet him. Sofia watched as her sister handed over a poster for him to sign. He signed it and leaned in to speak with her. Emily shook her head. He handed back the poster and waved for the next woman to step forward.

      Maybe he’d hit on her, thought Sofia. Emily wouldn’t play along with that, not even for Sofia’s sake.

      Emily walked back to her sister.

      “What did he say to you?” Sofia asked.

      “He said I was cute, and asked if there was anything else he could sign. Then he stared at my boobs.”

      Yuck. “Was he checking out your wedding ring?”

      “No, definitely my boobs.”

      “Huh. Okay.”

      “You want me to get in anyone else’s line?” Emily asked.

      “No, but thanks for helping out.”

      Sofia figured Emily had already taken one for the team. She looked kind of grossed out by the whole thing now. Sofia didn’t blame her. She had one more question, though. “Was he even Scottish?”

      “He had an accent, but it sounded like he was from the Valley,” said Emily. “And there was no way I was going to ask if he was a real Scotsman. He might have thought I wanted to check under his kilt. Listen, I’m going to wait outside, okay?”

      “Sure. We’ll see you there.”

      As a relieved-looking Emily headed for the exit, Sofia watched her mom reach Python. This should be interesting.

      Janet handed over twenty bucks. That was the rate for a picture. Python passed it back to the guy Sofia thought was their manager. He flipped the bills into a large plastic trash bag that was quickly filling up with cash, and went back to prowling behind the tables.

      Python waved Janet round his table. He sat, and she perched on his knee with a broad smile. He reached his arm round her. With his other hand he held up her cell phone and snapped a selfie. They checked the result together.

      They seemed to be talking quite a lot, but Sofia was too far away, and the lobby was too noisy, to make out the conversation. Python kept a hold of Janet’s phone, and seemed to be playing around with it. He waved over the manager guy and got him to take their picture. Janet hopped off his knee and they were done. The next woman in the line stepped forward.

      Janet walked past Sofia. “Where’s Emily?”

      “She’s outside. How’d it go?”

      “He gave me his number,” her mom said, with a look of triumph.

      “Good job.”

      “Next!” Jumbo said, calling Sofia forward.

      Sofia had been so distracted by her mom’s news, she hadn’t noticed that she was at the front of the line. She stumbled forward, a little off balance. “Nice ears,” she told Jumbo, doing her best to be flirty.

      “Yeah, whatever,” said Jumbo.

      To be fair to him, it probably wasn’t the most original line.

      “Picture’s twenty bucks. Signings are ten dollars an item, unless it’s boobs. Those are fifteen.”

      Huh. He was all business. Sofia handed him a piece of paper. “You could put your digits on there if you like.”

      Jumbo took the paper, and looked up at her. “Yeah, I don’t think my boyfriend would like that.”

      Sofia wondered if he was actually gay, or whether this was his go-to line to fend off unwelcome approaches. She told herself it pretty much had to be the first. At least, she hoped it was. She wasn’t sure her ego could cope with rejection from a male stripper called Jumbo.

      Whichever it was, one thing was for sure: he didn’t seem like he was enjoying himself. She got a shirt signed, handed over the money, and headed back to the end of Python’s line.
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      Sofia got behind the wheel of Emily’s mini-van. Emily was in the passenger seat next to her. Their mom was in back. The atmosphere was a lot more muted than it had been on the way there.

      Overall, the evening had been a success. At least in terms of the investigation. Janet had really proven herself by getting Python’s number. That was great intelligence the agency could use.

      “How did you do with Python?” her mom asked, as Sofia started the engine and threw the mini-van into Drive.

      “Not as good as you.”

      “You ask for his number?”

      “Yeah, and flirted like crazy, but he was even colder than Jumbo.”

      “You think he only goes for married women?” asked Emily.

      “Kinda looks like it.” She was still stung by being rejected twice in one night.

      “It might not be that,” said Janet.

      They turned to look at their mom. “I’m just saying. Different men like different things. Maybe he likes a more mature lady.”

      Sofia could see where this was going. “Like Marcie?” she asked.

      “Okay, okay, point taken,” said her mom.

      “That was mean,” Emily whispered to her.

      “Hey, Mom was the one who dragged me into this,” she shot back.

      Sofia pulled out into traffic. Hollywood was still pretty busy. Their route back to the highway took them past the front of the theater.

      They stopped at a red light. Glancing over, Sofia watched as Python appeared from an alleyway at the side of the building. He was dressed in designer jeans, a blue shirt, and loafers. He was also wearing glasses. He looked completely different from his stage persona. More Clark Kent than Superman.

      The light went green. Sofia stayed where she was. Someone behind her honked. She pulled over to the curb to let them pass.

      “What is it?” Emily asked.

      Sofia shushed her.

      Python walked over to a Porsche 911 sports car. Sofia recognized it because Aidan also drove a Porsche. Only Python’s was black, and looked brand new. Those were expensive cars. Like a hundred thousand dollars.

      Python got in. A second later, the car roared into life and took off.

      Sofia quickly tapped the car’s details into the notepad application on her cell phone, and pulled back into the late-night Hollywood traffic. A few minutes later, they were on the freeway.

      Glancing over, and then into the back seat, she saw that Emily and her mom were both fast asleep. Like Violet and Van, they were much cuter when they were sleeping.
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      Two hours later, Sofia parked her Tesla in the upper parking lot of Nirvana Cove. She had dropped her mom off first, then Emily, and picked up her own car for the drive back to Malibu. Emily and Ray had suggested she stay over, but she told them she had a lot to do the next day.

      That was true. Tomorrow was going to be crazy busy. But she also needed time alone on the drive back to Malibu to collect her thoughts.

      The Beef Cake Boyz show hadn’t been nearly as sleazy as she’d expected. It hadn’t been classy either, but she wasn’t sure there could be such a thing as a classy male strip show. Still, their performance had managed to tread a fairly fine line between raunchy and obscene.

      Where it had gotten interesting from an investigative standpoint was the after-show signing and meet-and-greet. There was no question that Sofia’s hunch about Python was right. He was deliberately targeting older women who were attached, and obviously so.

      Then there was the car she’d seen him in. The Beef Cake Boyz was obviously a money-making machine, but he was one fourth of the act. An act with a manager who seemed to watch the money like an eagle. There was no way that Python was being paid the kind of money he’d need to buy, or even a lease, a brand new Porsche. Not unless he already had money. In which case why was he doing that job?

      It just didn’t add up. Unless he had another stream of income. One that maybe came from blackmailing married women who saw the show.

      As she walked back down to her trailer, Sofia was thinking maybe this case could really cement her reputation. She had brought it into the agency. It looked pretty straightforward. And she had an idea how it could be resolved, without Marcie’s husband ever having to find out.

      If they could gather evidence Python had been blackmailing people, they could confront him with it. Along with an ultimatum that he either left their client alone or faced some serious jail time.

      Feeling pretty happy with herself, Sofia took out her key to open her front door. It was already unlocked. Her heart leaped until she remembered Jaxon.

      She pushed the door open and called out to him. He didn’t answer.

      She went into the living room. Jaxon was fast asleep on the couch. He looked so peaceful she didn’t want to disturb him.

      She took off her heels and put them down. She went into her bedroom, grabbed a blanket, walked back into the living room and placed it over him so he wouldn’t get cold. He stirred, pulling her in for a long, warm hug.

      “How was your night?” he asked her, still sleepy.

      “I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” He smiled. She leaned down and kissed his forehead.

      Things were looking pretty good. She had a good case and right here on the couch she had her own piece of beef cake. Only her beef cake wasn’t just tanned, muscular and handsome, he was also a gentleman.
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      Sofia woke from a nightmare. In it, she was being chased by an angry elephant with huge ears. As fast as she ran, the elephant was faster. Glancing back over her shoulder, she could see it bearing down on her, its giant ears flapping as the ground trembled. Darting into a jungle to escape, she hid behind a tree. The elephant had disappeared. She was safe.

      Just as she was catching her breath, she felt something tighten around her waist. She looked down to see the huge elephant’s trunk winding around her. She tried to struggle free. It was no use. As it started to lift her off her feet, she woke up to find Jaxon spooning her, his arm around her.

      She quietly untangled herself from the handsome cowboy and walked into the bathroom. She peed, washed her hands, splashed some water on her face, and went into the kitchen to make coffee, pulling on a robe on the way..

      Fred was sitting on her front porch, no doubt waiting to be fed. He wasn’t her only visitor.

      Gray Cole, Hollywood A-list movie star, Nirvana Cove neighbor, and one of her best friends, was sitting on the porch. He was sipping tea and watching the sun start to burn off the marine layer. He raised his mug in a salute.

      “Morning, neighbor,” Sofia greeted him.

      “How come you’re up so early?” he asked.

      Gray was more of a night owl than a morning person.

      “I was going to ask you the same question.”

      He shot her a wolfish smile. “Who said I’ve been to bed?” He folded his arms. “Now, what’s your excuse?”

      She told him about her nightmare, then about Jumbo and the strip show. That meant she had to explain the entire case.

      The good thing about Gray was that he absolutely loved gossip, but he was entirely trustworthy. It helped that he was keeping one of Hollywood’s biggest secrets. Despite being a heart-throb to women around the world, Gray was gay, in the closet, and planned on keeping it that way for as long as he could. He knew, as did Sofia, that his being gay would be accepted, but it would also hurt his power at the box office, limit the roles he’d be offered and the money he could make. Plus, he figured that his private life was his business, which Sofia could relate to.

      Gray listened to the whole story. When she’d finished telling him about Jumbo, he said, “No prizes for guessing what that dream was about.”

      After she’d told him about Marcie and the case, without mentioning Marcie’s real name, Gray seemed troubled. “Ugh, that’s the worst. Anyone I work with these days, or date for that matter, I get them to sign an NDA.”

      An NDA was a non-disclosure agreement. It meant people couldn’t openly share what they knew about someone, what they’d been told, or conversations they’d had. Or, rather, they could, but they’d be sued to within an inch of their life. Certain celebrities had a stack of them by their front door, ready for people to sign. Not all for the same reason Gray did. Some because they had stuff to hide.

      In this case Marcie could have saved herself a world of trouble if she’d had Python sign an NDA. But she’d been drunk, as well as blinded by his rippling muscles.

      “You know I was in a male revue show for about five minutes when I was starting out,” Gray volunteered.

      “No way.” She hadn’t known that. But young actors did all kinds of crazy jobs.

      “It was a nightmare. All those women pawing at me? I felt like a piece of meat. Y’know, chicks are way worse than guys when it comes to stuff like that.”

      Sofia wouldn’t have believed that before last night, but he had a point.

      “So how are you going to deal with this Python character?” Gray asked her.

      “I’m still figuring that out. First of all I need to find out his real name. I have his number now so it shouldn’t be that difficult. Then I’m going to meet with Brendan, see what he thinks.”

      “Be careful, Half Pint,” Gray said, referencing her old TV show. “Blackmailers can be pretty nasty characters. Especially if they’re cornered.”

      “You’ve been blackmailed?”

      He shrugged. “Couple of times.”

      “That sucks. What did you do?”

      “I paid ’em off. Or my agents did.”

      “And how did they make sure the sleazeball didn’t keep coming back?”

      “The lawyers had them sign something,” said Gray.

      “You didn’t go to the cops?” asked Sofia.

      “With my profile? All it takes is someone looking over someone else’s shoulder and it would be all over the internet in less time than it takes to say ‘flaming gay movie star.’”

      “That sucks.”

      “Tell me about it. But, hey, I get to live like this,” he said, looking back out to the blue Pacific Ocean. “Everything in life comes with a price, Sofia.”

      “Well, I don’t think Marcie has the money to pay it. Even if she wanted to.”

      Gray gave her a reassuring smile.  “Which is where you ride in to save the day.”
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      On the short drive to the Maloney Investigations office, Sofia’s phone lit up with a call from Marcie. She immediately tapped the answer icon on her car’s touchscreen.

      Because Marcie’s husband, Wade, didn’t know what was going on, and she wanted to keep it that way, they’d agreed that Marcie call Sofia and not the other way around.

      “Morning, Marcie,” Sofia said, doing her best to sound upbeat.

      Brendan had told her when she’d joined the agency that part of their job was to reassure clients, regardless of how things were going: “The idea is to keep them on an even keel. This isn’t like regular police work where someone else might be dealing with the victim, and you just have to worry about the bad guys. We help keep the clients calm, too. A client who’s all over the place emotionally can make the job impossible.”

      From her years as an actress, she knew how true that was. Agents and managers might spend ten percent of their time actually doing deals and the rest of the time holding their client’s hand. Agents always said, when there wasn’t an actual drama going on, you could usually rely upon an actor to create one. Clients were like actors that way.

      “Hey, Sofia, Wade’s gone to work so I thought I’d check in with you. Any news?”

      “Yeah, things are moving forward nicely,” said Sofia, as the stoplight turned red and she stopped moving forward nicely herself. “By the look of it you’re not the first person Python’s done this to, but at Maloney Investigations we’re going to do everything in our power to make sure you’re the last. And that you don’t have to pay him anything,” she added quickly.

      “Oh, thank goodness. I barely slept a wink last night. Wade keeps asking me what’s wrong.”

      “Listen, I know it’s difficult, but try to relax and let us handle this for you.”

      “I’ll try, but it’s not easy.”

      “I know it’s not, Marcie.”

      “Is there anything I can do from my end?”

      Sofia thought about it for a second. “Just sit tight, and don’t worry too much. I’m meeting with Brendan today. I should know after that how we plan on moving forward.”

      “You’re a good person.” Marcie sounded tearful.

      “I’m just doing my job, but thank you. Call me this afternoon.”

      “I will.”

      Sofia let out a big breath as the call finished. She wished she’d had something more concrete to tell Marcie. But the only way to resolve this quickly would involve calling in law enforcement and Marcie didn’t want that.

      Traffic was clearing on Pacific Coast Highway. The stoplight next to Duke’s flipped to green. Sofia accelerated. The Tesla rocketed forward. Five minutes later she pulled into a parking spot outside the office. She grabbed her bag from the front seat and headed inside.

      

      Sofia settled herself behind her desk. Aidan wasn’t at his. That was a relief. She needed peace and quiet to concentrate. She wouldn’t get that with him buzzing around, asking her what she was working on.

      Sofia logged in to her computer. She pulled out her phone and opened her contact list. She scrolled down to the number Python had given her mom. Opening a browser on her computer, she clicked on a website the agency used to perform reverse phone searches.

      Usually you’d type in someone’s name to find their number. This website allowed you to put in a number and, hopefully, get the name of the person it was registered to.

      She hit the return key. Milliseconds later, a result came back. The phone was registered to a Jared Chadwick. She made a note of it on the file, and began to dig deeper.

      An initial name search showed up twelve Jared Chadwicks in the United States, only one with a recent or current address in Los Angeles. Thank heaven for uncommon names.

      In less than five minutes she had an address, his date of birth, his credit rating, and a bunch of other personal details, including his criminal history or, rather, lack of one. She searched again, this time using a different database. Jared still came up clean.

      That was weird. He was thirty-six years old. At that age, most people involved in criminal activity had already racked up a couple of arrests, convictions, and oftentimes a prison sentence or two. If someone was going to break the law, the tendency usually showed up fairly early on. But Jared’s record was showing nothing.

      There were only two possibilities. Either this whole blackmail scam was new to him. Or, and this was more worrying, he was really good  at not getting caught. Blackmail was one of those crimes where, Sofia guessed, someone could avoid coming to the attention of the cops if the victims were scared enough.

      The main door into the office opened and Aidan walked in. He went to his desk, set down his coffee and briefcase, and wandered over to where she was sitting. “What you got there?” he said, doing his best to read the notes she’d been making.

      “The new case.”

      “Oh, yeah? Want me to take a look?

      Classic Aidan. He guarded his cases like a pit bull. But as soon as he thought Sofia was working on something interesting he was all over it. Before she knew it, it was Aidan’s case and she got the boring or embarrassing tasks.

      Well, not this time, Buster, she told herself. “No, I’m making pretty good progress on my own.”

      “Never hurts to have a fresh pair of eyes.”

      Sofia smiled up at him. “Thanks, but it’s fine. I got it.”

      Now Aidan looked ticked off. “What’s the problem? Is it top secret or something?”

      “Not top secret, no,” said Sofia, enjoying his annoyance. “More sensitive in nature. It’s a female client, and she wanted me to work on it.”

      “Sounds kind of sexist to me.”

      That was typical of Aidan. Playing the equality card, but only when it suited him. He leaned in a little closer. Sofia clicked to close the window she had open with the search details. “Sorry you feel like that,” she said.

      “Come on. Spill. What’s the case?”

      “Don’t you have your own work to be getting on with?”

      “I’m not that busy. In fact, I have lots of time to help out. If you’ll let me.”

      “I would. But, like I said, it’s sensitive, and the client’s eager that as few people know the details as possible.”

      “Okay, now I really want to know what the deal is.”

      Sofia shot Aidan a broad smile. “I know you do. But I can’t tell you. Now, if you don’t mind, you may not have work to be getting on with, but I do.”

      Aidan started to object. Brendan’s office door opened suddenly. He walked out, putting on his jacket as he headed to the door. “Sofia,” he said, “I need to head to Century City for a meeting, but let’s grab a coffee at Marmalade first. I want you to bring me up to speed on the new case.”

      “Sure.”

      “We were just discussing it,” said Aidan. “I think it could maybe use a more experienced investigator.”

      “Great minds,” said Brendan.

      Aidan shot Sofia a smirk. Sofia’s heart sank. Brendan was going to invite Aidan along and put him on the case.

      “That’s exactly why I’m taking Sofia for coffee,” Brendan added. “Give her the benefit of my wisdom.”

      Aidan’s face fell. Sofia grabbed her bag and raced to catch up with Brendan. At the door she stopped and turned back to Aidan. “If you’re not busy . . .?”

      “Yeah?”

      “That plant needs some water, and you could maybe run the vacuum over the carpet.”
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      A new waitress brought them coffee. Brendan was drinking decaffeinated as his doctor had warned him about his blood pressure. High blood pressure seemed to come with the job. Sofia had already accepted that. The way she looked at it, the job was stressful because it was important. They were dealing with people’s real lives. Their work mattered. That was why she’d wanted to do it rather than acting, even though everyone thought she was nuts for making that choice.

      Once the waitress had left, Brendan took a sip of his coffee and made a face.

      “Coffee no good?”

      “It’s decaf.” He shrugged. “So what’s the matter with Aidan this morning?”

      This was going to be awkward. Brendan wouldn’t approve of her shutting Aidan out of the loop. She already knew that. The only thing worse than doing that, though, was lying about it.

      “I wouldn’t tell him what I’m working on,” Sofia said, ’fessing up. “I’m sorry. I know I should have. But it’s kind of sensitive, the client is really jumpy, and I wanted to get a real handle on it first.”

      “And you thought it would drive him crazy?” Brendan asked, although it was probably a rhetorical question, at least as far as Brendan was concerned.

      Brendan didn’t ask too many questions he didn’t already know, or could guess, the answer to.

      Again, Sofia told herself, there was no point in fibbing. “Pretty much.”

      Brendan smiled. “That’s fair. He is pretty funny when he gets riled up.”

      “But I should tell him?”

      Brendan didn’t say anything. His look said it all.

      “Okay, I’ll bring him up to speed when I get back to the office. But if he makes any of his stupid jokes . . .”

      “You’ll tell me, and I’ll deal with it. Now, what do you have so far?”

      Sofia spent the next fifteen minutes bringing Brendan up to speed. She told him about going to the Beef Cake Boyz with her mom and sister. She’d worried that he’d not be happy she’d involved people outside the agency. In fact, he was pretty relaxed about it for the same reasons Sofia had been. Her mom already knew, and it was good cover.

      “A single woman on her own would stand out, correct?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then that was some smart thinking.”

      She told him about the interest Python had shown in married women rather than single ones.

      “Makes sense,” said Brendan. “This guy’s obviously an operator. In fact, he’s pretty smart, either by design or accident.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Say you want to blackmail married women. First you have to find them, then you have to work out which ones are liable to stray. That would be pretty time-consuming. But not if you’re doing what he does. Think of the stage show like a big sweep net.”

      Brendan was right. It was genius. Rather than Python having to locate potential victims, they came to him, and paid for the privilege.

      “I think it’s by accident, though,” said Sofia. “I don’t think he went into it for that reason. He’s an opportunist.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because he gave my mom his number. I ran it, got his name, and ran a criminal check. Apart from some traffic stuff, he’s clean.”

      Brendan beamed. “Now that’s good detective work.”

      Sofia took a sip of her coffee, and tried not to look too pleased. Inside, though, she was doing cartwheels. Brendan was encouraging, and a great mentor, but he didn’t hand out compliments for the sake of it.

      “If he doesn’t have a record, especially not for something like this, then you’re almost certainly right that he’s an opportunist. But from what you’ve also told me about his not leaving too much of a trail, he’s also being cagey, which makes our life more difficult,” Brendan continued. “Beginners and veterans are usually the most cautious.”

      “Yeah, if we had a text from him to Marcie that would be pretty damning. We could close him down with that.”

      “I thought you told me she won’t go to the cops.”

      “She wouldn’t have to,” Sofia said. “We could let him know we know, and that if he wants to stay out of prison he has to leave her alone.”

      “That would be one way to do it, but be careful. We corner a guy like this, and he could be dangerous. It’s better if we also work on convincing Marcie that getting law enforcement involved isn’t the end of the world.”

      “That’ll be tough,” said Sofia. “She’s been pretty adamant.”

      “Okay, so what’s the plan in the meantime?” Brendan asked.

      “We need something we can use against him, right? Something concrete. Something that he’ll know would send him to prison if we went to the cops.”

      “That would be good.”

      “Then I have an idea,” said Sofia.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Brendan had gone on to his meeting so Sofia walked back to the office by herself. Aidan was sitting in front of his wall of monitors with his headphones on. Sofia went over to him. “Do you have a second?”

      He pulled off one of his headphones. “Not really.”

      “It’s about the case I’m working on. I thought I could bring you up to speed.”

      “Maybe later. I’m busy right now. On my own case.”

      Classic Aidan. Less than an hour ago he’d been desperate to know what she was doing. Now, because she hadn’t shared, he was in a sulk. Well, she wasn’t going to beg him.

      “Okay. Later.”

      Sofia went to her desk, pulled her cell phone out of her bag and called her mom. As she waited for her to answer, she noticed the volume bar on one of Aidan’s monitors go all the way down to mute, presumably so he could listen in.

      “You’ll hear me better if you take the headphones off,” she called over to him.

      He snapped them off for a second. “Sorry, I can’t hear you. I’m listening to music.”

      “Whatever!”

      “Sofia?”

      “Hey, Mom, I wondered if you could call Marcie and see if she can come to you in about an hour. I’m going to drive over and I’d like to speak with her.”

      “Sure, of course. Have there been any new developments on the case?”

      Her mom had barely taken an interest in Sofia’s new job before this one. But today, she’d already texted her twice that morning asking the same question.

      “Nope, just need to speak with her.”

      “I can invite her over.”

      “Great. I’ll see you in an hour.”

      Sofia glanced at Aidan who was pretending to be absorbed in his work. She got up from her desk and walked to one of the cabinets. She opened it.

      “What you looking for?” Aidan asked.

      “I thought you were busy.”

      “I was. So what is it you’re looking for?”

      “A surveillance kit.”

      “You’re using it on this new case?”

      “Yup.”

      “So you want to tell me about it?”

      “It’ll have to wait,” said Sofia. “I need to be somewhere in an hour and it’s going to take me at least that to get there.”

      “But you were going to tell me about it two minutes ago.”

      “And you were busy.”

      Aidan made a noise of pure disgust. “Ugh. You’re so childish at times. You know that?”

      Sofia ignored him. She found the kit at the back of the cabinet. It consisted of a tiny video and audio recorder that transmitted back to a cell phone, where the recording could be captured.

      “You want some help with setting that up?” Aidan asked.

      “No, I’m good. I’ve used it before.”

      “Yeah, but I’m pretty much the expert when it comes to this stuff.”

      “You are?”

      Aidan gave a how-could-anyone-question-it shrug. “In this office, yes.”

      “Says who?” She stopped herself. She didn’t have time for this. She really did have to be in Glendale. “If I have any problems, I’ll give you a call.”

      “Come on, what’s the case?” Aidan shouted after her, as she headed out of the office.
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      Before Sofia could get out of her car, her mom was running out of the house. Sofia opened the driver’s door so they could speak.

      “Everything okay?” said Sofia, a little panicked. If her mom couldn’t wait the two seconds for her to walk around to the front door, something must be wrong.

      “Yeah, fine. Marcie’s here. But I wanted to speak with you first.”

      Sofia grabbed her stuff from the passenger seat and got out. “You’re sure everything’s okay?”

      “Here’s the thing. Marcie is still a nervous wreck. I was thinking, if you needed evidence, maybe I could help.”

      Sofia held up a hand. “Whoa. What are you suggesting?”

      “That I go undercover. He already gave me his number, so we know he’s interested.”

      “Mom, aren’t you forgetting a couple of things?”

      “Like what?”

      “For a start, Python isn’t blackmailing you because, y’know, he doesn’t have anything to blackmail you with.”

      “I already thought about that,” said her mom.

      Oh, dear Lord. Sofia made a mental note to try to avoid involving Janet in any further investigations..

      “Won’t you at least hear me out?”

      Sofia really didn’t want to. But she didn’t want to hurt her mom’s feelings either. “Okay, what’s your plan?”

      “I don’t have to do anything with him,” her mom said.

      “Then how can he blackmail you?”

      “Okay, let me start again. I don’t have to do anything physical. He already gave me his number.”

      Sofia still wasn’t sure where this was going. “Okay.”

      “So what if I meet with him and say I would do, whatever, but I’m already terrified Tim would find out. I could really lay it on about how my husband is a jealous type.”

      Sofia had never seen Tim as the jealous type. The only thing he was really possessive about was his golf clubs.

      “Anyway,” her mom continued, “I meet with him, tell him how I’m terrified my husband would find out, and maybe drop in some stuff about having just inherited a bunch of money as bait. Then he might blackmail me without me having to do anything serious.”

      Sofia thought it over. It wasn’t the absolute worst plan in the world. In fact, it was better than she’d anticipated.

      “This way Marcie doesn’t have to be involved,” her mom threw in.

      The problem was that they’d have to wait for Python to take the bait. And there was no guarantee he would. He had already proved pretty cautious. There was a good chance he would sniff this out as a setup. Con artists were usually adept at working out when someone was trying to con them.

      Marcie’s blackmail was already further along, and it was genuine. He would probably read her nerves as a good thing, a sign she was about to cave.

      “Sorry, Mom, it’s great that you want to help your friend, but this is something she needs to do if we’re going to wrap it up before someone tells Wade.”

      “Hey, did I hear my name?”

      They whirled round to see a guy in an LA County Sheriff’s uniform walking up the drive towards them. His stomach was spilling over his belt and he had sweat-stains under his arms. His facial expression was that of someone who desperately wanted to pass gas. No one would ever call him a sex symbol.

      “Hey, Janet, have you seen Marcie?”

      “Marcie?”

      Sofia cringed. Her mom had said it like she’d never even heard the name before, never mind knew anyone with it. Her going undercover was a bad idea.

      “Yeah, my wife.”

      Wade had that cop stare. As if he didn’t believe anything anyone said – ever.

      “Oh, yes, she’s inside. We were just having coffee. You want me to get her?”

      Wade dug into his pocket. His pants were so tight that it was a struggle. Finally, he fished out a set of keys. “No, just give her these. I got called in and I don’t think she took keys.”

      “Okay, great,” said Janet, taking the keys from Wade’s sweaty hand.

      “Listen, Janet, has Marcie told you that something’s bothering her lately? She seems kinda out of sorts.”

      Sofia’s mom furiously shook her head. “Bothering her? No. She seems . . . fine.”

      Wade switched his attention to Sofia. “You’re Janet’s daughter, the actress, right?”

      “That’s me.” For once Sofia was happy to have someone remember her as an actress. This was one time she wasn’t about to remind anyone she had given up that career for her current one.

      Wade extended a sweaty hand. Sofia shook. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Sofia was just dropping something off for me. A casserole dish.”

      Wade gave her the same cop look. Sofia just smiled politely.

      “I’d best get going.” Wade turned and began to walk back down the driveway.

      Sofia and her mom watched him go.

      “You think he suspects anything?” her mom whispered.

      “He knows something’s up. He just said as much.” Plus, Janet had been acting shady as hell. But she couldn’t say that.

      “So what do you think? Should I go instead of Marcie? You know, take one for the team.”

      Sofia winced at the idea of her mom taking one, or any number, for the team. “Tell you what, let’s speak to Marcie first.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I thought that the whole point of me hiring you was so that you dealt with this?”

      Her mom had been right. Marcie wasn’t keen to go undercover to get the goods on Python.

      Sofia didn’t blame her. She’d done the undercover gig a few times now as part of her work. She’d been a hooker, and a drug addict, which was weird because those were the roles she’d probably have been playing if she’d stayed in the acting business. Now she thought about it, it was kind of depressing. Two totally different jobs, actor and private investigator, where, if you were a woman, your choices were playing a prostitute or a junkie.

      She had learned that going undercover, like so many other scary things in life, the fear you experienced before you did it was usually the worst part. It was like waiting to jump into a swimming-pool. Once you got past the initial shock of the cold water, you were fine.

      “And we are,” Sofia replied. “But if we’re to end this, without your husband finding out, we need something concrete to use against Jared.”

      “Who’s Jared?” said Marcie and Sofia’s mom simultaneously.

      “That’s Python’s real name. Jared Chadwick. So, what do you say, Marcie? If we can have him on camera making the threat, we can probably have it wrapped up tomorrow. He’ll be out of your life for good, and Wade never need know.”

      Sofia could see Marcie beginning to crack. This way the whole thing could be over. Even if it meant a few nerve-shredding minutes talking face to face with the man who was blackmailing her.

      Marcie took a deep breath. “I’ll do it.”

      “Great. Why don’t you call him and set up the meeting? I’ll make sure the equipment’s working. Then we can get you hooked up and go do this.”

      “I have the number here,” said Sofia’s mom, waving her cell phone.

      She was getting into this way too much for Sofia’s liking. “Okay, but the call has to be made from Marcie’s phone. You never had Python’s number, did you, Marcie? I mean, he called you but the number was withheld.”

      “That’s right,” said Marcie.

      Sofia’s mom held up the number on her phone. Marcie tapped it into hers. Sofia reached over, and plugged a wire into one of the jacks. It led to a device that would automatically record the call.

      Marcie stared at her cell phone like it was a bomb detonator switch. “What do I say?”

      Sofia had already thought about that. As much as Marcie wanted to avoid her secret being exposed, Python wanted the cash. That was their leverage over him.

      “Okay, tell him you need to meet him to discuss paying for the footage. If he asks whether you have the money, or anything else, say you can’t discuss it over the phone. You need to meet him. Give him a location and time, then hang up. He’ll be there, believe me.”

      “What location?” Marcie asked.

      Sofia had already thought about that. It had to be close to where he lived so that he was comfortable. But not too close that he believed Marcie knew his address. Somewhere busy enough to make it safe, but not so crowded that he was worried about being overheard. They wanted him to incriminate himself, and he wouldn’t do that if he thought people were listening.

      “What if goes to voicemail?”

      “Leave the same details and hang up.”

      Marcie’s hands were trembling. Sofia got it. It was fear of the unknown. She reached out and took Marcie’s hand in hers for a few seconds. “It’s okay to be scared, Marcie. Now, you’re going to take three deep breaths, nice and slow.”

      “Okay.”

      Sofia kept holding Marcie’s hands as she breathed in and out. Then she handed her back the cell phone. Marcie tapped in the number and put the phone to her ear.

      After a few seconds, Python picked up. “Yo.”
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      Sofia sat in the front seat of her mom’s car opposite a frozen-yoghurt place on Hollywood Boulevard. She checked her cell phone where she could watch a live feed from the tiny camera they’d clipped to Marcie’s blouse.

      “I want to listen too,” her mom said.

      Sofia tapped on the screen to turn up the volume.

      Marcie was sitting at a table near the back, facing the street. Now all they needed was for Jared Chadwick, a.k.a. Python, to show. It was five minutes past the agreed time, and Sofia was getting nervous.

      “You think he’s going to show?” her mom asked.

      “He will,” said Sofia, sounding more certain than she actually was.

      Marcie had insisted that Janet come along as moral support. Sofia didn’t see the harm in it, although she wasn’t sure Brendan or Aidan would agree. Sofia’s only worry was that her mom was getting way too into this. Not that Sofia blamed her. Running a wire to catch a stripper-turned-blackmailer had to be more fun than whatever else her mom usually had scheduled.

      Right on cue, Sofia saw a black Porsche 911 roll past them, then make a right into a parking structure. Python was driving, and someone was in the front passenger seat next to him, but she couldn’t see them clearly.

      That was a worry. Sofia was confident she could handle Python on his own. But if he’d brought some muscle they’d be in trouble. Maybe she should have asked Aidan for help after all.

      There was no point worrying about it now. Aidan and Brendan were a good hour’s drive away in Malibu. She’d have to work with what she had. If things really got out of control, she could always call the LAPD.

      On screen, Marcie was spooning down a frozen yoghurt like it was about to be banned. Sofia watched the plastic spoon rise and fall towards her mouth. On about the third spoon, a glob of yoghurt fell, and must have landed right on the tiny camera.

      “Damn it.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Sofia tilted the screen so that her mom could see. “We have frozen yoghurt on the lens.”

      “Oh, no,” said Marcie.

      Good, thought Sofia, she’d noticed.

      Marcie must have grabbed a napkin to wipe it off. The screen went white as Marcie presumably dabbed at the blob of melting yoghurt with a napkin.

      The view on the camera came back, but this time it was smeared and blurry. Sofia made a mental note to avoid anything that involved food the next time she ran a sting operation.“Uh, hey,” said Marcie.

      At least the audio was still clear.

      There was the sound of a chair being pushed back and the silhouette of a large male figure sat across from Marcie. With the yoghurt smear across the lens it was hard to say for definite if it was Python, but going by Marcie’s reaction it had to be.

      “You have the money?” Python asked.

      Sofia shot her mom a thumbs-up. This was an excellent start. He was getting straight down to business and mentioning money was one third of what they needed, the other being mention of the incriminating footage, and the final third being that one was required for the return of the other.

      “Not yet.”

      “So why did you want to meet me?”

      “I’m not sure I can give you fifty thousand to make sure you don’t show my husband the video of me and you having sex.”

      That’s my gal, thought Sofia. It was a little what an actor would call ‘on the nose’—in other words, too direct—but sometimes the situation called for getting something out there. Considering what a nervous wreck she’d been, Marcie was doing great.

      There was a long pause. What they needed was for Python to make the threat. Either she found the money or he sent Marcie’s husband the video.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Python.

      Uh-oh. That was not the answer Sofia had been hoping for.

      “What do you mean? You said if I give you fifty thousand dollars you won’t send my husband the footage you have of you and me.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “Listen, lady, you get me all the way down here to meet, and then you start talking crazy. I have no idea what you’re talking about. None.”

      There was the sound of the chair scraping back, and the Python-shaped blob seemed to get up from the table and walk away.

      “Wait,” Marcie called after him.

      It was no good. Sofia glanced across at the entrance to the yoghurt place just in time to see Python appear, put on a pair of designer sunglasses, and walk back towards the parking structure where he’d left his Porsche.

      “What do I do?” said Marcie. “Should I go after him?”

      Sofia grabbed her cell phone. She shot a Marcie a text telling her to hang tight where she was. Maybe Python would come back.

      “What happened” asked her mom. “You think he knew she was wired?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What will he do now? You think he’ll send that stuff to Wade?” her mom said.

      “I doubt it. He does that and he has no shot at seeing any money, which is kind of the point of the exercise. Plus, Wade might just come after him for fooling around with his wife. Python will circle back round. See if can get the cash without incriminating himself.” Or at least that was her best guess.

      “We’d better tell Marcie all that because she’s going to completely freak out.”

      A few seconds later, they watched as the black Porsche reappeared. It drove out of the parking structure, made a right onto San Vicente, and roared off. There was still someone in the passenger seat, but Sofia didn’t get enough of an angle to see who it was. She was almost sure it was a man, but that was as much as she could glean from the split-second view she had.

      She opened the car door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To get Marcie – and some frozen yoghurt to go, with sprinkles.”

      Sofia figured that if any situation merited having sprinkles, it was this one. Consolation sprinkles. Her mom popped open her door.

      “I want sprinkles too.”

      

      “You want whipped cream with that?” the server asked Sofia.

      “No, I’m good.” Sofia glanced over her shoulder to the table where her mom was doing her best to console a hysterical Marcie.

      “Oh, my God, my marriage is over. I’m going to die alone,” wailed Marcie, as the other customers shot nervous glances towards her.

      “Are you with that lady?” the server asked Sofia.

      “Yeah, she’s a little upset. I’m sure she’ll be fine in a moment.”

      Marcie’s wailing went up an octave. “My life is ruined!”

      “You want these to go?” asked the server, with pleading eyes.

      Sofia knew a hint when she heard one. “Yeah, let’s do that.”

      Her mom stood and headed over to her, leaving a sobbing Marcie by herself. She fished for something in her handbag. Her hand came out balled into a fist.

      “Here, better put this on Marcie’s,” said her mom.

      She opened her hand to reveal a crushed white pill.

      “What is it?”

      “Xanax sprinkles.”

      Sofia looked at her mom, horrified. “I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Hide it under some of the chocolate ones. She won’t even taste it.”

      “No!” Sofia was starting to think she ought to bring a narcotics test kit to family dinners.
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      Sofia dumped the surveillance kit on her desk.

      “Hey, careful, those things are two grand a pop.”

      Aidan got up from his desk and stalked over to her. He reached past her and picked up the surveillance kit. He opened the rigid plastic case, took out the tiny camera and examined it.

      “What’s this on the lens?” he said, peering at it.

      “Frozen yoghurt. Don’t worry, I was going to clean it before I put it back.”

      Sofia let out a sigh. She really was not in the mood for any of Aidan’s crap. The drive back to Glendale had been a nightmare. Marcie had wailed like a toddler the whole way. Her mom, having been told that it was probably illegal to spike someone’s low-fat dessert had eaten it herself to show that it was a perfectly safe dose and promptly passed out. That had left Sofia alone to try to reassure Marcie that all was not lost. This was a temporary setback, she explained, a bump in the road.

      “Frozen yoghurt? How the hell do you get that on a camera? Making some kind of arty film?” said Aidan.

      “You set up a surveillance operation at a frozen-yoghurt place. Duh!” Sofia said.

      Aidan took the camera back to his desk. He opened a drawer, dug out some lens cleaner and a soft cloth, then went to work.

      “So, you want to tell me what this new case is?” he said, looking up.

      “Only if you promise not to make any smartass comments.”

      “I’m not sure I can promise I won’t make any, but I’ll try to keep them to a minimum.”

      Sofia considered his offer. “What’s a minimum?”

      “How do I know? What’s the case?”

      “It involves a middle-aged woman being blackmailed by a male stripper.”

      She could see that Aidan was fighting back a smirk. It gave his face a constipated look.

      “There’s also whipped cream. And the guy’s name is Python.”

      Aidan bit down hard on his lower lip. He was choking back laughter so hard that his face was turning bright red. “Python the stripper?”

      “That’s what I just said.”

      “And you wanted me to avoid making any smartass comments?”

      “Three. You can make three.”

      “Eight.”

      “Five,” countered Sofia.

      “Six.”

      “Five.”

      “Okay, five,” said Aidan, putting down the camera and scooting his chair towards her.

      Sofia started with the phone call from her mom. By the time she was halfway bringing Aidan up to speed on what Marcie had told her had happened at the performance, Aidan was already at five smartass comments, and Sofia was losing patience.

      If it wasn’t for the fact she really needed as much help as she could get, she would have told Aidan to forget it.

      She glared at him. He held up his hands. “I’m sorry, I’m doing my best here, but you gotta admit, Python the dancer, I mean, come on.”

      “She’s a nervous wreck. And she’s the victim of a crime. A serious crime. It might be a joke to you, but it’s not to her. This guy wants fifty grand or he’s going to ruin her marriage.”

      “Maybe she should have thought about that before she went licking cream off some skanky dude she didn’t know.”

      Sofia doubled down on her glare. “That’s beside the point. We’re not here to be the arbiters of a client’s morals. We’re here to help them.”

      “Correct!”

      They both swiveled on their seats. Brendan was standing in his office door. The red drained from Aidan’s face as his dad gave him the patented Maloney Senior death stare. Sofia was scared, and she wasn’t even the one in trouble.

      “Step in here for a second, would you, Aidan?” Brendan instructed his son.

      Aidan got up. “Thanks a bunch,” he whispered at Sofia.

      Sofia’s phone pinged. She checked the screen. A Google alert had come into her gmail account. She had set one up for the Beef Cake Boyz as soon as they had taken the case. It meant that she was alerted to any new mention of them that appeared on the internet.

      She tapped open the email and followed the link. Brendan’s office door was closed, but she could still hear him tearing a strip off Aidan.

      “Now,” he was saying, “you are going to help Sofia on this case, and I don’t want to hear any dumb remarks from you.”

      The link opened. Sofia quickly scrolled down the web page. At first she couldn’t see anything about the Beef Cake Boyz. She tapped in a search for “Boyz.” It immediately highlighted the word. She started reading. It was an online ad at a website called Backstage, which was the publication for actors on both coasts and all places in between.

      It was only three lines of text, but as she read them, a broad smile spread across her face.

      This little ad could be the key to getting what they needed to Marcie, and bringing down Python.

      It read:

      Male Dancer Wanted 19–30

      Successful male revue (no nudity). Athletic build required.

      Dance or revue experience preferred but not essential. Training provided.

      In Brendan’s office, Aidan was doing what he could to placate his dad. “I promise I’ll do whatever it takes to help Sofia close this one.”

      “You bet you will,” Sofia muttered under her breath, as she tapped a button to send the ad to the office printer.
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      With a printout of the ad in her hand, Sofia knocked on Brendan’s door. Aidan was still inside, but Brendan’s lecture seemed to be coming to an end.

      “Come in,” Brendan called.

      Sofia pushed the door open.

      “Hey, Sofia, take a seat.”

      Avoiding Aidan’s gaze, she walked in and sat. Brendan gave a curt nod in Aidan’s direction. “Go on.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Aidan. “I should have behaved more professionally.”

      “And?” Brendan prompted.

      “It won’t happen again,” added Aidan.

      “I’m sorry too,” said Sofia.

      “For what?” Brendan asked.

      “Yeah, for what?” said Aidan.

      “Before I left this morning, you asked me about the case and I wouldn’t tell you.”

      Brendan looked skeptical about her apology. He should be. She was setting something else up.

      “It’s true. Aidan did ask, and offer to help, but I wouldn’t tell him. That wasn’t very professional of me either. I know our cases should be a team effort, and I apologize.”

      Now Aidan looked skeptical, but relieved too.

      Brendan cleared his throat. “Well, I’m glad that’s sorted out. You know I value both of you. But we all have to understand that the client comes first.”

      “Absolutely,” said Sofia.

      “Most definitely,” said Aidan, not to be outdone.

      “Good. So how’s the case coming along, Sofia?” said Brendan.

      “That’s what I wanted to talk with you about.”

      Aidan started to get up.

      “With both of you. Seeing as how this is a team effort.” She kept her face professional but, man, was she ever smiling inside.

      Aidan sank back into his chair. He knew he was cornered. There was no way he was getting out of Brendan’s office without looking bad.

      “The thing is, I’ve hit a bit of a dead end. I sent the client in with a camera and a microphone. She met with the blackmailer, but he didn’t give us anything we can use against him. He’s either suspicious of her—he suspected she was wired—or he’s way too experienced to implicate himself directly.”

      Brendan put his elbows on his desk and cathedraled his fingers together. “Any ideas on a next move?”

      “Send her in again? Or maybe have her call him?” offered Aidan.

      “I don’t think that’ll work. If anything, it’ll only make him more suspicious,” said Sofia.

      “What about other vics? If he’s not taking the bait, this likely isn’t his first go round,” said Brendan.

      “I can go down that route,” said Sofia. “But it’ll take a lot of time and effort, and even with that I’m not sure we’ll turn anyone up. Plus, he’s going to start putting real pressure on her soon to get his money.”

      Brendan unfolded his fingers. He leaned back in his chair.

      Aidan rubbed at his temples.

      It was clear that neither of them had any other ideas. Not right now anyway.

      “We do have one other avenue, though,” said Sofia. “I found out about it during your meeting via an email lead.”

      “Great,” said Aidan, brightening. He loved leads that could be found on the internet,

      “Terrific, let’s hear it,” said Brendan.

      “It’s going to require some undercover work, and it’s not going to be easy,” she said.

      Undercover work had been Sofia’s forte pretty much since she’d joined the agency. That was partly because of the cases involved, but also because her acting abilities had made her a natural fit for covert operations.

      Aidan clapped his hands together. “It’s lucky Marcie came to us, then. After all, we have the best undercover operator on the entire west side.”

      It was clear he assumed that she would be the one doing it. She let him go on, paying out the rope she would use to hang him with.

      “You’ll be great, Sofia,” Aidan said.

      “Actually,” said Sofia, sliding the ad across the desk towards Brendan, “I’m not sure I’m qualified for this one. In fact, I’m definitely not. However, we do have someone on the team who would be absolutely perfect.”

      Aidan was starting to look nervous. He half stood so he could get a peek at the ad.

      Brendan angled the piece of paper away from him. He looked across it at Sofia. “I think you could be right, Sofia. I mean, I’d do it, but I doubt I’d be what they’re looking for. Maybe twenty years ago . . .”

      “You would have been great for this, even ten years ago,” said Sofia, unashamedly brown-nosing her boss. She didn’t mind doing a bit of butt-kissing when the payoff was going to be as good as this was. Even Brendan wasn’t immune to a bit of flattery.

      “You mind if I take a look at that?” Aidan was leaning forward so far she thought he’d fall over.

      Brendan handed the advert back across the desk to Aidan. His eyes scanned across the words. Then the color drained slowly from his face. “You’ve got to be kidding me, right?”

      “You are the PI here, and I’m just the trainee,” Sofia said, quoting Aidan back at himself. “Plus, even I’m not a good enough actress to land a gig as a male stripper. I don’t think Hilary Swank would be able to swing this audition either.”

      “There’s no way I could do something like this,” said Aidan.

      “I think you’re being too modest,” said Sofia. “Ever seen these guys up close? Believe me, there’s some serious Photoshopping going on with their pictures. They have muscles, but they’re not exactly fitness models. Your dad bod would fit right in.”

      Aidan scowled. “I do not have a dad bod.”

      Brendan smiled. “So you’re saying you’re in better shape than Sofia thinks you’d need to be.”

      “No, I’m just saying that . . .” Aidan trailed off. He was caught and he knew it. No amount of wriggling was going to get him out of this. At least, not if Sofia had any say in it. “Come on, I’d have to be naked.”

      Sofia picked up the paper. “No, it says right there, ‘no nudity.’”

      “Almost naked, then. It would be humiliating.”

      “You mean like having to pretend to be a drug addict or a hooker?” asked Sofia.

      Brendan tried to conceal his smile. “She’s right, Aidan. Sofia’s had to deal with more than her fair share of humiliation since she started working here. And it’s been way worse for her than it would be for you.”

      “How so?”

      “She’s a public figure. No one even knows who you are.”

      “Thanks,” said Aidan, sarcastically.

      “You know what I mean,” said Brendan. “Don’t be so precious.”

      “But even if I do go in for this audition, I’ll be up against all kinds of professional dancers and stuff. There’s no way I’ll land the gig.”

      “I already thought about that,” said Sofia.

      “Of course you did,” muttered Aidan.

      “I have a couple of friends in the business who’d be able to get you up to speed. Of course you’re going to have to cut some weight, hit the gym to get pumped. Oh, and we’ll need to get you a spray tan. That sort of thing.”

      “You can have me ready by Thursday?” Aidan said, snatching back the flyer. “That only gives us a few days.”

      “We’ll never know if we don’t give it a shot.”

      “Sofia’s right. Having someone on the inside wouldn’t only help our client, it could bust this whole thing wide open. We’d be able to discover how many of these guys are involved, and stop it happening to anyone else.”

      Aidan tilted back on his chair.

      “What do you say?” said Brendan.

      “I have a choice?”

      “No, but it’s always better to have a volunteer than a conscript.”
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      While Aidan continued to argue his case in Brendan’s office, Sofia slipped out. The more Aidan tried to back out, the more Brendan would dig his heels in. Aidan was going to audition to be a Beef Cake Boy, whether he liked it or not.

      It was now Sofia’s job to make sure he had a chance of landing the gig. She had been through enough auditions herself to know that preparation was key. As her old agent Jeffery Weiner used to tell her, “Fail to prepare, prepare to fail.”

      They had just a few days to get Aidan ready. But you could do a lot in that time—if you had the right team behind you.

      Sofia called Gray.

      He answered. “You know you left your hot cowboy all by his lonesome again, don’t you?”

      “No swooping.”

      “As if I’d do that to you. Although there is something about that whole Southern charm thing that really does it for me. So what’s up?”

      “When do you start shooting your next movie?”

      “Not for another two weeks.”

      Perfect. “Would you be interested in helping me prep someone for an audition?”

      “That depends.”

      “On . . . ?”

      “Who it is and what the audition’s for.”

      She told him. Before she had finished, Gray said, “I’m totally in.”

      Sofia had suspected he’d be all over it like a rash. “Great. I’ll bring him by my trailer later today.”

      “What about Jaxon?” Gray asked. “How’s he going to feel if you’ve got a nearly naked guy dancing in the living room?”

      “He has to leave town this afternoon for a show.”

      “Convenient.”

      “Stop right there, Gray. There’s nothing going on between me and Aidan, and there never will be.”

      “Methinks the lady protests too much.”

      “Just talk to Tex for me, would you?”

      “Sure,” said Gray. She could almost hear him smiling at the other end of the line. “With a few of my old signature moves, I’ll make sure Aidan kills at that audition.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Aidan slouched over to Sofia’s Tesla, and got in. He looked like a kid with a dentist’s appointment, who’d been hiding how much candy he really ate. “So where we going?” he asked Sofia.

      “I figure we don’t have enough time to get you really in shape, but at least we can have you looking the part.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Don’t worry, it’s nothing drastic,” said Sofia, reversing out of the parking spot. “Just a few aesthetic tweaks here and there.”

      “Tweaks?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You think I need tweaking?”

      Whoa, boy, the male ego. “Everyone could use a tweak or two.” Or ten.

      “So what kind of things are we talking about?”

      “You know, some exfoliation, tidy up your nails. Tweaks.”

      Aidan’s eyes narrowed. “You’re taking me to a beauty salon?”

      “I wouldn’t call it a beauty salon as such.”

      “It’s a beauty salon, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, okay, maybe it is, but don’t worry, they see a lot of guys. I mean, come on, this is LA, home of manscaping. And it’s super-discreet. Gray told me it’s pretty much the go-to place for men who want to get stuff done but keep it on the down-low.”

      Aidan looked worried. “Is that so?”

      Sofia pulled the Tesla out onto Pacific Coast Highway.

      “And the stuff we’re talking about is what? Precisely. Because what you just told me sounded kind of vague.”

      There was a reason she’d wanted to sound vague. Sofia didn’t want Aidan getting spooked before they even got there. Most men recoiled at the very mention of chest waxing, never mind waxing anywhere else. Sofia blamed that scene in The 40 Year Old Virgin. “Just some stuff to make you look your best. You know, manicure, pedicure, that kind of stuff.”

      “I don’t think they’re going to hire someone based on how nice their cuticles are.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s about creating the overall impression you look after yourself.”

      “And I do. I go to the gym. I run. I eat okay.”

      “Oh, and we need to get you the spray tan.”

      “That’s it? Nails and a spray tan?”

      “Pretty much,” said Sofia. “So, what do you think about Python? First-time blackmailer or veteran?”

      “Why are you trying to change the subject?”

      “I’m not.”

      “Yeah, you are.”

      Sofia sighed. “Okay, so what do you want to talk about?”

      Aidan fished out his sunglasses, and put them on. “I’ll give you my take on Python. I just wanted you to know that I’d sussed you were changing the subject.”

      “Okay, fine. So what about Python?”

      “He’s run this before, no question, but not for all that long. Maybe he’s been at it a year. Maybe two. No longer than that. He’s an opportunist. Chances are he had some kind of situation fall into his lap. Maybe a woman like Marcie embarrassed herself. She freaked out about it, and he saw the opportunity to make some bank. When he’d done it once, and gotten away with it, he figured it was a nice way of supplementing his income. Only, like a gambler on a winning streak, he’s gotten more superstitious the longer it’s gone on, hence his being cagey. It’s not just that he wants to avoid being caught, he probably isn’t even thinking about it like that.”

      “So how is he thinking about it?” Sofia asked.

      “It’s subconscious. He’s riding his luck, and he knows it.”

      “Is this all intuition? Or do you have something to back it up?”

      “Both. Most people with a criminal record get started early on. Either because they’re plain bad, or they haven’t had any moral guidance. There’s plenty of data to tell us that. Folks who don’t have a record when they’re younger who then commit a crime and keep doing it . . . That usually happens because something falls into their lap that they can convince themselves isn’t really a crime. Or isn’t really that bad. That’s how they justify it to themselves.”

      It sounded credible, she thought. “So how does that help us?”

      Aidan shot her a look. “About as much as you and my dad making me go do this dumb audition.”

      “We need someone on the inside.”

      “That means I’d have to land the job.”

      Sofia reached over and patted Aidan’s arm. “Have some faith. You’re LA’s most eligible bachelor.”

      “Says who?”

      “You do. All the time.”

      Aidan answered with a raised middle finger. Sofia did her best not to laugh. Aidan was funny when he was mad and, although she didn’t like to admit it, kind of cute too.

      

      The closer they got to the beauty salon, the more nervous Aidan got. Thankfully, they were less than two minutes away. Unless Aidan bailed out of the car at a stop light, Sofia had him just where she needed him.

      Maybe he was just agitated because they were in the Valley, as the San Fernando Valley was known to LA natives. Then again, he didn’t live on the west side, so it probably wasn’t that.

      “So where is this place exactly?” he asked.

      “Just down here, off Moorpark Road.”

      Aidan swallowed, hard.

      “I promise, it’ll be fine,” said Sofia, sounding like her mom did when she’d had to take her and Emily to the doctor’s office for a shot.

      “Look, why don’t you just give me a list of the stuff you think I should do and I’ll go find a place to get it done?”

      “But we’ve driven all this way already. The appointment’s booked.”

      “Yeah, I know, and I really appreciate it, but I’d like to do this on my own.”

      Aidan must have been on the edge if he was actually thanking her. She wasn’t going to fall for it, though.

      “And you can. It’s not like I’m going to be in there with you.”

      He suddenly brightened. “You’re not?”

      “No. What kind of a weirdo do you think I am?” She caught the look on his face as he raised his eyebrows. “Don’t answer that. Anyway, as soon as I’ve dropped you off I’m going to make some calls.”

      “Okay, fine.”

      Jeez, that was easier than she’d thought it would be. She turned into the parking lot, and pulled into a space outside the salon entrance.

      Aidan started to get out. Now, all of a sudden, he seemed to be in a rush. It made her suspicious. She switched off the Tesla and started to get out.

      “Where are you going? I thought you were dropping me off?” Aidan sounded panicked again.

      “I am. Inside.”

      “Can’t you just drop me here? I can walk in there by myself.”

      She grabbed her bag, and closed the driver’s door. “Why are you being so weird?”

      “I’m not. I just don’t need someone walking in with me like I’m at kindergarten or something.”

      “What’s the big deal?”

      “There’s no big deal. It’s just that I’m perfectly capable of going in myself.”

      Sofia started towards the salon door. Aidan stood where he was.

      “Come on, there’s nothing to be nervous about. I promise.”

      “I’m not nervous.”

      “You’re sure acting like it.”

      “Go make your calls.”

      “As soon as I have you checked in,” said Sofia, opening the front door.

      An elderly Korean lady was on the other side of the door. Her face lit up with a beaming smile. Sofia recognized her from the salon website as the owner.

      “Ah, Mr. Aidan,” the little old lady called. “How lovely to see you again.”

      Aidan had the look of a man who wanted the ground to open up and swallow him. With Los Angeles sitting on the San Andreas fault that might happen one day. Unfortunately for Aidan it wasn’t going to be today.

      “Mr. Aidan?” Sofia grinned.

      The little old lady kept smiling. “This your girlfriend, Mr. Aidan? She’s very nice. Very pretty.”

      Whoever this lady was, Sofia liked her. And, she obviously knew Aidan. Suddenly Aidan’s growing nerves on the way made sense. Gray was obviously right about this being the place for guys who wanted a little manscaping on the down-low. Aidan was a regular customer.

      The little old lady bustled past Sofia, took Aidan’s arm and steered him into the salon. He kept his head down, refusing to make eye contact with Sofia.

      “Just the usual waxing?” enquired the little old lady. “Back, sack and crack, easy on the sack?”

      Whoa! That was a little too much information! And why would you go easy on the sack? She thought about that for a second. Okay, maybe there was a reason.

      Regardless, she decided that, in this case, some questions were better left unasked.

      She followed Aidan and the salon owner inside. Aidan leaned over and whispered to Sofia, “I could have done this myself.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were a regular.”

      “I’m not a regular,” Aidan protested, a little too stridently to make it convincing.

      “Then how come she knows your name, and your beauty routine?”

      “Don’t call it that.”

      “Call it what?”

      “A beauty routine.”

      “Beauty routine! Beauty routine! Beauty routine!” said Sofia.

      “You are so childish. And, for your information, Heng remembers everyone. Even if you only come in once or twice.”

      “That so?” said Sofia. “Miss Heng, how often does Aidan come by for his beauty routine?”

      Aidan stared daggers at Sofia.

      “Every month. Like clockwork,” said the salon owner. “He’s a good customer.”

      “Once or twice, huh?” Sofia said to Aidan.

      “So, Mr. Aidan, this your new girlfriend or what?”

      “No, she’s not my girlfriend. I’m just unfortunate enough to work with her. Hey, do you mind if I go through?” Aidan asked, motioning toward the door behind which the waxing and other treatments took place.

      “Go right ahead. I’ll be there in a minute,” said the salon owner.

      Aidan took off, clearly desperate to escape Sofia’s teasing. Maybe she had overdone it. There weren’t many men who’d be in a rush to get their ass waxed.

      Sofia walked over to the small waiting area, sat and picked up a magazine. As the salon owner was about to join Aidan, Sofia called her over. “He’s kind of shy about us dating,” she said.

      “I knew it,” said the salon owner, delighted to have her suspicions confirmed.

      “Can I ask you to do something for me? If you wouldn’t mind?” Sofia said, in her best sweetness-and-light voice.

      “Sure.”

      “The whole sack thing,” said Sofia. “Hair down there is kind of ugh.” She made a face. “Could you maybe not go quite so easy on that part?”

      The salon owner gave a knowing nod, and tapped her teeth. “I know, the hair, yuck,” she said, making a flossing motion. “I want to floss, I use minty wax.”

      “Right!” said Sofia, her stomach turning.

      “You want me to take it all off?” Ms Heng asked, miming a ripping motion.

      “That would be great.”

      “Three strips, maybe four,” said the salon owner. “He has pretty big . . .”

      Sofia’s hand shot up, palm facing out. “Whatever it takes. I don’t need all the details.”

      “Don’t worry. I make him all smooth for you,” said the salon owner.

      Sofia smiled. “You’re the best.”
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      Sofia took a seat in the waiting room. Ms Heng, the salon owner, put some music on, and disappeared through a door behind the reception desk. Presumably she was going to take care of Aidan’s back, sack and crack all by herself.

      Sofia wondered if the music was playing to drown the male clients’ screams. She was fairly sure that guys were a lot wussier than ladies when it came to stuff like this. She’d always put it down to women having to face get through childbirth, which as her mom had told her and Emily repeatedly, was a pain like no other.

      Digging out her cell phone, Sofia called Janet to find out if she’d heard anything else from Marcie. She didn’t pick up so Sofia left a message. She kept it cryptic enough that if, for some remote reason, Wade dropped by her mom’s house when the message was played, he wouldn’t be able to work it out. She knew it was highly unlikely, but he’d been around when she was there so it was better to be safe than sorry.

      She got up, and walked over to the reception area. She reached over to lower the volume on the iPod dock. Aidan screaming was not something she wanted to miss.

      There was an appointment book laid out on the desk. Tempting. If this was the place to go when it came to male grooming there was always a chance that some of the Beef Cake Boyz availed themselves of Ms Heng’s services.

      At the same time, guys came here because of the owner’s discretion so it felt a little skeezy to rifle through the appointments. Sofia asked the question she always relied upon when faced with an ethical dilemma.

      WWBD? What would Brendan do?

      On the one hand the appointment book was right there, sitting behind the desk in plain sight. On the other it was an invasion of someone’s privacy.

      But she had some time to kill. And so far there hadn’t been so much as a whimper, never mind a cry for mercy, from behind the door. It might help the case.

      She flipped through the appointment book. A few pages in she saw a name that she knew Gray used as an alias when he stayed in hotels. Movie stars never checked in under their real name. That did it for her. It wasn’t essential information she absolutely had to have, unlike some other cases, which definitely made it feel wrong.

      She flipped back to where the book had been open, turned the music down another notch so it was barely audible, and walked back to her seat just in time to hear from behind the door: “What are you doing down there?”

      It was Aidan’s voice. Ms Heng had clearly reached the outer limits with the hot wax. A place where no one had gone before—at least, not with a strip of hot wax.

      “Relax, Mister Aidan,” Sofia heard the salon owner say. “I’ll be very gentle.”

      “Yeah, but I never get the . . .”

      Sofia thought about recording this. But maybe that was a step too far.

      “Aaarrgghh!”

      Yup, thought Sofia. That was definitely it. He had obviously butched out the back and crack, but the sack was a step too far. Thinking it over, not that Sofia dwelled too much on it unless she had to, she guessed it was a matter of elasticity. Oh, and nerve endings. Guys loved it when . . .

      Yeah, maybe not the best idea to dwell on that particular topic.

      “Wait!” Aidan’s voice had definitely moved up an octave. It had also taken on a pleading note Sofia hadn’t heard before.

      “You can’t have a Mohican down there,” Ms Heng remonstrated. “It look weird.”

      “No, don’t put that there.”

      “Don’t be such a baby.”

      There was another scream, this one more bloodcurdling than the last. Sofia guessed that was the second strip being torn away.

      “Was this Sofia’s idea?”

      It hadn’t taken him long to figure who was behind his new grooming regime. That was kind of to be expected seeing as how he was a private detective.

      “Your girlfriend don’t like to floss with this stuff.”

      “What? Wait, that girl out there is not my girlfriend.” Aidan was quickly shifting through the emotional gears from fear and bewilderment to rage.

      “Only two more to go. I just even it up and then we’re all done. Now, lie back down.”

      “Did she tell you she was my girlfriend?”

      “Okay, here we go. Nice and quick.”

      “Whoa!” Aidan screamed again. “Sofia, if you can hear me, you’re going to pay for this.”

      Sofia got up, walked over to the door, opened it a touch, and called through, “I’ll be waiting out in the car, okay?”

      She made for the door, and scooted outside into the parking lot. The first rule of personal safety was maintaining distance. Aidan and Brendan had both taught her that when she’d started at the agency.

      She wasn’t sure there was a safe distance from Aidan right now, but the parking lot was a good start. She’d lock herself into the car, and see how mad he was when he appeared.
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      A half-hour later, Sofia watched Aidan step gingerly out of the salon. He was moving extremely slowly, wincing with every step. He stopped and looked around for her car. He grimaced, his eyes and lips tightening. Finally, he saw her and waved.

      She lowered the driver’s window a crack.

      “Can you come over here?” he called. “It hurts to walk.”

      He really should have worn some looser pants. That was the first rule of going for a body wax, especially down there. Exfoliate, moisturize, and wear loose clothing.

      She started up the engine, and rolled slowly to where he was standing. “Are you mad?”

      “No. Why would I be mad?” he said, his voice laden with sarcasm. “I just had all the hair torn from my . . . you know.”

      He might have been mad, but he looked like he was in no condition to do anything about it. Every time he moved so much as an inch, he flinched. Sofia decided to push her luck. After all, Aidan had never held back when she’d been humiliated and embarrassed. He had given no quarter. Now she’d see if he could take it as well as he could dish it out.

      “From your where?”

      “You know where.”

      He was getting madder. It was awesome.

      “Your back?”

      “No.”

      “Then I’m lost,” she said, using all her acting skills to feign complete innocence. “And why are you walking like that?”

      “You know why. Because I just had my you-know-whats waxed.”

      Sofia shook her head and shot him her best you-lost-me look. “Your whats?”

      He seemed really reluctant to say the word. Maybe he’d at least partly inherited his dad’s hang-up about bad language and certain words. On one level, Sofia kind of got it. She’d never liked any of the official words for that part of the male anatomy. “Testicles” sounded ridiculous, and “scrotum” like an animal part that got ground down to make pet food.

      She didn’t like using the word “sack” either. She always associated a sack with Santa Claus so that made using it to describe a guy’s junk really wrong. There was always “balls”, but she wasn’t a fan of that either. Neither, it seemed, was Aidan.

      “You know,” he prompted again.

      She wasn’t about to let him off the hook. Not after all the times he’d made her squirm.

      She smiled sweetly. “Sorry, you’re going to have to use your words.”

      “My marble pouch.”

      She started giggling. She couldn’t help herself. That was a new one on her.

      “Oh, that! Well, the thing is, Ms Heng kind of assumed I was your girlfriend, and I may have hinted that I wasn’t a fan of hair on a guy’s marble pouch, so I’m really sorry. Anyway, how are your marbles? Or is it more your pouch that’s a concern?”

      Aidan eased himself slowly into the passenger seat, oohing and aahing. “I hate you, Salgado. I really mean it too.”

      Sofia didn’t doubt it. But it would pass. She hoped. “Hey, you and your marble pouch took one for the team. I’m sure Brendan will be really proud of you.”

      “Oh, no. This stays between us. All of this.”

      Hmm, thought Sofia. That was not going to happen. But maybe it was best she didn’t break that news to Aidan right this second. “Sure,” she said.

      Aidan glanced down at himself. “I look like one of those weird-ass sphinx cats down there.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “But I did get us some good info from Ms Heng.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah, it seems our boy Python is one of her regulars.”

      “Just like you. What are the odds?” said Sofia.

      “I’m not a regular,” Aidan hissed. “Not anymore.”
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      “Why are we going this way?” Aidan asked Sofia, as she powered down the 101, past the turn for Malibu Canyon Road, and kept on, heading for the Kanan Dume turn. That would take them further north.

      Like most Angelenos, Aidan was aware of what route people took to get where. Sofia had quickly noticed when she and her family had moved out here from Indiana that it was the number-one topic of conversation. Almost every meeting started with how you got there and whether you had taken the freeway, surface streets or a combination of the two. She figured that maybe it was because the weather offered only limited opportunities for small-talk seeing as how it was warm and sunny pretty much every day of the year.

      “Our next appointment’s at my place,” she breezily informed him.

      “What do you mean your place? What appointment? We should be going back to the office.”

      She did her best to fix him with a stern gaze. “It’s not just about looking the part. You have to be able to act it too. So I’ve asked a couple of friends to give you some pointers.”

      For a second she thought he was going to reach over and grab the wheel. Visions of them careening off the 101 and dying in a fiery blaze flashed in front of her eyes. Then she remembered she was driving a car that didn’t use gas and had one of the best safety ratings of any vehicle. They’d survive the crash, but it wouldn’t go easy on anyone’s marble pouch.

      “Friends?”

      “Yeah, Gray Cole the actor. And my other neighbor, Tex. Y’know, most people in town would kill to have Gray help them before an audition.”

      That didn’t seem to soften Aidan. “Aren’t you forgetting something? I’m not some desperate wannabe actor.”

      Two could play that game. “Aren’t you forgetting something? You need to land this gig if we’re going to be any help to Marcie.”

      Aidan didn’t answer, which Sofia counted as winning that point. She decided to soften her approach.

      “Listen, it’s going to be very informal. Don’t worry, you’re going to be fully clothed. It’s all above board. No one is even going to know that your marble pouch looks like one of those weird cats. Hey, maybe that could be like your stripper name. The Sphinx. You look tough but you’re really a pussy . . . cat.”

      Aidan glared at her. “You’re really pushing your luck.”

      “What? You could draw little beady eyes either side, and . . .”

      Sofia suddenly found Aidan’s hand clamped none too gently across her mouth. He withdrew it slowly.

      “Just think about it, okay?”

      They both lapsed into silence.

      Somehow making Aidan really mad about his potential stage name had quelled his objections about Gray and Tex ogling him. Or maybe he was just in so much pain from the waxing that he didn’t have the energy to argue.

      Either way, Sofia was running the show. For a change. And she was loving it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They pulled into the parking lot above Nirvana Cove. Residents had to leave their vehicles there. They could either walk down to their home or there were golf buggies they could use, handy if you had a lot of groceries.

      Much to Sofia’s surprise when she’d moved in, the residents walked, jogged or ran, even though many of them were retired. Most were really into health and fitness. It wasn’t all that unusual to see someone in their eighties or even older trotting down towards the Cove’s beach with their surfboard, or dragging a kayak. That was one among many reasons that Sofia enjoyed living there. The residents loved life and didn’t let anything as minor as age get in their way.

      Sofia got out of the Tesla. Aidan didn’t move. She walked around to his side and opened the door. He still wasn’t making any move to get out.

      “What? You’re not going to get out of the car? We agreed you’re going to this rehearsal. Just like I had to agree to pretend to be a hooker and to go into rehab for a drug problem I didn’t have.”

      He turned his head to look at her. “I’m working on it, but I’m in a lot of pain right now.”

      “Oh, Jeez, man up, would you?” Guys could really be whiners when it came to physical discomfort.

      Aidan held up a hand. Slowly he lifted his leg and placed it outside the car. He grabbed the dash and began to lever himself up and out.

      “You want me to get one of the golf buggies so we don’t have walk down there?”

      Aidan shook his head, his face still scrunched up. “I think walking it off might be my best option here.”

      “That’s my little soldier.”

      “Oh, now you’re going to patronize me too?”

      “Just trying to be supportive.”

      “Yeah, right. You’re loving every second of this.”

      Sofia wasn’t going to argue. “That’s true, but I also need to get you down to my trailer so we can work on our routine for the audition.”

      “You’re kidding me. You want me to prance around in my condition.”

      “Let’s just get you there first. Then we can assess what you can do.”

      She reached out her hand to help him stand up. He winced, grimaced, then made some strange breathing sounds. Finally he was standing up, and she could close the car door.

      “You sure you’re okay to walk?”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      He took a step, winced again and stopped.

      “This is the reason I only ever get them to do back and crack. This right here.”

      He started hobbling forward, picking up a little bit of speed with every step. Sofia walked behind him, ready to grab him if he toppled over.

      “You know, I still think Sphinx could be a pretty good stage name for you.”

      “Shut up. Please just shut up,” hissed Aidan.
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      When they reached Sofia’s eggshell blue double-wide trailer, Gray and Tex were waiting on the porch. Fred was with them, perching on a railing, his head on a swivel. Sofia couldn’t be sure from that distance, but when the gull saw Aidan hobbling down the path, she was fairly sure he crossed his legs. Up until now she hadn’t known birds could even do that.

      “Great,” Aidan whispered under his breath, as Fred cawed. “A welcoming committee. Even the bird’s laughing at me.”

      “I told you that they were going to be here. They want to help get you in shape for the audition.”

      “The only thing that would get me in shape right now would be a glass of bourbon, two Vicodin and a long lie-down in a dark room.”

      “Sorry,” said Sofia. “We don’t have time for any of that. We have two days until this audition.”

      Gray stepped off the porch and walked over to Aidan. “You okay there?”

      Aidan shrugged.  Guys rarely complained about physical pain to other guys—part of the bro code maybe—and especially not to another guy who had a reputation as an alpha-male movie star. The fact that Gray was the total opposite away from the camera was neither here nor there.

      “I’ll be fine in a minute,” said Aidan. “Could someone maybe grab me a shot of whiskey or something? Take the edge off.”

      “Irish pain relief coming right up,” Tex called from the porch, turning around and heading inside.

      “Top left cabinet in the kitchen,” Sofia called after her. “Hey, Gray, can you help me get Aidan up the steps?”

      Aidan turned. “What are you talking about? I don’t need help with stairs.”

      Yup. The idea of losing face in front of Gray was definitely doing the trick.

      “You’re sure?” Gray asked, with a look of concern that Sofia didn’t buy for a minute.

      “Totally.”

      “Great,” said Gray, clapping his hands together. ‘Then you should be able to fly through the routine I have in mind, no trouble at all. I’ve kept it super-simple.”

      “Yeah, sure,” said Aidan.

      Aidan was trying to butch it out. Little did he know that so was Gray. The only difference was that Gray had a lot more practice playing butch than Aidan did.

      “Gray did a stint with one of these shows when he was a young actor,” Sofia added, trying to be helpful.

      “Yeah, but keep that on the down-low,” said Gray.

      “Don’t worry,” said Aidan. “I’m not going to be talking to anyone about any of this when it’s over. Believe me.”

      Sofia guessed that was true. She didn’t imagine he or anyone else would have this as one of their career highlights.

      Tex burst back through the front door with a tumbler full of whiskey. She handed it to Aidan.

      “Isn’t that a lot?” asked Sofia, afraid he would pass out if he drank that much in one go.

      “It’s a Texas pour.”

      Tex wasn’t from Texas, but she had worked there as a wildcatter in the oil fields, and had picked up a lot of the culture, including pouring really big drinks.

      Aidan took the whiskey and downed about half of it. “That’s better,” he said.

      Gray plucked it from his hand before he could swallow the rest. “You can have it back once we’re done putting you through your paces.”

      “How’s your marble pouch?” Sofia asked him.

      “His what?” Gray and Tex asked simultaneously.

      “I’ll tell you later,” said Sofia.

      Aidan shot her a look. “You’d better not.”

      “Oh, I get it,” said Tex. “The waxing.”

      “Thanks a bunch,” said Aidan. “Hey, can we get on with running whatever this routine is?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They pushed back the furniture in Sofia’s living room to make some space. At one end of the room, Sofia sat on the couch with Tex. They were the audience. Gray perched on the arm.

      Gray had made them wait out on the porch as he ran through the routine with Aidan to start. From the laughs inside, he and Aidan seemed to be getting on famously. Maybe it was the whiskey, thought Sofia.

      “You ever heard that old joke?” Tex asked. “The difference between a straight man and a gay man is half a bottle of vodka?”

      “In Aidan’s case probably not,” Sofia said. Apart from Brendan he was pretty much the most heterosexual man she had ever met, even with the grooming routine. That might have marked you out elsewhere, but in LA it was pretty much standard.

      “Okay, we’re ready for you,” Gray called.

      “Where’s the star?” Tex asked as they walked in.

      “Back in Sofia’s bathroom, ready to make his big entrance!”

      She and Tex sat on the couch like some weird version of the America’s Got Talent judging panel.

      “And remember, sexy hips!” called Gray.

      While Tex and Sofia had been outside, they’d heard that phrase a lot. Sofia shuddered to think how Aidan might choose to interpret it. Especially as she was sitting down, and would be pretty much at eye level with his freshly plucked marble pouch. She hoped that would limit his ability to do too much with his hips. If it didn’t, she had Tex right there to protect her. Although, knowing Tex, she might not see Aidan deploying his sexy hips at face level as a bad thing.

      Gray stood. “Okay, almost ready. Now let’s get ready to give Aidan a warm hand upon his entrance,” he said, with a wink at Sofia, his straight-in-public act slipping for a second.

      The bathroom door opened. Gray tapped a button on his phone, and loud rock music started playing. The kind Sofia imagined you’d hear in a strip club. Not that she’d been in many strip clubs, or was that familiar with their playlists.

      Sofia joined in with Gray and Tex’s applause, which felt slightly weird. Also, this wasn’t the time to mention it, but no one ever got applauded into an audition. That wasn’t how those things worked. Usually directors just stared at you or played with their phone.

      Aidan appeared in the doorway. He had one hand cocked behind his head, and the other at his hip. He wiggled his hips from side to side.

      Sofia had forgotten just how good Aidan’s body was. He wasn’t Jaxon ripped. No one was Jaxon ripped. But Aidan had broad shoulders, big arms, and the classic swimmer’s V-shape taper all the way down to a slim waist. His legs weren’t too bad either. Not massive tree trunks, but not spindly either. They were just nicely proportioned and his calf muscles were the kind you saw on rugby players.

      Okay, Sofia told herself, this was not what she needed to be thinking about right now. Aidan was a co-worker. Not to mention an asshole. A freshly waxed asshole.

      She cleared her throat. Tex looked at her. “Did it just get hot in here or what?”

      “We’re supposed to be assessing his performance,” said Sofia, trying to sound professional.

      “Uh, yeah, of course. Right,” said Tex, still sounding slightly excited as Aidan stared at them from the doorway and Gray turned up the volume on the music.

      The beat of the music shifted up a gear, and Aidan took a few steps forward. He made a couple of sudden thrusts and winced. Clearly the whiskey had only taken the edge off his discomfort and not gotten rid of the pain entirely.

      Aidan started to dance to the music. Sofia recognized some of the steps from one of the routines the Beef Cake Boyz had performed. Gray had obviously found some footage online of their routine, worked out the choreography and taught Aidan at least some of the basic moves. That was why he was an A-lister. As much as he could goof around with Sofia, when it came to work he was known in the industry as an actor who prepared meticulously for a role.

      Aidan shimmied to one side, then slid on his bare feet towards Tex. He pulled her up onto her feet.

      Just as he wrapped his arms around her neck, there was a loud cawing sound and a second later Fred, wings flapping, flew into the room through the front door and settled himself on the back of a chair.

      Aidan stopped his dance moves. Tex, who had been really enjoying the attention, looked annoyed. “Why are you stopping?”

      Aidan shook his head.

      “Uh-uh, no way. I’m not performing with the bird looking at me.”

      “You’re not the first man to say that to me this week,” muttered Sofia.

      “What was that?” asked Gray.

      “Nothing. Doesn’t matter.” Sofia stood to shoo Fred out onto the porch. She opened the door wide and somehow managed to shepherd him outside without too much fuss.

      “Okay,” said Gray. “Let’s go from the top.”

      Aidan disappeared into the bathroom as Gray reset the music. Aidan came back out and stood in the doorway but this time his moves were half a beat behind, and he had lost concentration.

      “Can we get to my lap-dance?” said Tex, grabbing Aidan by the wrist and trying to sit him down on the chair Fred had just vacated.

      “Not today, lady,” said Aidan.

      Sofia wasn’t sure if this was part of the performance or not.

      Gray killed the music and clapped his hands together. “Okay, that was a solid start. Well done, Aidan. Let’s pick this up first thing tomorrow.”

      Aidan walked back into the bathroom and slammed the door.

      “Well,” said Gray, “he certainly has the diva part going on. Now all I need is to get his moves locked down and I’d say he’ll be good to go.”

      Sofia had to admit he’d done way better than she’d expected. Especially as he was carrying an injury in a fairly vital area.

      “How did you get him to do all that?” she asked Gray.

      “I told him there was no way in hell he could land an audition like this. The other guys were bound to be younger, fitter, have better bodies, and be better dancers.”

      Suddenly Aidan’s performance made sense. “So basically you appealed to his male ego?”

      “Works every time, darling,” said Gray.

      “Hey, I can hear you, guys,” Aidan shouted from behind the bathroom door. It opened again and he appeared, this time wearing a T-shirt. “Before anyone says anything else, I’m doing this right because I take my job seriously. Even when it’s something I don’t want to do, if I have to then I’ll do my best. That’s not too difficult to understand, is it?”

      They all looked a little sheepish. Even Tex.

      “No,” said Sofia.

      “I’m sorry if I went too far,” Tex said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Aidan. He looked at Sofia. “I just had a text from Brendan. We should get back to the office. He says he has new intelligence on the case.”

      As fun as seeing Aidan dance had been, Sofia was almost relieved. Aidan had been right. They couldn’t lose sight that they had Marcie’s future happiness in their hands right now. Not to mention a pretty unpleasant blackmailer to deal with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      As they reached the parking lot, someone called from behind them, “Hey, guys, wait up.”

      She turned to see one of Nirvana Cove’s other residents, Jeffery Weiner, her one-time agent. Basically he’d got ten percent of what she made for negotiating her deals, and smoothing out any problems with producers. As Sofia was super-low maintenance (at least by Hollywood standards), it had been a pretty nice gig. Since she’d quit the business, Jeffery had kept trying to persuade her to go back. It was annoying.

      “We’re kind of in a rush. Sorry, Jeffery.”

      “Hey, was Gray visiting with you? I heard he’s not happy at CAA.”

      CAA stood for Creative Artists Agency. It was one of the big Hollywood agencies.

      “I don’t know anything about that,” said Sofia.

      “Okay, but let me know if he says anything to you about being unhappy. I just joined a new agency and he’d be a real catch.”

      No kidding, thought Sofia. Agents could only dream of what ten percent of Gray’s pay checks looked like. Not to mention all the other clients they could land if they had him on their books. Jeffery had two chances of signing Gray, none and almost none, and almost none had already skipped town.

      “I’ll let you know.”

      “Are you an actor too?” he asked Aidan.

      “No, Aidan works with me at the private investigation agency.”

      “Are you sure?” said Jeffery. “With your looks you could really have a career. I’m getting a kind of young-Liam-Neeson vibe.”

      “No kidding?” said Aidan, smiling at Jeffery.

      “Agents say that kind of stuff to everyone,” Sofia chipped in.

      “No, I mean it,” Jeffery protested. “You’re sure you’ve never acted?”

      Sofia smiled. “He’s more of a dancer.”

      Aidan shot her a dirty look. “She’s kidding.”

      “That’s a shame, because after La La Land, actors who can dance are back in demand.”

      “Listen, it was really nice catching up,’ Sofia put in, ‘but we have to be going.”

      “Hey, remember my offer. Oh, and let me know if Gray says anything.”

      Jeffery walked away.

      “A young Liam Neeson,” Aidan mused to himself.

      “In your dreams, buddy. Jeffery once told me I looked like a young Liz Taylor.”

      Aidan glanced over at her, studying her un-Liz-Taylor-like features. “Okay. Point taken. Agents make stuff up.”

      “Hey, so how’s your marble pouch?”

      “Can you not call it that?”

      “Can’t promise.”

      “It’s not as incredibly painful as it was, no thanks to you.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” said Sofia. “We need you in top form, marble pouch and all.”

      “Tell you what. I’ll worry about that. You worry about our client. You spoken to her recently?”

      “Just as soon as we get the update from Brendan. I want to be able to tell her that we’re making some kind of progress before I call her.”
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      As soon as they arrived, Brendan waved them into his office. He was on a call, his phone pressed to his ear as he used his free hand to jot notes on a yellow legal pad. “Thanks, Tom, that’s really useful . . . Yeah, I will. Don’t you worry. Okay, bye.”

      Brendan finished up his call, made a few more notes and looked up at them. “So? You ready to infiltrate this nest of vipers?” he asked Aidan.

      “I’m getting there.” Aidan shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      “I took him to a place in Woodland Hills to get his—”

      Aidan jumped in, cutting her off: “Sofia’s been really helpful. She has a couple of friends helping me prepare for the audition. If we need to go that route.”

      “What do you mean?” Brendan asked.

      “You said you had some other information. So maybe we won’t need someone in there undercover.”

      Sofia could hear the hope in Aidan’s voice.

      “Oh, no, we’ll definitely need you to go to that audition. Even more so now than we did before. You have to land this gig for the agency, Aidan.”

      Aidan’s face began to go pale.

      Brendan continued, “We get you on the inside and not only can we save our client any further worry or embarrassment, but maybe we can take down this whole operation.”

      Aidan’s face fell. That was not the answer he’d been hoping for.

      “Wait, there’s a whole operation going on here?” Sofia asked.

      Brendan grabbed his yellow legal pad and tossed it across the desk at them. Aidan went to grab it, but he struggled to get out of his chair fast enough, and Sofia got there first. Aidan sank back into his chair with a grimace. She’d told him he should keep wearing the shorts he’d used for the routine, but he’d declined. Now he was back in skinny pants that didn’t have a lot of room for air, and his freshly plucked marble pouch was paying the price for his pride.

      Looking down at the pad, Sofia could see that next to every one of the Beef Cake Boyz’ stage names, Brendan had written their name, social security number and current address. On the second page, he had written: ‘MANAGER—STANLEY KERVIN. JACKET?’

      In this case, Sofia assumed that ‘jacket’ referred to a criminal record and not a light coat. Underneath the question was a whole list of acronyms: MF; B&E; DOC.

      Sofia knew a couple from working previous cases. ‘MF’ stood for mail fraud. ‘B&E’ was breaking and entering. ‘DOC’ was short for disorderly conduct. Sofia handed the legal pad to Aidan, who quickly scanned it.

      “That phone call was Tom King, an old buddy of mine,” Brendan added. “He pinched Stanley Kervin back in the day for extortion and pandering.”

      That made Sofia sit up and take notice. Blackmail usually involved a threat of revealing something about someone they didn’t want people to know, such as getting up close and personal with a male stripper when you were married. Extortion, though, usually carried the threat of violence. There was a difference between blackmailers and extortionists. Blackmailers might threaten violence if they were pushed too far, but usually didn’t go through with it. Extortionists were a different kettle of fish. This wasn’t looking great for Marcie.

      “What was the case?” asked Aidan.

      “He was shaking down strippers at a club he was managing downtown. They were paying to dance, but he was making one or two turn tricks and taking the bulk of the money. One of the girls at this club was seeing someone on the force and happened to drop it into their pillow talk. That was the end of that little revenue stream for Stanley.”

      “So he’s a complete creep,” said Sofia.

      “And a scumbag,” added Aidan.

      “What about the other guys? Highlander? Jumbo? Anaconda?”

      “Little things here and there. Possession. Jumbo has a DUI from years back. But Stanley’s the only one with a real record.”

      “So he’s the one who put the idea in Python’s head?” said Sofia.

      “Looks like it. But let’s keep our minds open,” said Brendan. “It’s never good to go in with your mind completely set as to who’s doing what.”

      “Couldn’t we just let your buddy Tom deal with this? I mean if he already knows that Stanley has previous,” Sofia asked.

      “It’s a little early for that. We’re going to need more. Otherwise if the LAPD pick them up, they lawyer up, there’s not enough to hold them on, and everyone has to back off them. The cops can’t just keep arresting someone without having enough evidence for the DA.”

      “Maybe they’d back off Marcie if they felt some heat,” Aidan suggested.

      “They might,” said Brendan. “Or they might just get some payback by calling Marcie’s husband, waiting for everything to die down, then starting up all over again with someone else.”

      Brendan had a point. If the LAPD picked up Stanley and Jared and didn’t get anywhere there was every chance they would look for revenge. All it would take was an email with the video attached. Or a package left outside her house. And if Stanley had a record that included extortion there was a chance it might be worse than that.

      No, thought Sofia. They had to get some more concrete evidence that meant they could keep Marcie out of the mix as far as possible.

      “You’re right,” said Aidan, who was obviously thinking the same thing.

      From the look on his face it seemed like any reluctance he had about the audition was outweighed by his desire to bring this creep Stanley to justice. It had been the same for Sofia when she had gone undercover. She hadn’t really wanted to pretend to be a hooker or a drug addict, but if that was what it took, she’d get on with it. Life wasn’t always about what you’d rather do.

      “So how’s the preparation going for this audition?”

      Aidan glanced at Sofia.

      “Really good so far. Aidan’s been a trouper,” she told Brendan.

      “Glad to hear it. Aidan? You think you have a shot?”

      “I’m going to do my best.”

      “Okay, great.” Brendan lifted up a file from his desk and opened it. “I have your undercover name and a social-security number all prepped here. I also had a couple of things placed online that will definitely make you more interesting to these guys if they run your name, which I’d expect they will.”

      The internet had made background checks easy and inexpensive for all kinds of people, including employers. And, just like the rest of cyberspace, it was possible to game the results. Including creating a fictitious person and giving them the background you wanted.

      Brendan passed the file over the desk to Aidan. “The new identity doesn’t have much of a social-media profile so if they ask about it you’ll need to have an explanation ready.”

      “How about ‘I hate all that attention whoring stuff’?” said Aidan.

      “That’ll probably work,” Brendan replied.

      “It might be better to set up a Facebook account but make all the settings private so they can’t actually see anything,” Sofia added.

      “Not a bad idea,” said Aidan. “I can do that this afternoon.”

      “So,” said Brendan, “the background story is you’re trying to become an actor, and you think this might be good experience. Don’t say anything about being in trouble with the law unless they bring it up. In fact, with these guys, the sketchier you are on details about everything, the more likely they are to let something drop that we can use.”

      “Got it,” said Aidan.

      That worked, thought Sofia. People breaking into the industry often took on all kinds of crazy jobs to get some kind of experience. When they learned a little more about how things worked they tended to keep quiet about them, especially if the gig was in any way risqué. Whatever people outside thought about Hollywood being an immoral cesspit, the studios and agencies still liked their talent to be fairly wholesome so as not to alienate the broader audience.

      “So, I’m a guy who’s had a few run-ins with the law and is now trying to make a few dollars while I try to break in as an actor,” said Aidan.

      “It’s pretty credible for LA,” said Sofia.

      Brendan put his hands palms down on his desk, signifying that he wanted to wrap things up. “We all good?”

      Aidan and Sofia nodded.

      “Great. When’s this audition?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon,” said Sofia. “We’re going to run through a couple of things with Aidan tomorrow, then I’ll drive him down there.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Sofia, you’d better check in with the client. Make sure she’s holding her nerve.”

      “I will, and I’m going to let her know we’re making some real progress in getting a handle on who these guys are.”

      “Good thinking,” said Brendan. “The more we can reassure her, the better for everyone.”
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      “Hey, Mom, I need to speak with Marcie. Can you call her or go round there and ask her to phone me at the office as soon as she gets a chance?”

      “I can do better than that. She’s right here. But I warn you, she’s kind of losing it.”

      “Did something happen?” asked Sofia.

      “The strain is getting to her. You think I should give her some more Xanax?”

      “No! No more drugs. And no wine either.”

      “Okay,” said her mom, sounding a little crestfallen. “That doesn’t include me, though, does it? I mean, I can still have a glass?”

      “Sure,” said Sofia, checking the time and seeing it was only a little after four in the afternoon. She didn’t need to have that conversation with her mom right now, on top of everything else.

      “Okay, I’ll put her on.”

      Sofia took a deep breath. Aidan was studying a video of a male dance group on YouTube and jotting notes. She had to hand it to him, once he’d gotten past his initial reluctance he’d really taken this whole audition thing seriously. If nothing else, once this case was finished he’d have some serious moves to bust on the dancefloor.

      “Hi, Sofia,” said Marcie.

      Her mom had been right: she sounded terrible. Her voice was all raspy, like she’d been crying.

      “Hey, Marcie,” said Sofia, doing her best to sound upbeat. “I have some updates for you on the case.”

      “Okay.”

      “We have a new line of investigation going.” Sofia paused. She decided not to tell Marcie about Aidan going undercover. The fewer people who knew that, the better. “ And we’ve gathered some very interesting background information on the manager of the Beef Cake Boyz. Information that we think we can use to bring this whole thing to a conclusion without Wade finding out or you having to pay them anything.”

      “That’s good, because I’m not sure I can take much more of this. Wade’s real suspicious. Last night he even asked me if there was something I wanted to tell him.”

      “You didn’t, did you?” said Sofia.

      “I just said I was feeling really run-down at the moment.”

      “Okay, good.”

      “It’s just that every time the phone rings, or Wade comes in from work, or someone comes to the door, my heart’s in my throat.”

      “I know, Marcie. It’s nerve-wracking. But, remember, they don’t get their money if they tell Wade, so they’re not going to do anything like that unless they absolutely know they’re not getting paid, and maybe not even then.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely. Just hang in there. With a little bit of luck we can get this situation resolved sooner rather than later.”

      “I will. Hey, Sofia, your mom wants to speak with you again.”

      “Okay, put her on.”

      She heard Marcie pass the phone back.

      “Is someone going undercover?”

      So much for keeping things secret. “Mom, why are you asking me that?”

      “Don’t I have a right to know? I mean you wouldn’t even have this case if it wasn’t for me.”

      Sofia really didn’t have time for this. But her mom wasn’t likely to let it go until she knew. “Yeah, we’re sending Aidan in.”

      “Aidan?”

      “He’s going to audition to join the Beef Cake Boyz.”

      “He is kind of a beef cake.”

      “Yeah, anyway, that’s who’s going in undercover,” said Sofia, trying to wrap it up.

      “Huh,” said Janet, a faraway tone entering her voice. “Is he going to be naked?”

      This was creeping Sofia out now. “What kind of question is that?”

      “I saw on some cop show that if a police officer gets naked and tries to solicit someone it won’t stand up in court. No pun intended.”

      What? “For a start Aidan’s not a cop anymore. And he’s not soliciting anyone. It’s two totally different scenarios.”

      “So he’s not going to be naked?” asked her mom.

      “I have no idea. Why are you so interested?”

      “I’m just taking an interest in your work, darling.”

      “In Aidan’s work, you mean.”

      “I could have gone undercover for you. I think I’d be pretty good at that kind of work.”

      Not this again. Sofia had already had to explain to her mom once already why she couldn’t go undercover. “Tell you what, if things don’t work out with Aidan we can talk about it.”

      “Really?”

      Her mom sounded super-excited. That was worrying.

      “Sure.”

      “I’m here if you need me.”

      “Just try to keep Marcie calm for us. The cooler she stays the easier this will go.”

      “But no Xanax?” asked her mom.

      “And definitely no wine. Or any kind of alcohol. Booze loosens people’s tongues.”

      “No kidding,” said her mom. “It was her tongue that got her into this mess.”
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      Six in the morning. Sofia was out of bed and in her kitchen making coffee before the alarm on her phone sounded to wake her up. Today was game day. At two o’clock this afternoon Aidan had his audition to become the newest member of the Beef Cake Boyz. They’d had very little time to prepare.

      She walked over to the front door, and propped it open, letting in the cool sea breeze. Fred was hanging out on the front porch. She walked back into the kitchen, put some lunch meat on a saucer, grabbed her coffee mug and laid Fred’s food in front of him.

      Another gull tried to swoop in from behind him but Fred scared it off with an impressive flapping of his wings. Sofia didn’t know if there was such a thing as an alpha gull but if there was Fred was it.

      The vast blue ocean was calm below a thick marine mist. All over Nirvana Cove people were waking, getting ready to start their day. She could see Tex, identifiable by her luminous Lycra outfit, already out for a run on the beach. Two of her neighbors, an older couple, scooted past on a golf cart. They waved, and Sofia waved back.

      She stretched out, putting her arms above her head, and yawned. She was starting to have second thoughts about Aidan auditioning. What were his chances of landing a gig like that when there could be dozens of younger men, in great shape, who could actually dance? Some who’d maybe been dance students for years. Or some who had done that type of work before.

      It was a long shot. A really long shot. And if Aidan didn’t make the cut that would leave them in the exact same place as before. Worse, if you considered every day that slipped by made the blackmailer or blackmailers more likely to throw Marcie, and her marriage, under the bus.

      On the other hand, if Marcie didn’t want to go to the cops, they didn’t have a whole bunch of options. Sofia guessed they just had to find a way to make this work. But how?

      She thought back to her own auditions. But that didn’t really help. For someone who’d had a successful acting career, she hadn’t auditioned all that much. It was her sister Emily who had really wanted to be an actress. Sofia had landed the starring role in Half Pint Detective when she’d been hanging around as Emily went for the part.

      It was a testament to how great Emily was, and how close they were, that her sister had accepted this cruel twist of Fate with grace, but it must have been devastating to want something so bad only to have your little sister fall into it with no apparent effort.

      Sometimes life sucked.

      She tried to remember any auditions when she’d had to go all out to win a role. But there weren’t many. Once you had an agent, even one like Jeffery Weiner, and you were on television every week, people knew if they wanted you for something or not.

      Emily had gone on a lot of auditions. But even now that she had given up acting Sofia didn’t want to call her sister and ask about them. It might open up old wounds.

      There had to be something. Some tip or trick. Something they could use to increase Aidan’s chances of getting on the inside of the Beef Cake Boyz operation.

      Finally she knew what she’d do. She couldn’t ask Emily but she could call round some of the actors she’d worked with and ask them. She still had a couple of dozen numbers.

      But it would have to wait until a little later. Actors might be happy to share their success stories of triumphant auditions with her, but not before seven in the morning.

      Sofia trotted back inside her trailer as Fred scarfed down the last of his breakfast and took flight in search of more easy pickings.
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      Shower-fresh, teeth brushed and ready to face the day, Sofia sat in her living room with a notepad and pen and began to make calls. She started with some of her old colleagues on Half Pint Detective, then called some actors she didn’t know as well.

      After the first four conversations she was exhausted. She was starting to remember why she had given up acting. It wasn’t that she didn’t like these people, she really did, but they couldn’t understand that there was any world outside the business.

      Pretty much everyone’s reaction to hearing from her was the same. Squeals of delight, even from the guys, quickly followed by asking if her call meant she was ready to return to the business.

      One of her old co-stars even said, “Oh, thank heavens! Word was you were a drug-addict hooker.”

      “That was the word,” Sofia answered cheerily. “But I was working undercover for a private investigator in Malibu.”

      “Oh, right, yes, of course. I mean, I never believed it for a minute. Let’s be real, you’re way too boring to get into any of that stuff.”

      Sofia wasn’t sure what offended her more. The idea that she’d been a drug-addled prostitute or that she was too dull to be one. She tried to move the conversation on and ask about auditions.

      By the time she’d talked to a dozen actors, she had a dozen completely contradictory pieces of advice about how Aidan could improve his chances of landing the job. Make them know how much you want it. Don’t appear too keen. Try to psyche out the competition while you wait. Be really nice to everyone else auditioning in case they got in and could recommend you for another part.

      As Sofia went to make a few more calls there was a knock on her door. She put her phone down and went to answer it. It was still early.

      Jeffery Weiner stood on the porch. He was holding a huge bunch of flowers.

      She opened the door.

      “Congratulations, Sofia!” he said, with a huge smile. He handed her the flowers.

      “Er, thanks.”

      “You’d better get those in water. Can I come in?” he asked, stepping around her before she could answer.

      “Jeffery? What’s going on?”

      “I heard all about your return to acting. It’s all over town.”

      Sofia sank down in her couch and looked at the list of actors she’d already called. Of course it was. Actors were notorious gossips. At least some of them had added up two and two and gotten five.

      Her phone rang. Jeffery practically leaped past her to snatch it up.

      “Do not answer that,” he said. “It’ll be those bastards at CAA. Or WME,” he said, naming two of the biggest agents in Los Angeles. “There’s only one man who’s capable of shepherding your re-emergence into the shining light of stardom.”

      “I’m not going back to acting, Jeffery,” she said, grabbing the phone back from him.

      “Don’t lie to me. If you want to go with one of the big shops you’re making a mistake but I respect your decision.”

      “I’m not lying. I was calling round because I need some advice about an audition for a friend of mine. Now I really need to get back to work,” she said, shooing him towards the door. It was easier to get Fred moving.

      “A friend?” he asked, still skeptical.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re not just saying that? You’re really not coming back?”

      “Nope, I’m happy with my job. I actually help people and make a difference to their lives.”

      Jeffery stood on the porch and stared at her like she was speaking another language. “You want to help people when you could be rich and famous?”

      “Yep,” said Sofia. “I know it’s not a popular idea, these days, but I’m going with it.”

      Jeffery looked devastated. “This friend of yours, do they have representation?”

      “No, but they might need it if they get this gig. Do you have any idea how they can improve their chances?”

      She quickly outlined the scenario without giving away any details. Her friend was new to the business. There would be a lot of competition. Competition from younger, perhaps more suitable candidates.

      When she’d finished, Jeffery’s smile was back. “I do have an idea, but it’s kind of cheating and if you get caught you could be in real trouble.”

      Sofia figured they were already in trouble. “Let’s hear it.”

      Jeffery’s grin widened. “I used this move to help get J-Law her first commercial. Oh, and by the way, if your friend lands the gig, I want my ten percent.”
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      “Okay, are you guys ready?” asked Brendan, walking out of his office.

      Sofia was bent down, making final adjustments to Aidan’s blue ‘police’ shorts. They would have been police shorts if the cops ever decided to start wearing cut-off Daisy Dukes with the word POLICE emblazoned across the butt. Aidan was also wearing a blue silk jacket with the same POLICE logo on the back in yellow.

      Brendan stopped dead as he caught an eyeful of his son. “Holy Mother of God, preserve my immortal soul,” he said.

      “Isn’t that blasphemy?” Sofia asked him, shocked that he’d say such a thing when he wouldn’t even use the word “asshole.” It wasn’t unknown for Brendan to attend mass at nearby Pepperdine University. In fact, he had a couple of close pals who were priests, and was serious about being a good Catholic.

      “Not if you mean it,” said Brendan.

      Aidan threw up his arms. “You think I want to walk around looking like this?”

      “I don’t know,” said Brendan. “There was that time when you were seven and your mom caught you getting dressed up like your cousin Demi.”

      Sofia raised her eyebrows at Brendan. “This is really not helpful right now. We have an hour to get to the audition and we don’t know if there will be changing facilities when we get there. Or if we’ll have the time.”

      Brendan started backing up towards his office. “I’m sorry, I know you’re not supposed to say anything to anyone these days about, y’know . . .” he waved a hand in Aidan’s direction “. . . about whatever they’re wearing. We’re in a post-gender world or something.”

      “I’m wearing this get-up for a job!” Aidan protested, his voice getting a little shrill.

      Brendan burst out laughing. “I know, I know, I’m just busting your chops. But, come on, you have to admit it’s a pretty funny look for a guy who’s as strait-laced as you.”

      “I’d like to see you in this,” Aidan said, all fired up.

      “Guys, this conversation is getting kind of weird,” Sofia said. “And I need to go back to work. I’m fitting a pouch-cam.”

      “Pouch-cam?”

      “Yeah, when Aidan’s backstage, and on stage, the pouch is all he’ll be wearing. So I was going to fit this lens at the front,” Sofia said, reaching down and coming up with a tiny black pinhole camera. A super-thin black wire trailed from the back to a single tiny battery. “The battery sews into the back of the waistband. Pretty neat, huh?”

      “Yeah, amazing what they can do, these days,” said Brendan. “Listen, break a leg!” He reversed into his office and closed the door again. They could hear him cracking up behind it.

      Aidan stepped back, and started taking his shorts off, giving Sofia an eye-level view of his pouch, if not his actual marbles, in the process.

      “Whoa, what are you doing?”

      “I’m taking off these ridiculous shorts.”

      The tops of his shorts were at his ankles. Sofia lunged forward, grabbed them and started to yank them back up his legs. “No, you are not. This is what we agreed, and we don’t have time to find something else that works.”

      “I don’t care. I feel ridiculous.”

      “Then welcome to the world of show business. Not to mention undercover work,” Sofia countered.

      “Should we come back later?”

      They both turned to see Gray and Tex in the office doorway. Gray wore a lascivious smirk and Tex shot Sofia a big thumbs-up. From where they were standing, all they could see was Aidan, semi-naked, with Sofia kneeling in front of him, her head at crotch-level, and her hands grabbing at his shorts.

      “We’re making final costume adjustments,” said Sofia, blushing despite herself.

      “Is that what the kids are calling it, these days?” Gray smiled.

      “And fitting the pouch-cam,” said Aidan.

      “Maybe we should give them five minutes to finish up,” said Tex, elbowing him in the ribs.

      “No!” Sofia and Aidan shouted simultaneously.

      “Aidan’s having last-minute nerves,” said Sofia.

      “Totally understandable,” said Gray, starting to step around the desks.

      As Gray closed in, Aidan reached down and pulled up his shorts to cover the posing pouch he was wearing.

      “There we go,” said Sofia, reaching to secure the button so they’d stay on.

      Aidan batted her hand away and did it himself. “Watch it,” he said.

      “Oh, please,” said Sofia. “Like I’d be putting my hand there if I didn’t absolutely have to.”

      Tex coughed loudly and said what sounded like “Liar.”

      “Listen, why don’t we all get moving? We don’t want to miss your slot,” Sofia said.

      “We sure don’t,” said Gray, checking out Aidan’s butt as he wiggled in the shorts, trying to get comfortable.

      Sofia walked over to her desk and grabbed a bag. She could be merciful. She pulled out a pair of sweatpants and a shirt and threw them over to Aidan. “Here, you can wear these until we get there.”

      “Thanks.” Aidan had never sounded more grateful. Maybe she should have charged him for them. He’d probably have paid a lot right then.

      “Spoilsport,” said Gray.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Outside, all four of them piled into Gray’s Suburban, a hulking black SUV with super-tinted windows that he used sometimes when he wanted to go out without anyone spotting him.

      “I didn’t realize we were all going to this thing,” said Aidan, as he settled in the front passenger seat next to Sofia, whom Gray had elected as driver because by law the front windshield couldn’t be tinted.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” said Tex.

      “Me either,” said Gray.

      Sofia glanced back at him as she completed the turn onto Pacific Coast Highway. “You wouldn’t want to go back and do all that again, would you?” she asked Gray.

      “God, no,” said Gray. “It was brutal. And humiliating. But it’s fun to think about it.”

      “Just what I want to hear before my first audition,” Aidan grumbled. “Brutal and humiliating. You Hollywood types have no idea what those words actually mean.”

      Tex put her hand up. “I am not a Hollywood type. I just happen to hang out with them. As do you. So spare us all the lecture about the real world, sweet cheeks.”

      “Present company excepted, then,” said Aidan.

      “Thanks,” said Tex.

      Aidan fidgeted in the front. He started to open the center console. Sofia glanced over to see him grabbing for a wad of printed paper signs. “Hey, what are these?” he asked.

      Sofia’s hand shot out and slammed the console shut. “Hey, do you always go rooting through people’s stuff when you’re in their car?”

      Aidan shrugged. “Kind of. Professional habit.”

      “Well, don’t,” she said, her hand resting on the console as she piloted the Suburban with one hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      The landscape changed as they got closer to the audition venue. Gone were the pristine beach and beautiful people of Malibu, replaced by run-down liquor stores, strip joints, and people hanging out on corners eyeing the Suburban suspiciously. Sofia activated the central locking as they stopped at a light.

      “Relax, would you?” said Aidan. “I’m here.”

      “So you’re going to singlehandedly save the day if a bunch of gang-bangers decide to jack our car?”

      “Yeah,” said Aidan. “I’m packing,” he added, meaning he was carrying a firearm. As a former cop and qualified private investigator, Aidan had a concealed-carry firearm permit. Unlike Sofia. Although she was hoping to change that, with Brendan’s support, sooner rather than later.

      “Always good to go into a cattle call packing,” murmured Gray.

      “I’d love to see you chase someone down in those little police shorts,” said Tex, as the stoplight flipped to green and Sofia made the turn onto Ventura. The audition venue was just a few blocks away.

      Aidan grabbed a handful of shirt. “I’m wearing sweats, smartass.”

      “Hey,” chided Gray. “Can we not upset the talent before he gets there?”

      “I think it may be a little late for that,” said Sofia.

      “In any case, listen,” said Gray, pulling himself forward on Aidan’s seatback. “You are going to be awesome. Just remember everything we rehearsed. Mean and moody. Sexy hips. Lots of thrust.”

      “Gotcha,” said Aidan. “And thanks, buddy. You too, Tex.”

      Sofia checked the GPS, and pulled over into a parking spot outside a partially boarded-up single-story brick building with a metal security grille in front of the main entrance door. “I guess this is it,” she announced. She scanned the sidewalk. The block was almost empty. That wasn’t good for what they had planned. She scanned the building for cameras. None. That was something. And she wouldn’t have to worry about paying for parking as it looked like someone had taken a baseball bat to every meter on the block. Ah, the glamour of Tinseltown.

      Gray leaned further forward. “Hey, Aidan, while you’re inside, do you mind if I borrow your weapon?”

      “Uh, what?” said Aidan, flustered.

      Sofia knew from experience that Gray loved nothing more than making straight men uncomfortable.

      “The gun,” said Gray, with a nod toward Aidan’s gun carry case. “This looks like a bad neighborhood, and this is a fairly expensive car.”

      “I’d really rather you didn’t.”

      There was a snapping sound as Gray’s right hand came up with a latex glove. “Don’t worry, I won’t get my prints on it.”

      “You carry around latex gloves?” Sofia wasn’t sure she wanted to know why.

      “Of course,” said Gray. “And I’ll only use the gun if I absolutely have to, which I almost certainly won’t.”

      Aidan eyed him. “How do you know that you won’t?”

      Gray made a gun with his latex-gloved hand. His eyes narrowed, his jaw tightened. This was all-action movie-star Gray. “Move an inch and I’ll blow your goddamn head off,” he hissed.

      Tex broke into applause. Even Aidan looked impressed.

      “Okay, tell you what. You can use the gun, but the clip’s going to be empty.”

      Sofia glanced at the time on the front dash. “You’d better get yourself inside and sign in.”

      “Okay,” said Aidan. He reached into his bag, pulled out the carry case, popped the clip out of his handgun, and handed it to Gray. Then he checked he had everything else he needed.

      “You have the drop device?” Sofia asked.

      “Of course,” said Aidan, zipping the bag closed again. They planned for Aidan to place a tiny surveillance mic inside the audition room if he got the chance. Technology meant these things were so tiny now that you could drop one behind something without anyone noticing.

      They all wished him luck as he opened the door and got out of the Suburban. Sofia and the other two watched as he approached the metal grille door.

      “Maybe I should have let him have the gun,” said Gray.

      “He’ll be fine,” said Sofia. “He’s pretty tough.”

      “This is awesome,” said Tex. “It’s like we’re in a TV show. Like The Rockford Files.”

      At the end of the block a homeless man dropped his pants and squatted over the gutter to do his business. Sofia’s stomach lurched. “Yeah, just like TV,” she said, popping open the center console and grabbing the paper signs they’d prepared. “Okay,” she said, “I’d better get to work. I have an audition to rig. You guys whistle if you see anyone coming.”

      She wasn’t even out of the car when Gray let out a loud wolf-whistle. With her hand still on the open Suburban door, Sofia whirled to see a young guy in his early twenties wearing construction boots, ripped jeans, and a gleaming smile striding toward them.

      He looked just like one of the topless greeters at Felsom & Finch, a high-end fashion store in Santa Monica. In fact, she was fairly sure he was one of the topless greeters. Though she might have been mistaken as they were pretty much all drop-dead-gorgeous hunks of pure American beef. If Sofia was having a bad day she’d sometimes roll past just to get a glimpse of them. It never failed to put a pep in her step.

      The rear passenger door popped open and Gray stepped out. Tex scooted over the seat and joined him.

      Gray put a hand on Sofia’s hand. “You go do what you have to do. I’ll round up this one.”

      “Me too,” said Tex, almost shoving Gray to the ground in her rush to intercept the nubile young wannabe-actor before he made it to the door.

      “Whatever,” said Sofia. She wasn’t sure having a horny former wildcatter and an A-list movie star was how you ran a covert surveillance operation, but she’d have to roll with it.

      She grabbed the tape she was carrying, tore off a strip, cut it with her teeth, and headed for the door with her sign.
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      Sofia slowly pulled back on the metal grille, and pushed open the glass door leading into the building. The corridor ahead looked empty.

      A couple of old Beef Cake Boyz posters had been taped to the bare wall, with a sign: “AUADITION THIS WAY→”. You kind of had to wonder about someone who could hold an audition, but couldn’t actually spell it correctly. She wondered if that was why “Boyz” in the group’s name was spelled with a z rather than an s. Maybe they hadn’t been going for an edgy 1980s boy band vibe after all, which was what she had originally assumed.

      She had already removed the sign, saying “BEEF CAKE BOYZ AUADITIONS INSIDE”, which had been taped up outside, and replaced it with her own. Hers informed attendees that the audition had been cancelled because the part had been cast. It also had a number to call that re-routed to a burner phone she had set up where people could leave a message. Brendan would call back anyone who left a message and looked like they’d be really persistent.

      One of her reasons for sneaking inside was so she could replace the original sign as soon as she heard them packing up to leave. At least, that was what she had told the others. In truth, she really, really wanted to see Aidan go through his routine. Audio via the bug he was going to plant just wouldn’t cut it.

      She was taking a risk by sneaking inside. But this whole plan was kind of crazy anyway. And she had already worked out a cover story if she was caught. She planned on making out she was some kind of crazy stalker who had an obsession with one of the dancers. Okay, it wasn’t much of a cover, but it was better than having to make one up on the spot.

      Hopefully, she wouldn’t need it.

      She followed the signs down the corridor and hung a left. Behind a set of double doors, she could hear music playing. She figured this had to be it. The question now was how she could watch what was going on inside.

      Walking up to the doors, she hunkered down, but there was no gap between them, and no keyhole to peek through. She went on to the next door and, very, very slowly, turned the handle.  She cringed as she pushed it open and the hinges creaked. She should have brought some WD40 with her. Rookie mistake.

      On the other side of the door two rows of lockers ran along each wall. In the center of the room was a long bench. Off to one side she saw a row of shower stalls. At the end of the room there was another door. She could hear music behind it.

      This was obviously some kind of changing area. Perfect. She’d made it, and without even a sniff of being detected.

      Just then a guy walked out of the shower, buck naked. He was about six feet tall, muscular, covered with tattoos, and had a bright purple Mohawk. Not that his haircut was his most notable feature, which was literally swinging like a clock pendulum between his legs.

      “Who the hell are you?” he said, grabbing a towel from the bench. “And what are you doing in here?”

      Sofia was already backing towards the door. “Sorry, I was looking for my boyfriend. I think he came here to audition.”

      So much for her cover story, which had gone straight out of her mind. It was difficult to concentrate when you were being hypnotized by Mohawk Man’s pendulum action.

      “He’s not here,” said Mohawk Man.

      “Yeah, I can see that. Sorry to interrupt you.”

      “Hey, can you do me a favor? Seeing as you’re here.”

      “If I can. Sure.”

      “A bunch of guys haven’t shown up and I’m next,” he said.

      That was good. Their goofy plan seemed to be having the desired effect.

      “Can you tell me what you think of my routine?”

      “Er . . .”

      “I’m calling it . . .” he paused for dramatic effect “. . . the windmill.”

      He dropped his towel, and cocked a hand on his hip, a bit like they had taught Aidan to do. At least, thought Sofia, they had been on the right track with the moves. Not that Aidan would be able to generate the breeze that Mohawk Man probably could.

      “I’m sorry,” said Sofia. “I really have to go.”

      Rather than get offended, Mohawk Man grabbed his towel, wrapped it around his waist again and sank onto the bench. “Story of my life. I’m never getting this gig.”

      A second ago Sofia had been terrified, but she was a former actor who knew all about the kind of insecurities performers went through. She stood with her back to the door.

      Mohawk Man covered his face with his hands and began to sob. “You have no idea. Girls have no idea. Everyone thinks it must be great to have one this big. I must get all the girls I want. Life must be so great. But what happens when it’s too big? People treat you like a sideshow freak, that’s what. It’s like you’re no longer a human being.”

      She had never been a fan of the ginormous, elephant-trunk-style ying-yang. But lots of ladies were.

      She tiptoed over to the bench and sat. “Hey, it’s only a problem if you make it one.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It might be a disadvantage to you in regular life. But with something like this here . . . I mean, come on! Python? Anaconda? Jumbo? Do you see a pattern?”

      Sofia was starting to warm to the topic. She’d always thought she’d make a great motivational speaker. She had been the kid who could rally the rest of the team when they were losing. She really enjoyed seeing people turning things around and realizing their true potential.

      This felt like another of those moments. A time when she could make a difference in someone’s life.

      “Some things are destined to be. Didn’t you ever think that? Sorry, what’s your name?”

      “Ricky.”

      “Didn’t you ever think that, Ricky?”

      “I guess so.”

      “For every big ole square peg, somewhere there’s a big ole square hole . . . Okay, bad example. What I’m trying to say is that what might be a drawback in some parts of life is a real plus in others. This group here relies on . . . how should I say this? Bigger men and the women who are . . . interested . . . in those bigger men. And now here you are.”

      Ricky stood. Thankfully the towel stayed with him. “You know what? You’re right . . .”

      “Sofia.”

      “You’re right, Sofia. Maybe this was my destiny. I can’t mess it up now.” He started toward the other door.

      “Hey, Ricky, didn’t you bring a costume or something?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he said, walking back to the lockers. “Hey. I’m really glad you were here.”

      “That makes one of us at least.”

      The door had opened and Aidan was standing there in his cut-off police shorts. He was covered with sweat and out of breath. “You’re next up, buddy,” he said to Ricky, who was busy clambering into a superhero costume.

      “Thanks, man.” Ricky bounded out of the locker room, leaving Sofia alone with Aidan.

      “You’re supposed to be outside,” said Aidan. “Do you want us to get caught?”

      “I wanted to see your audition,” she said, sheepishly. “How’d it go?”

      “Who knows? They made me go through the whole routine like three times.”

      “That’s fantastic.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yeah. Usually if it’s a no you’re in and out in under a minute. They must think you’re a serious contender.”

      “Maybe, but did you cop a load of that guy? It looked like a deli counter down there.”

      Sofia’s heart sank. Not only was he physically qualified, she had given Ricky the pep talk of his life and sent him out there. There was no way Aidan could compete. All this sneaking around and foul play, and for what? To make sure someone else landed the gig.

      Sofia glanced back toward the locker Ricky had been using. Maybe they could have a backup plan should the worst happen. When Ricky came back in she would get his number. Maybe he’d need some more career-counseling.
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      “I can’t freakin’ believe this. Two people showed up to audition. Two! And I still don’t get the gig! What’s a guy have to do to get a break in this town?”

      Aidan was in the front seat of the Suburban and he was not taking rejection well. At all.

      In back, Gray was nodding sagely. Tex was looking at him like he’d lost his mind. Next to him Sofia was thinking he’d lost his mind, but doing her best not to look like that was what she thought.

      Gray clapped a reassuring hand on Aidan’s shoulder. “It’s tough when you’re starting out, bro.”

      “Sorry to interrupt the pity party, but can I just remind everyone, especially you, Aidan,” she said, removing Gray’s hand from Aidan’s shoulder, “that you are not in fact an actor. You’re a private investigator who was pretending to be an actor.”

      “And you’re an actor who pretends to be a private investigator,” Aidan shot back.

      “You did not just say that!” Sofia shouted. She turned to Gray and Tex. “Tell me he didn’t just say that.”

      “Hey!” Aidan shouted back. “I had that audition in the bag until you decided to give Turbo Prop in there the mother of all half-time talks.”

      “Turbo Prop?” said Tex.

      Sofia made an elephant’s trunk with her lower arm and started whirling it around.

      “Really?” said Tex. “Bigger than Jumbo?”

      “And Python,” said Sofia.

      “That I gotta see,” said Tex.

      “And you will,” said Aidan. “Now that Sofia screwed up my only shot.”

      “You are such a whiner.”

      “Am not.”

      “Are too.”

      “Oh, that’s really mature.”

      “He’s venting,” said Gray.

      “Wait,” said Sofia.

      She reached down and turned up the loudspeaker volume on the receiver unit sitting on top of the center console. It was linked by wireless signal to the bug Aidan had planted in the audition room when he went in.

      There was the sound of chairs pushing back and people sitting down. “Okay, so we’re all happy with this Ricky guy?”

      Aidan threw up his hands. “Unbelievable.” It was clearly going to take him a while to get over this.

      “Wait. Who’s that talking?” Sofia asked.

      “The manager, Stanley Kervin.”

      “And who else did you say was in there?”

      ‘Python, I mean Jared Chadwick, and a woman.”

      “And you think she was the manager’s wife?”

      “Or girlfriend or business partner. But they were pretty tight,” said Aidan.

      “Like romantically?”

      “Not really. That’s why I think they could be married.”

      “Harsh,” Tex piped up from the back seat. Sofia shushed everyone again.

      “So let’s call Ricky and give him the good news.” It sounded like Stanley Kervin the manager again.

      “What about the other dude?” someone asked.

      “That’s Python, I mean Jared,” Aidan told them.

      “He’ll figure it out eventually,” said the woman.

      At that Sofia felt really mad. It was bad etiquette not to let someone know they hadn’t got the job.

      The woman continued. “He might be good backup if Ricky doesn’t work out. He seemed kind of needy, so he could be a good addition. Just a shame he was running twenty pounds overweight and an inch or two short of what we need.”

      No one in the car said anything to that. They all did their best not to make eye contact with Aidan.

      Finally, Sofia piped up: “An inch or two short for them is probably huge for the regular population.”

      “You’re not helping,” said Aidan.

      “They were probably talking about your height.” She should have led with that. But the expressions on everyone in the car told her they weren’t buying it.

      The people in the room were still talking.

      “Okay, so are we done here?” said Stanley.

      “Hey, before we split, what about Marcie?” said Python.

      “What about her?” said the woman.

      “Well, she hasn’t paid, and she hasn’t been in touch again,” said Python.

      “Give her until the end of next week. If we haven’t got the money by then we’ll give her hubby the footage,” said the manager.

      “Yeah,” said the woman. “Sometimes it’s good to teach one of these broads a lesson. We can show the next one what happens if you don’t get us the cash.”

      So much for female solidarity. Not only did the woman who was with them know all about the blackmail scam, she seemed to be completely on board with it.

      “Damn, that’s harsh,” said Tex.

      “No kidding,” said Gray.

      “Can I just put on the record that I’m not needy?” said Aidan.

      “Of course you’re not,” said Sofia, patting his hand.

      “Not a word I would apply to you,” said Tex.

      “Absolutely not,” chorused Gray.

      There was the sound of more chair-scraping and things being gathered up, then the door slamming. Sofia quickly put the Suburban into drive and scooted down to the end of the street. They had already gathered up the fake audition signs so there was no way for Stanley or the others to work out why only two people had shown up.

      Sofia parked around the corner, and they waited. They wanted to see who left in what vehicles. Then they could run any vehicle tags they weren’t already familiar with.

      “Am I really needy?” Aidan asked again.

      It seemed to have gotten to him more than the comment about being twenty pounds overweight or his penis not being big enough.

      “Hey, we’re all needy,” said Gray. “And you were being an actor. We are super-needy. Pretty much the neediest people on Planet Earth.”

      “Yeah,” said Tex. “Maybe it was being an actor for a few days. Look at Sofia here.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Sofia asked.

      “Look, I love you,” said Tex. “I really do. But you can be kind of needy at times.”

      “We all can,” said Gray, trying to defuse the conversation before it got out of hand.

      “Not me,” said Tex.

      “Okay, apart from you,” said Gray. “Miss Perfect,” he added, under his breath.

      Thankfully, at that point the Porsche appeared, turning the corner behind them. Sofia flicked on the Suburban’s front and rear dash cams.

      “Here comes Python,” she said.

      The Porsche sped past. But Python, a.k.a. Jared, wasn’t driving. He was in the passenger seat. The woman who’d been at the audition was behind the wheel, and from the brief glance they got, it looked like they were arguing. The woman was jabbing her finger into Jared’s face and he had his hands up to defend himself.

      “You catch that?” said Aidan.

      “Sure did,” said Sofia.

      “Hang on, here comes Stanley the sleazebag.”

      Stanley drove past them next. He had his window down, and he was smoking a cigarette. He looked like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Aidan’s eyes tracked him as he drove past. “I’m going to so enjoy seeing the cops busting that asshole.”

      Sofia guessed he was still stewing about being called needy.
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      Sofia pulled Gray’s Suburban into a parking spot directly outside the Maloney Investigations office. She and Aidan got out. Gray and Tex climbed out of the back.

      “Thanks for that,” said Gray. “It was fun.”

      “Sure was,” said Tex. “If you need me to go undercover at one of their shows just holler.”

      It was funny how all of a sudden all kinds of people, Tex, Sofia’s mom, her sister, were volunteering for undercover work. Sofia guessed that was the power of a bunch of naked guys onstage.

      “Me too,” said Gray, who had obviously forgotten he was one of the world’s most recognizable actors. He clamped a hand on Aidan’s shoulder. “You did great, champ.”

      “Aw, thanks, man,” he said, grabbing his bag and heading inside the office, leaving Sofia to say goodbye to Gray and Tex.

      “I think his ego’s a little bruised,” Gray said to her.

      “Might not be the worst thing in the world,” said Sofia, getting out and waving goodbye to him and Tex.

      Sofia watched them leave. She picked up her things, and turned back to the office entrance. It was time to figure out just what the hell they were going to do now. Aidan’s ego might have taken a hit, but Marcie’s marriage was still on the line, and they had a ruthless blackmailing gang to deal with.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They convened in Brendan’s office. To save Aidan further embarrassment Sofia had already given his father a slightly edited summary of what had gone down. Aidan had been a trouper, done his best, but lost out to a younger man. The good news was that they had a name and contact details for the other guy.

      She had also relayed some of the conversation between the manager, Python, and the mystery woman who had left with Python in the Porsche.

      Brendan leaned back in his office chair. Aidan sat next to Sofia. He was on his phone. From what she could see he was reading an article headed “Am I Too Needy?”.

      She didn’t know much about psychology, but if you were reading an article with that title, the answer was probably yes. She decided not to point that out right this second.

      “So we know that Marcie has some time but that they’re going to make good on their threat if she doesn’t pay them by next week,” said Brendan. “That’s good.”

      “It is?” asked Sofia.

      “They have a time frame, which means so do we. If we haven’t cracked this by then we can let Marcie know that there’s no longer any downside in going to the cops.”

      Brendan had a point. Knowing the blackmailers’ plan made things more predictable. Sofia was fairly certain that if Marcie knew Wade was about to get a call or a copy of the footage she’d be amenable to contacting the authorities. They’d pick up the blackmail gang and that would be that. Wade might still find out, but he might not.

      “So what about the woman who was there?” said Brendan. “Any ideas?”

      “Nope,” said Sofia. “Neither of us had seen her before. She wasn’t at any of the events or when we ran that meeting between Marcie and Jared. But we think the Porsche might be hers.”

      “Could be,” said Brendan. “But it looks like it’s leased to a company in Calabasas. Run another search and see who the owner and directors are. Maybe that’ll turn up her name.”

      “And in the meantime we can go talk to Ricky. Give him a heads-up about the kind of people he’s about to start working for,” said Aidan.

      “Yeah, I think we can maybe persuade him to step aside,” said Sofia. “Then they’ll have to go with their second choice over here,” she added, jerking an elbow towards Aidan.

      “Did you have to say it like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Second choice. Like I came last or something.”

      “Techincally, you did.”

      “Hey, knock it off,” said Brendan. “Go talk to this Ricky kid. Together.”

      Sofia and Aidan eye-rolled.

      “And on the ride over, you can sort out whatever your latest problem with each other is.”

      “There’s no problem,” Aidan said hurriedly.

      “Nope. No problem,” Sofia added.

      “Great. Then the problem you don’t have won’t take long to fix, will it?”
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      Aidan had changed back into his suit by the time he and Sofia got into his Porsche. Sofia had called Ricky a half-hour before to see how his audition went and feigned delight when he told her he’d landed the gig.

      “Yeah, about that, Ricky,” she’d said.

      “What?”

      “Did they tell you that they offered my boyfriend the gig first?”

      Aidan looked at her like she was nuts.

      “They did?” said Ricky. “Are you sure? They said I was the best candidate by a mile.”

      Or several inches, thought Sofia.

      “Yeah, that’s kind of the standard line they tell everyone. They want to build up your confidence.” She glanced across to where Aidan was now busy Googling articles about how to lose a dad bod in a week.

      “Anyway, I just wanted to give you a heads-up because we found out that these guys are involved in some pretty shady stuff. Listen, could I come over to your place and talk to you about it?”

      “My place?” asked Ricky, his voice dropping a full octave. “Sure you can come over to my place.”

      Uh-oh. From what Sofia knew about guys, Ricky was likely assuming this was nothing to do with the audition and more that she’d succumbed to the charms of his Turbo Prop, and was looking to get caught in the slipstream. Or something. He’d gone from happy-go-lucky, eager-to-learn Ricky to sounding like Barry White in the space of a few seconds.

      “Okay, give me the address.”

      She jotted it down and said she’d be straight over.

      He’d told her that he’d chill some wine for them and hung up. Yup, he thought it was a booty call.

      She wadded up a piece of paper and threw it at Aidan. It bounced off his back. He closed his browser and swiveled round on his chair. “What’s up?”

      “I have a meet set with Turbo Prop at his place and I’m going to need some air traffic control. Let’s go.”

      “That was fast.”

      “I figured we’d better get to him before they really get their hooks in.”

      “Good thinking,” said Aidan, getting up, grabbing his jacket from the back of his chair and putting it on.

      “You might want to strap your shoulder holster on under that.”

      “For that guy? You think I couldn’t handle him without a gun.”

      “I’m thinking more about creating an impression. If you know what I mean.”

      Aidan smiled. He did. He knew exactly what she meant. They’d run this routine before.
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* * *

      As they settled into the drive to Ricky’s place, Sofia decided that maybe they should talk about the current elephant in the room: Aidan’s reaction to not being chosen for a job he was only trying to land so they could bust the people who would give it to him.

      “I know I tease you, but I totally get your reaction to not being picked over Ricky.”

      “Right,” said Aidan, staring straight ahead at the 10 freeway. The only change she noticed was his hands tightening around the steering wheel so that his knuckles went white.

      “People don’t realize how hard it is for actors. Even though it’s a job, you can’t help feeling they’re rejecting you as a person.”

      “Yeah, must be brutal.” Now his lips were starting to thin. Another danger sign. Maybe she shouldn’t have suggested he carry his gun on this run.

      “And I guess they are. In a way.”

      “They are what?” he said.

      “Rejecting the person they see in front of them. A lot of the time casting directors are looking for a specific type. Certain height. Certain look.”

      “Huge schlong?” prompted Aidan.

      “Yeah, in this case, I guess. Anyway, it’s more a case of knowing what they don’t want.”

      “Hey, Sofia?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can you do me a favor?”

      “Of course. What is it?”

      “It might be asking too much.”

      “Just tell me already. What do you want me to do?”

      “Stop talking until we get there.”

      “I can do that.”
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* * *

      Ricky lived in the Oakwood apartments on Olympic and Olive. A complex of at least two hundred units, it was home to a lot of people renting short term while they tried to break into the business, and a bunch of freshly separated or divorced men. Aidan parked the Porsche on the street and they got out.

      “You do the talking when he opens the door,” said Aidan, buttoning his jacket to conceal the gun tucked into his shoulder holster.

      “I thought you wanted me to stop talking?” Sofia knew he hadn’t wanted her talking to him in the car, but this was payback for him being so sensitive.

      “Stop being such a smartass.”

      “One minute you want me to be quiet. The next you want me to talk. I’m just asking for some consistency.”

      “Are you going to bust my balls, or are we going to do this?”

      “I’m going to bust your marbles. How about that?”

      “Hilarious,” said Aidan, his expression deadpan behind the sunglasses he’d put on as soon as he’d gotten out of his Porsche.

      “I thought so.”

      They reached the entrance. A couple were walking out. Aidan held the door for them and kept it open so he and Sofia could scoot inside after they’d exited. They kept walking towards a bank of elevators. There was so much traffic through places like this that it was unlikely they’d be stopped. And if they were stopped by someone, they could just sign in. Ricky already knew Sofia was visiting him. But it was usually better just to show up directly at someone’s door. That way they couldn’t have a last-second change of heart and tell the doorman or concierge not to let them any further, or to call the cops.

      Not that Ricky was going to bar Sofia from getting to his apartment. Not when he thought it was a booty call. Or at least she hoped so. Her rejections by Python and the Highlander had shaken her confidence a little.

      The elevator opened on the fourth floor and they got out. A guy was in the hallway with a golf club, some balls and a mug. They skirted round his putting practice and hung a right.

      “Recently divorced,” said Aidan, when they were out of earshot.

      “How’d you know?”

      “Oh, come on. Who else spends their time in a corridor practicing their short game? It’s either that or leap off his balcony into the traffic on Olympic.”

      They reached the apartment door.

      Sofia eased Aidan to one side. “He thinks I’m making a booty call, remember?”

      Aidan lowered his sunglasses and looked Sofia up and down. “You could at least have made an effort for the guy. Y’know, wear a skirt, dab on some perfume.”

      It was Sofia’s turn to flip Aidan the bird, which she did. He smirked.

      She knocked at the door and waited. She might not always get on with Aidan, but for this part of the job she was glad to have him along. He’d saved her ass a couple of times since she’d joined the agency.

      She didn’t have to wait long. The door opened. Ricky stood there wearing a smile, and nothing else, his Turbo Prop spinning for all to see. Sofia was glad the golf resident wasn’t practicing in this stretch of corridor. His short game might never have recovered from the shock of Ricky’s long game.

      “Oh, hi,” said Sofia, trying not look below waist level, which was a lot tougher than she’d imagined.

      Aidan stepped out from the side of the door. He opened his jacket to reveal his shoulder holster. “Hi,” he said, with a big smile. “May we come in? Before one of your neighbors sees you and calls Animal Control.”

      “Hey, what the hell is this?” said Ricky, loud enough to worry Sofia.

      “Relax, we’re detectives,” said Aidan. “We’re not going to hurt you. We just need to talk.”

      “Detectives?” said Ricky.

      “Out of Malibu,” said Aidan, choosing his words carefully so as not to end up on a charge for impersonating a police officer.

      Thankfully, Ricky was still new to Los Angeles and didn’t know that no detectives operated out of Malibu. It didn’t even have a police force. It relied on the LA County Sheriff’s Department for day-to-day law enforcement. The only Malibu PD you’d ever see was on a cheesy cop show.

      “Okay, you’d better come in,” said Ricky. “I’ll go put some clothes on.”

      “Good idea,” said Aidan.

      “Hey, can we still have that wine?” said Sofia.

      Aidan slapped the back of his hand against her arm. “We’re on duty.”

      “Oh, yeah,” she said. She’d really wanted a glass of wine. It had been one hell of a long day and they weren’t even close to it being over. And she figured it might get Ricky talking. But Aidan had a point. Real cops tended not to drink on duty. At least, not while interviewing people in their homes. Not usually anyway.

      Ricky disappeared into the bedroom. Sofia had a thought. “What if he tries to climb out of the window or something?”

      “We’re on the fourth floor.”

      “Then what if he has a gun in his closet?”

      Aidan’s smirk was back. “What? Right next to his superhero costumes? I doubt he has a gun—and, anyway, as far as he’s concerned, we’re cops come to talk to him. He might be packing, but I doubt he’s a cop killer.”

      “Oh, he’s packing all right,” said Sofia, clearing some space on the couch, which was covered with comic books. Aidan was right. Comic-book collectors weren’t usually gun-toting maniacs. Not the ones she’d run into anyway.

      A few minutes later Ricky walked back into the room in jeans and a University of Southern California sweatshirt. Sofia winced. Their mascot was named after a condom. Or maybe vice versa.

      “Go Trojans,” said Aidan. “You an alumnus?”

      “Old girlfriend, she left it here.” The way Ricky said it made it sound like the breakup was recent and painful.

      “So sit down, Ricky, this won’t take long,” said Aidan.

      Ricky perched next to Sofia on the couch. “Are you really cops?”

      This was one question you had to be careful how you answered. Brendan had impressed that upon Sofia from day one. It was one thing to say you were an investigator and leave out the private part. You could even at a push say you were a detective, as long as you didn’t say you were a police detective or mention any law-enforcement agencies. But you couldn’t come straight out and say you were a cop, especially not when you were asked directly like this.

      “We’re investigators,” said Aidan, digging out his wallet, and handing Ricky his Maloney Investigations business card. “I’m former LAPD. Brendan, who runs the agency, was an LAPD homicide detective. Now we try to head off problems before those guys have to get involved. Saves a lot of people like you from having to deal with them, and maybe prison.”

      “Prison?”

      That had gotten Ricky’s attention, which was a good sign. It meant he had likely never been in prison. People who had didn’t get twitchy when it was mentioned.

      “Yeah, blackmail’s a very serious federal offence,” said Aidan.

      Sofia had to hand it to him. Aidan was good at gravitas, and getting someone’s attention. It was definitely an ex-cop thing. Brendan had the same air of authority.

      “And what about you?” Ricky said.

      “I’m a—”

      “She played a cop on TV,” said Aidan. “But now she’s an investigator with us,” he quickly added, as Sofia gave him a death stare.

      “Oh, yeah,” said Ricky. “Half Pint Detective, right? Man that show sucked balls.”

      “It was a show for tweenage girls, not The Shield,” Sofia shot back.

      “It still kind of sucked, though, right?”

      Sofia let that one go as Aidan struggled to keep looking serious.

      “Does that mean I was about to bang the Half Pint Detective?”

      Okay, that was kind of gross. Sofia had started on that show when she was twelve. “First of all, eww. Second of all, no, you weren’t. I have a boyfriend.”

      “Girls say that all the time. Then they get a load of this,” he said, looking down at his crotch.

      “Not this girl.”

      “They say that too,” Ricky countered. “I’m not that kind of girl. Oh, my God, I’ve never seen one like that before. It doesn’t count if it’s just the once. They say all kinds of junk.”

      “If we could get back on track here,” said Aidan, sounding miffed.

      Maybe he was annoyed at Ricky’s boasting about his superior size. Or maybe he really did want to get down to business.

      “Sure,” said Ricky. “It’s only, y’know, chicks say stuff, and it’s not true a lot of the time.”

      “Yeah, well, this chick tells the truth, Buster.”

      “That’s another thing they say.”

      Aidan slammed his open palm down on the coffee-table. “Listen up. We’re here because you are about to take a job with a bunch of people who are about to be arrested, then face some serious jail time. So I don’t give a rat’s ass what chicks say to you, or what they don’t.”

      Okay, Aidan had Ricky’s attention. That was good because Sofia was starting to take a serious dislike to the guy.

      “Now, we think it would be in your best interest to call them and decline their offer of employment, because from what we know this may well be covered by a conspiracy charge. That means you could easily get roped into any charges that the district attorney brings.”

      “But this was my big break,” Ricky protested.

      “Really? Stripping for housewives?”

      “Hey, it worked for Matthew McConaughey.”

      “That was a movie. Y’know, made up. He didn’t get his break stripping.”

      “A lot of people do, though. Didn’t you read about Gray Cole saying in an interview he did this kind of gig when he was starting out?”

      “He may have, but he regrets it now.”

      “That wasn’t in the interview.”

      “It wasn’t, but it’s true.”

      “So where did you read that?” asked Ricky, not buying it.

      “He told me. He’s a friend of mine.”

      “Sure he is.”

      “What? You want me to call him?” Sofia said, digging out her cell phone.

      Aidan’s eyes looked like they were about to roll out of their sockets. “This is why I hate actors. Listen, Ricky, you want to go join another group of morons who shake their junk around on stage, be my guest. I don’t care. But you join this group, and you’re walking into a whole heap of trouble.”

      “Hey, wait a minute. So what were you doing auditioning?” Ricky got up from the couch. “You just want me to turn down the gig so you can get it.” He waved the business card at Aidan. “You could have had this printed up anywhere.”

      Aidan got to his feet. He clamped a hand on Ricky’s shoulder and pushed him back onto the couch. “Sit down and shut up.”

      It worked. Ricky sat down and didn’t say anything. Aidan wasn’t pretending to be pissed off either. Sofia could tell.

      “Listen, I know you show business types aren’t always the quickest on the uptake,” Aidan said, side-eyeing Sofia, “so let me break this down for you. We have a client who came to us because she’s being blackmailed over a sex tape featuring her and one of the Beef Cake douchebags. Now here’s where it gets interesting. Her husband is a cop with a bad attitude and a temper. What do you think a man like that is going to do to someone after he’s kicked his old lady to the curb?”

      From Ricky’s wide-eyed expression, he seemed to be getting it.

      “I’ll tell you what. He’s going to go looking for the man who defiled his beloved. Now, the only thing he has to go on from what we’ve seen is a big schlong. He may locate the offending big schlong. Or he may just find the first large Beef Cake schlong he can, and cut that one off. I mean, does yours have any defining features, apart from its size? A tattoo halfway up the flagpole?”

      “Eh, no,” said Ricky, shaking his head.

      “Right. So what if he decided to cut off yours? That sound like a price worth paying for your first break? Dude, this is your USP right here.”

      “My what?”

      “Your unique selling point. It’s an advertising term,” Sofia said.

      “Thanks,” said Aidan, before turning back to Ricky. “Now if you want to check who I or Maloney Investigations are then search Google or make some calls. We’re the real deal. It’s time to make your decision.”

      Aidan dug into his jacket. Ricky shrank back, thinking he was going for his gun. Aidan came up with his cell phone. “Make the call, Ricky. Tell them you’ve had another offer.”

      “What kind of offer?”

      “I dunno. Tell them you’re stunt double for the next live action remake of The Jungle Book for all I care. But you take this gig and I swear I’ll make sure your name is on the indictment when it comes down from the DA’s office.”

      Ricky took the phone from him. Sofia wanted to stand and applaud. That had been the best performance she’d seen this week, including all those times Gray had pretended to be straight.

      Ricky punched in the number Aidan gave him and put the phone to his ear. “Hi, this is Ricky . . . Yeah, from the audition . . . Yeah, the guy with the . . . Yeah. Anyway, I’m really sorry but I got offered some body double work for a movie. It’s shooting in Vancouver starting next week for six weeks.”

      Sofia gave Ricky a thumbs-up. She knew how hard paying work was to come by. Especially when you were starting.
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      They were in the car on the way back to the office when the burner phone that Aidan was using for this job lit up. He clicked the answer icon and put it on speaker so Sofia could hear the other side of the conversation. Sofia grabbed her phone and jotted down the incoming number that was showing, just in case it wasn’t a number they already had.

      “Hi, is this Clark?”

      “Yeah, hi, who’s this?” said Aidan.

      It was always good to ask for a name, especially early on in a covert operation when you weren’t meant to know much about the targets, even if you did because you had background-checked them.

      “Oh, this is Cherry Jacobs from the Beef Cake Boyz audition.”

      Sofia punched in the name to the notes app on her phone, then copied it into her Google browser so she could run a basic search while Aidan took the call.

      “Speaking. Great to hear from you, Cherry.”

      “I’m happy to say that I have some good news for you.”

      “Oh, yeah?” said Aidan.

      “Yeah,” said Cherry. “We’ve given your audition some thought, and we’ve decided that we’d like you to become the newest member of the Beef Cake Boyz.”

      Aidan tapped the mute icon. “She’s such a liar,” he said to Sofia.

      “Never mind that. Tell her you’d be delighted to accept before she changes her mind again. I’m not going through that whole routine we just did one more time.”

      “Okay, okay.”

      “Clark? Clark? Are you still there?”

      Aidan untapped the mute icon. “Yeah, I’m here, and I’d be delighted to accept. It’s always been a dream of mine.”

      Sofia rolled her eyes. He could just have said yes.

      “Right, whatever. Your dream, I get it. Anyway, we need to get you up to speed on the routines as soon as possible. Can you come by the same place we saw you this evening around eight?”

      Aidan hesitated. Sofia knew he had a date, but that was the deal with undercover work. It involved irregular hours.

      “Tonight?” he asked.

      Sofia nudged him hard in the ribs.

      “Sure, I can do tonight.”

      “Great, we’ll see you then.”

      Sofia put her hand up for Aidan to high five. He left her hanging.

      “What? You got the gig,” she said.

      “Yeah, but I was still their second pick.”
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      Sofia and Aidan walked back into the office. They dumped their stuff and went straight to Brendan’s office. He waved them in as he finished a call.

      “Fraud case,” he said, putting down the phone. “Could be pretty lucrative.”

      That was good news because what they were charging Marcie would barely cover the utility bills for the month. It was almost pro bono.

      “So?” asked Brendan. “Is a star born or what?”

      “Yeah, I got the gig after we persuaded Ricky that it might not be in his best interests to take the job.”

      “Aidan’s upset that he was second choice.”

      “I never said that.”

      “Yeah, you did. Those were pretty much your exact words.”

      “Anyway, the first rehearsal is this evening. I’ll have to cancel my date.”

      “Tell her you’re the newest member of the world-famous Beef Cake Boyz. I’m sure she’ll understand,” said Brendan.

      Whoa. Brendan usually left Sofia to direct the sarcasm Aidan’s way. He must have been tired of Aidan’s whining too.

      “Sorry, son. It’s been a long day. You want me to come down there with you? I can be outside in the car in case you need backup.”

      That was more like Brendan. He might chew them out once in a while but he rarely poked fun.

      “I don’t need backup to deal with this crew,” said Aidan. He seemed offended by the suggestion.

      “Hey, so what they do might seem a little silly, but that doesn’t mean they wouldn’t be violent if they know someone’s looking to put them away. You were in the LAPD. You know how unpredictable people can be. First rule of this job, don’t underestimate the enemy.”

      “I’ll be careful,” said Aidan.

      “Good. Now what else we got?” asked Brendan.

      “The woman who was at the audition. The one we hadn’t seen before who was driving the Porsche with Jared. We have a name for her. Or, at least, an alias. The actual name she gave Aidan didn’t really tell us much. But I’ve only run a basic check.”

      “Run some more. Punch it in as an alias, give an approximate age range, and see if anything pops. Also, check it against any of Stanley Kervin’s information. Or Jared’s. Maybe she’s worked a job with Stanley before. Or she’s shacking up with Jared. You said she was driving the Porsche with him riding shotgun?”

      “Correct. I’ll get right on it,” said Sofia. “And I’ll go back down there with Aidan. I can sit outside and check on who’s there, who they arrive with, who they leave with, all that stuff.”

      “I’d really rather fly solo on this,” said Aidan.

      “Too bad. Sofia’s going with you,” said Brendan. “Now get out of my office. I have about fifty more calls to make before I can go home.”
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      Sofia sat at her desk and worked her way through all the main databases, trying to get some details on the mystery woman who’d appeared at the audition. First off she double-checked her search for Cherry Jacobs, the name the woman had given Aidan.

      There were a bunch of Cherry Jacobses scattered across the country. There were even a couple in California, but one was still in college and the other was a senior. That woman had been in her forties, give or take a maximum of ten years either side.

      It was likely an alias. One that hadn’t been used to open a bank account or rent an apartment, which meant it wasn’t likely to show up unless it was a known alias attached to a criminal record.

      Next she tried the cell phone number the woman had used to call Aidan while they were in the car. That didn’t provide any hits. It was likely some kind of burner. That was suspicious but it didn’t get her any closer to discovering who the woman was.

      Sofia went back to cross-check Cherry Jacobs with the names they did have. She started with Python, a.k.a. Jared Chadwick. That didn’t turn up anything, which was slightly weird as he had left the audition with her.

      Next Sofia dug a little deeper into the information Brendan had already turned up on Stanley Kervin. Nothing there either.

      She scratched through the list she’d made. Then she had an idea. It was a long shot because Jared Chadwick’s Facebook account was set to private, but it was worth a try.

      Sofia quickly set up an email account and created a Facebook profile. She attached some photographs of a hot girl from a stock photo site, but used a made-up name. Then she clicked on Jared’s Facebook profile and made a friend request.

      By the time she’d come back from fetching some coffee, there was a little red alert on the account showing he’d accepted her request. The pictures must have done the job, or maybe he was just bored or had clicked accept without thinking.

      Either way, she now had access to his Facebook profile and, bingo, one of the first pictures she pulled up was of Jared and the mystery woman. And it was tagged with her name: Margo DeLorean.

      Sofia took a sip of coffee and set back to work, running “Margo DeLorean” through the databases. Soon the office printer was working overtime in the corner of the room.

      If Stanley Kervin had a pretty hefty criminal record, he had nothing on Margo. It was actually a miracle that the woman was on the streets, given how many convictions she’d had. Stanley looked like an amateur next to her.

      In no particular order Margo had been arrested and convicted for theft, pandering, fraud, larceny, and aggravated robbery. Plus a bunch of other relatively minor traffic- and drug-use-related arrests, mostly for pot and other recreational substances.

      Piecing it all together, it looked like Margo had worked as a hooker, become a madam, then branched out into various cons, blackmail schemes, and general fraud. Sofia hated to admit it, but if Margo had been a guy the chances were that she’d still be in prison. But she’d had some very good lawyers over the years who’d manage to plead down some of the more serious charges that had been leveled against her.

      Sofia gathered together everything she had, and put it in front of Aidan. “Meet Cherry Jacobs.”

      Aidan leaned back in his office chair and started to read through the pages of material. “Damn. I’m impressed. That’s what you call a career criminal. You show Brendan this?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I may not have to go rehearse tonight after all.”

      “How’s that?” Sofia asked him.

      “We take this to the cops, tell them what Marcie told us.”

      Sofia’d had the same thought. Then she’d remembered something. “But Marcie won’t go to the cops. That’s why we’re working this.”

      Aidan leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes and massaged his temples. “I keep forgetting. Maybe we could speak with her again.”

      “I can try, but the more I suggest it the more she freaks out. She’s already right on the edge. No, I think we’re going to have to settle this ourselves.”

      “That’s not going to be easy,” said Aidan.

      “Why not? Margo here is one more conviction away from some serious jail time.”

      “That’s true. But she won’t scare easy. People like her never do. And she’ll wonder why we haven’t gone to the cops already if we know so much. It’ll be like throwing blood in the water. She’s just as likely to blow up Marcie’s marriage, especially if she finds out her husband’s a cop.”

      Aidan was right. If they made any move to get someone like this to back off Marcie, it could blow up in their faces. If anything, their job had just gotten tougher. They had to get some real ammunition.

      

      “Aidan’s right,” said Brendan, as he pored over Sofia’s discovery.

      “And, believe me, I really wish I wasn’t. I want to get this wrapped up more than anyone,” Aidan said, reaching down to massage the back of his calves. “I think my blood supply got cut off wearing those shorts. I still have pins and needles in my legs.”

      “So what next?” asked Sofia.

      “We keep doing what we’re doing,” said Brendan. “Gathering evidence. Once we have enough, we can go face down this crew. If it’s solid enough, they’ll back right off. Pack up their tent and pitch it somewhere else.”

      “But that means there could be more Marcies,” said Sofia, who was sure there had already been way too much tent-pitching.

      “We cross that bridge when we come to it,” said Brendan, chewing the end of his pen. “Maybe there’s a way we can put them out of business without Marcie being at risk. But, first things first, let’s make sure she’s okay. She’s the client.”
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      “Okay, let’s run through it one more time, fellas. First show with the new lineup is in two days.”

      Thanks to the wonders of modern technology, this time Sofia didn’t have to hide in the locker room. As well as Aidan’s pouch-cam, they had arrived early to the rehearsal space and had had time to plant a tiny video camera high up a corner of the rehearsal hall. Now Sofia could sit in the comfort of Aidan’s Porsche and watch as he ran through the routines with the rest of the Beef Cake Boyz.

      Neither Stanley Kervin nor Margo, a.k.a. Cherry, had shown up. They had left it to Python to marshal the troops and put Aidan through his paces, alongside Highlander, Jumbo, and Anaconda.

      Sofia was watching on the hidden camera, but Aidan was still in the locker room as Python chatted with Highlander, the guy from Pasadena, and Jumbo, the stripper with elephant ears tattooed strategically across his abdomen. Jumbo was showing them his new trick, which involved clenching and unclenching his six pack so it looked like the ears were flapping.

      “Check this out,” he said to the other two.

      They stood back and watched.

      “That’s sick,” said Highlander.

      “Off the hook, bro,” said Python.

      Even watching on her cell phone Sofia had to admit it was pretty impressive.

      “I was thinking maybe we could work it into that jungle routine we’ve been talking about. Music stops, spotlight hits my abs, and I flex,” said Jumbo. “Maybe have a wind machine behind me.”

      “There’s no way Stan will go for that. Or Cherry. He doesn’t want to spend a dime more than he has to,” said Python.

      “Yeah, cheapskate,” said Highlander.

      Jumbo crossed his arms. “We should be headlining in Vegas by now if it wasn’t for that asshole.”

      “I know, right,” said Highlander. “He’s only ever interested in fast money. Not about building a brand for the long term. This whole deal should be so much bigger than it is.”

      “I was hoping that once Cherry came in he’d start to see all that,” said Python. “But she’s worse than he is.”

      Sofia furiously scribbled the conversation down on a notepad. The video was being recorded, but she never entirely trusted the technology. It was good to have a backup record of who had said what.

      This stuff was gold too. There were definitely cracks that could be exploited. It was just a shame that none of them had mentioned the blackmail yet. Sofia wondered if they were all in on it, or if it was just Python. From what Sandy, her mom’s neighbor, had said about her grandson, he didn’t sound like the kind of kid who’d be involved in that kind of criminality. Sofia hoped he wasn’t, for his sake, not to mention his grandma’s.

      “So what do we think about the FNG?” Highlander asked the other two.

      FNG was a military acronym that stood for “Fucking New Guy.” Did Highlander have a military background? Sofia wondered. That may be something else to check.

      “He wasn’t first choice. I know that much,” said Python.

      “Better not mention that in front of him,” said Jumbo. “Dudes get touchy when they’re not the number-one draft pick.”

      “We only had two dudes show up for the audition this time too,” said Python.

      “Yeah, what was up with that?” said Highlander.

      “Beats me,” said Python.

      Sofia breathed a sigh of relief. They hadn’t figured out about the signs. That was something. It would have made them super-suspicious of Aidan. Speaking of whom . . .

      The door from the locker room opened and Aidan walked in with Anaconda. He was bare-chested but wearing regular shorts and a pair of sneakers. He didn’t look totally out of place, as far as Sofia could see, although that would change as soon as they started going through the routines.

      He walked over and started introducing himself to the others. They used their stage names as they shook his hand. Sofia wondered what was up with that. On any TV show she’d worked on, you didn’t use your character name.

      Finally, when Aidan asked the question that was in Sofia’s head, Python said, “We like to get the stage names down with a new guy first. Otherwise someone’s calling on Jared and the new guy’s  trying to figure out who that is.”

      Sofia figured that made sense.

      “So,” said Highlander, “guess we have to find you a name too. You have any ideas?”

      “Not really, man,” said Aidan. “I didn’t think I’d get this job, to be honest with you. The other guy that was here seemed way better.”

      That was good, thought Sofia. Modest, which would get them onside. And he was making it clear that he didn’t understand what had gone wrong with the audition either.

      “Don’t worry, bro,” said Jumbo. “We’ll get you up to speed. First show we’re only going to put you in one number, plus the opener. You can sit out the rest, and do the pictures and autographs after the show.”

      “Yeah,” said Python. “Once you’ve done a few shows you can do another routine and we can build you up like that.”

      There was something almost touching about this conversation, thought Sofia. She had a twinge when she thought back to how much the other cast members had helped her out when she’d started on Half Pint Detective. Most performers were pretty supportive, especially when someone was new. She just hoped that in this case it extended to letting slip a few details about the extra-curricular activities they got up to.

      “Sounds good,” said Aidan, clapping his hands together.

      Sofia thought Aidan might ask about the after-show stuff, but he didn’t. That was smart. A new guy coming in and asking too many questions was usually a red flag when something nefarious was going on. Not that they had all that much time to get Python and the others to incriminate themselves.

      “Okay,” said Python. “Opening number. Let’s go.”

      They all lined up. Aidan joined them at the end.

      “No, you come in the middle and stand a little bit forward,” said Highlander. “That way we can see how you’re doing.”

      “Okay,” said Aidan.

      Sofia could tell he was struggling. It was no fun being the FNG, even if you were undercover.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next hour was agonizing to watch. It was painfully obvious that Aidan wasn’t a trained dancer, and didn’t know much about choreography, or how to take direction. He lumbered his way through the opening routine a half-dozen times, tripping over his feet, and the other dancers.

      A couple of times he fell in a heap with one or more of them. Fine when they had pants on. Awkward if they were onstage with their posing pouches. Not to mention embarrassing in front of a paying audience.

      Then again, Sofia told herself, that was what rehearsals were for. To iron out the kinks.

      “Okay, let’s take five,” said Python, at the end of the hour. “Towel off, grab some water.”

      They wandered to the other end of the room while Python clapped a hand on Aidan’s shoulder. “Look, you’re new. Don’t worry. Get some water, and we’ll go again. I’ll tell Stan that we’ll use you in the opener, but that’s it.”

      “You think he’ll be cool with that?” asked Aidan.

      “He’ll have to be,” said Python. “Just watch that he or Cherry doesn’t try to cut your money because you’re only doing the first part.”

      “They’d do that?”

      “In a New York minute. Neither of them like paying out a dime they don’t have to. Hence why we’re rehearsing in this dump,” said Python.

      Sofia made more notes. This was good. It looked like there was no love lost between performers and management. That might be something they could use when it came to the crunch. If there really wasn’t any honor among thieves, Sofia guessed that probably went double for blackmailers.

      “Okay, places, guys,” shouted Python. “Opening number again, and let’s keep the energy up if we can.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Forty minutes later, Python announced that the rehearsal was a wrap. By this point Aidan no longer looked like a janitor who’d stumbled onstage by accident and decided to join in. He wasn’t smooth or in sync with the others, but he had the basic moves down.

      One by one the others came over to high five him or shake his hand.

      “Good work, bro,” said Jumbo.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get there,” said Anaconda.

      “We need to come up with a name for you, man,” said Highlander. “You have any nicknames at school? Maybe something a girlfriend used to call you? That’s how Jumbo and Anaconda decided on their stage names.”

      “Stud,” offered Aidan, prompting Sofia to spray water out of her mouth all over the interior of his Porsche.

      “That’s a little on the nose,” said Python.

      “I think I got it,” said Jumbo. “With that body and look, you get any extra attention from the MILFs?”

      “MILF” was a term Sofia hated. It stood for “Mother I’d Like To You-know-what” and was used to refer to any older woman a man found attractive. There was also “DILF” for dads, and “GILF” for grandmas or grandpas.

      “I guess so,” said Aidan. “Not that it’s a market I target.”

      “That’s our market, bro,” said Jumbo. “Housewives, single moms. What were you thinking, Python?”

      “THC,” said Jumbo taking a step back and miming putting up three letters. “The Housewives’ Choice.”

      “That’s sick,” said Highlander.

      “I like it,” said Anaconda.

      “Do I get a say?” asked Aidan.

      “Do you hate it?” said Python.

      Aidan seemed to mull it over. “THC? What about the MILF-inator?”

      Python shot him a look that suggested that was too far, even for them. “Yeah, let’s stick with the Housewives’ Choice,” he said.

      “Okay, cool. Thanks, guys,” said Aidan, looking genuinely pleased.

      Ugh. Sofia couldn’t work out if Aidan was trying to get on the other guys’ good side for the sake of the undercover operation or whether he was genuinely into being called THC, the Housewives’ Choice. From his expression she suspected it was a little of both.
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      “Let’s get one thing straight. I am not calling you the Housewives’ Choice.”

      Sofia and Aidan were back on the freeway. It was after nine but traffic was still bumper to bumper. Sofia had asked Aidan to drop her at her mom’s house. She would get an Uber home from there.

      “What about THC?”

      “Or that.”

      “But it’s my undercover name now. You don’t want to compromise the operation, do you?”

      “What are you talking about? Your undercover name is Clark Chivers.”

      “I like the Housewives’ Choice better.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      Sofia didn’t blame him. She knew that Brendan had pulled Clark Chivers from a ready-made list of aliases they had on file for undercover and other covert work, but it wasn’t the best name. It sounded like a guy who had a comb-over and wore a pocket protector. The kind of guy who looked like an old-school eighties nerd when being a nerd hadn’t been even vaguely hip.

      “Hey, so when I was getting changed in the locker room, I asked Anaconda about Horse, the guy who left the group,” said Aidan.

      “Wasn’t that a little risky? Like it might make them suspicious?”

      “Perhaps, but I figured if you’re the new guy you’d be curious to know about the guy you’re replacing. I kept it vague. What was he like? Did he get fired? I acted like I was eager to make it work. So if he had made mistakes and got canned, I’d want to avoid doing the same thing.”

      “Okay, that doesn’t sound too suspicious. What did Anaconda say?”

      “He was kind of reticent at first, but then he told me that Horse and Stanley had a big fall-out. As in almost a fist fight.”

      This was really good information, especially if they could track this Horse fellow down.

      “He tell you what it was about?”

      “No. I asked, but Python walked back in from the shower and he clammed up. I didn’t get the chance to speak with him again before I left. But I’m sure I can try to get some more out of him at the next rehearsal.”

      That was good. They were making progress. It was a lot of work to get to someone on the inside. But it was usually worth the effort. Even if you didn’t get a taped admission of guilt, you got to see how the dynamics of the group worked. Who would talk. Who didn’t get on. That alone gave them a bunch of ways to proceed.

      Know thy enemy. Hadn’t some ancient Chinese general said that? Sofia was sure she’d read it somewhere. Or maybe Jeffery Weiner had mentioned it. Hollywood agents loved all that Art of War stuff.

      “Sounds like we need to track Horse down. Maybe they fell out over all the other suspicious stuff that was going on behind the scenes.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Aidan. “We will. Disgruntled ex-employees are gold in cases like this. Even if he didn’t know about the blackmail, he might still be able to give us something we can use as leverage.”

      They fell back into silence for a few moments.

      “I thought you did pretty well in there.”

      “Thanks,” said Aidan.

      “All things considered.”

      Aidan glanced at her as he finished changing lanes. “See, there you go. Why can’t you just give me a compliment and leave it at that? Why did you have to add ‘all things considered’?”

      “Because it’s true. You did really well, considering you’re not a dancer and you don’t have any experience. Why can’t you just accept a compliment as it’s given? Or do people just totally have to kiss your ass?”

      Aidan didn’t say anything to that. So that was a yes.

      The rest of the journey they stuck to talking about the case. Sofia called Brendan to give him an update. He was still at the office.

      Aidan pulled into her mom’s driveway. “You going to see Marcie?”

      “Hope so. I want her to know we’re getting closer. That might calm down her down a little.”

      Sofia started to get out. The side door opened and her mom appeared, wine glass in hand. She looked like she was already half in the bag.

      “Oh, Aidan, how fabulous. Sofia, why didn’t tell you tell me Aidan was going to be with you?”

      “Because he’s not. He’s just dropping me off,” Sofia said quickly. “I’m going to take an Uber home.”

      “But you can come in for a little while, can’t you, Aidan?”

      Her mom loved to pepper Aidan with questions about his love life. She still seemed to harbor hopes that he and Sofia would get together. It drove Sofia crazy. Aidan also loved to flirt with her mom because he knew how much it grossed Sofia out. That was why Sofia tried to keep them apart as much as possible.

      “Mom, Aidan’s had a really long day. I’m sure he’d love to chat, but he needs to get his rest.”

      Aidan looked at Sofia. “I’m sure I can spare five minutes. Stretch my legs before I get back on the road,” he said, stepping out of the car and following Janet inside as Sofia shot daggers at him. He smirked.

      “What’s the problem?” he whispered to Sofia, as they walked down the corridor and into the living room.

      “My mom’s way too into this case, is what the problem is.”

      “She’s taking an interest in your career.”

      “She’s taking an interest in a bunch of dudes with their shirts off, is more like it.”

      Aidan started to laugh.

      “I’m serious. You didn’t see her at that show. There’s no knowing what she would have done if Emily and I hadn’t been with her.”

      Aidan shrugged. “Hey, us Beef Cake Boyz have that effect on women.”

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “And you need to chill out.”

      Tim got up from his armchair and came over to say hi. He gave Sofia a hug and shook Aidan’s hand.

      “Marcie’s in the kitchen,” he said to them. “How long you guys think this deal is going to go on? There’s only so many rounds of golf I can play in a day without it killing my back.”

      “Not too much longer,” said Sofia. “We have Aidan undercover now.”

      “You do?”

      Sofia had thought her mom had gone to get Marcie. She hadn’t realized she was standing right behind them.

      “Yeah, passed the audition with flying colors,” Aidan said, making himself sound better by carefully omitting all the subterfuge and cheating that had been involved. “Not that it was ever in doubt.”

      Sofia’s mom twirled the stem of her wine glass. She stared at Aidan’s chest. “I bet there wasn’t.”

      Wait a minute. What was going on here? Was her mom hitting on Aidan?

      If she was, Aidan seemed oblivious. He was too busy enjoying having his ego stroked.

      “Yeah, once I busted out my signature moves, it was pretty much in the bag,” he added.

      “Somebody’s proud of his marble pouch,” Sofia said, under her breath.

      “What was that, sweetie?” her mom asked.

      “I’m just going to check on Marcie.”

      “Oh, yeah, of course.” Janet turned her attention back to Aidan.

      Sofia left them to it and walked through into the kitchen. She had pretty much reached her gross-out level for the day. Her mom and Aidan flirting, even if he was only doing it to make Sofia crazy, was a step too far.

      Marcie was sitting up on a stool. She was nursing a glass of wine and looking at her phone.

      “You okay?” asked Sofia, going over to her and putting what she hoped was a reassuring arm around Marcie’s shoulders.

      Marcie kept staring at her phone. “I just keep waiting for a text from Wade telling me that he knows all about this. I really love him, you know. This whole thing was just a moment of madness.”

      It was a lot longer than a moment from what Sofia had seen.  But she knew what Marcie was saying. “It’s going to be okay. We’re getting closer to having enough on these guys to scare them off. Aidan’s on the inside now.”

      Marcie looked up and, for the first time that Sofia could remember, she actually smiled. She even looked a little hopeful. “He is?”

      “Yeah, he’s our inside man.”

      “He’s going to be dancing with them?” Marcie said, hopping off the stool.

      Hang on. Where was this going?

      “I’d say calling what he does dancing might be a stretch but, yes, he’s a member.”

      Sofia stopped herself. After all she’d seen over the past week, maybe “member” wasn’t the best word to describe a Beef Cake Boy. Participant maybe. Something neutral-sounding. That was the problem with this case: there was so much focus on male genitalia that almost everything you said started to sound deeply wrong.

      “I’d better go congratulate him,” said Marcie, scooting past her, and heading into the living room where her mom had her hand on Aidan’s chest.

      Sofia followed Marcie through as she made a beeline for Aidan and started gushing over how brave he was for stepping into that den of vipers.

      “I’m getting an Uber back to the Cove now,” Sofia said to Aidan, hoping he’d take the hint.

      “Okay,” he said, turning his attention back to the two ladies.

      “You see, the secret is fluid hip movement,” he said. “In the biz we call it sexy hips.”

      What was he talking about? He was an expert dancer now?

      “Don’t you need to be getting home for some rest? Big day tomorrow.”

      “Really?” said Sofia’s mom. “What’s tomorrow?”

      “More rehearsals. I have the first show in two more days,” said Aidan. “Usually they wouldn’t drop a new dancer into the live show so fast, but I’m a pretty quick study.”

      “You’re not lying,” said Sofia, grabbing his elbow and not so gently steering him away from the Glendale chapter of his fan club.

      “So did they give you a stage name?” Sofia’s mom asked, trailing after them, Marcie hot on her heels.

      Aidan stopped dead. “THC,” he said mysteriously.

      “What?” said Marcie.

      “The Housewives’ Choice,” said Aidan, with an arched eyebrow.

      Yeah, it was going to take Sofia a while to get Aidan’s ego back to its usual size. He was loving this. She’d given up being a performer to become an investigator, and it looked like Aidan was headed in the opposite direction.

      “I love it,” said Marcie, clapping her hands together.

      “You certainly are,” said Sofia’s mom, peering lasciviously at him over her wine glass.

      That was Sofia’s cue to hustle Aidan out back towards his car. Another few glasses of wine and there was no knowing what could happen.
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      The next morning Sofia sat at her desk. For some reason, even though she hadn’t touched any alcohol, she seemed to be suffering from a hangover. Her stomach kept lurching, and she had a headache.

      “Maybe you’re pregnant,” Aidan said, when she complained about her symptoms.

      Sofia did a quick date check. No, she was fairly sure that couldn’t be it. And she and Jaxon had been taking precautions. She was pretty sure it was just the stress of the case. When this was all done she wanted never to hear, read or watch anything about male strippers again, even if Matthew McConaughey was the star.

      Okay, maybe she’d make an exception for Matthew, but other than that, she had no further interest.

      If only the same could have been said for her mom, who had been bombarding her with texts. She claimed to be checking things for Marcie, but Sofia wasn’t entirely convinced. She’d been hoping it was all the wine that had made her start fawning over Aidan like that. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      Maybe Tim needed to start paying a little bit less attention to his golf, and a little more to her mom. Eww. Even that thought seemed wrong.

      Aidan left the office to head to his morning rehearsal. Tomorrow evening was his debut at the same skanky Hollywood theater where Sofia, Emily and Janet had caught the act.

      If Aidan was nervous he wasn’t showing it. He’d practically bounced out of the office and into his Porsche.

      Sofia had to stay back at base to continue gathering background evidence on Jared, Stanley, and Margo. Not that there was much to gather on Jared, a.k.a. Python. So far he was the piece of the puzzle that didn’t seem to fit.

      He had no criminal record to speak of, certainly nothing that was connected with blackmail. Then again, that made him the ideal candidate to do Stanley and Margo’s dirty work. If arrests were made there was every chance they would try to throw him under the bus and cut a deal with the prosecutor before he did.

      Sofia clicked on the video player on her computer. The tiny surveillance camera they’d planted the previous day at the rehearsal space was beaming back a live stream via a wireless internet connection. Aidan wouldn’t have gotten there just yet, but the others might have arrived.

      The screen opened. The hall was empty. She reduced the window and left it running in the corner. Her computer was also recording the stream as it came in, so she could always go back and review the footage to see if she’d missed anything.

      Sofia ran a more in-depth credit check on Jared. Maybe he was having money difficulties. That might explain why he’d been blackmailing Marcie. She drummed her nails on the desk as she waited for the report to be generated. This was the downside of Aidan being undercover rather than her: being stuck in the office was boring. She’d grown to love the excitement of being out in the field. It was where her acting chops really came into their own. And she’d kind of grown addicted to the danger. Sitting behind a desk punching keys . . . not so much.

      Her cell phone rang. It was Aidan. She snatched it up.

      “Hello,” she said, careful not to use his name in case he wasn’t alone.

      “I have some fresh intelligence,” he said.

      “Great.” She grabbed a pen and her notepad.

      “Yeah, I ran into Anaconda outside. He’s kind of chatty. I decided to ask him about Horse, who was the guy I’d replaced. That sort of stuff. Anyway, I have a name for you.”

      “Perfect. I’ll get straight on it.”

      “Okay, Horse’s name is Dwight Danson, and Anaconda said he lived in Santa Monica. But don’t go rushing off to track him down without me. From what was said, it sounded like he’s a little off the rails.”

      Sofia crossed her fingers. “Don’t worry, I won’t,” she told Aidan.

      Santa Monica wasn’t all that big and Dwight Danson didn’t seem like a super-common name. She was pretty sure it wouldn’t take long to get an address. There was no way she was letting Aidan have all the fun while she stayed chained to her desk. And the sooner they got the goods on this crew and warned them off, the better for Marcie. A disgruntled former employee might be the answer.

      Assuming Sofia could find him, and assuming he would talk to her. It was all very well Aidan telling her not to go alone, but the clock was ticking. And, anyway, it was the People’s Republic of Santa Monica, how dangerous could it be?

      Before she left, she knocked on Brendan’s office door. He called her in.

      “Hey, I’m just going out for a little while.”

      He looked up from a mound of papers. “Getting cabin fever?” He smiled.

      It was like he had some kind of psychic ability. “Kind of.”

      “Want me to find you some more undercover work?” asked Brendan.

      “Last week, I would have said no.”

      “But now you’re the one stuck looking at a computer screen?”

      She didn’t have to say anything. She just grinned.

      “That’s the problem with this job, Sofia. It can get addictive. Especially the sketchy stuff. I’ve always figured that’s why so many cops can’t enjoy retirement.”

      “Is that why you set up Maloney Investigations?” She’d never asked that before. She’d hadn’t given it all that much thought.

      “Keeping busy was part of it, I guess,” said Brendan. “And there’s something to be said for making a difference to the world.”

      “That was why I joined.”

      “I know, and that’s why I took a chance on hiring you. So where you headed?”

      “We have a lead on Horse, the former member of the Beef Cake Boyz.”

      “You want me to come with you?”

      She thought about it for a second. She really wanted to do this one on her own.

      “You think you’re the only one who gets bored stuck behind a desk?” Brendan asked.

      She hadn’t thought about that. “Sure. I’d love some company.”
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      Brendan insisted on them taking Sofia’s Tesla.

      “It’ll blend better, plus if the cops in Santa Monica see how much fossil fuel my car burns they might arrest me for crimes against the environment,” he said, as they walked out into the parking lot.

      He was only half joking. Santa Monica had a well-earned reputation as a particularly liberal part of already liberal Los Angeles. Sofia liked it, but even she had to admit that all the right-on political correctness could get wearing.

      It was late morning and Pacific Coast Highway was relatively quiet. The sky was deep blue and the ocean was calm. As they rounded a curve near Big Rock Brendan suggested that Sofia slow down. She did and a few seconds later they passed an LA County Sheriff’s Department speed trap.

      “How’d you know they’d be there?”

      “Because they usually are this time of the day. Cops are creatures of habit, just as much as everyone else. So what’s the deal with this Dwight Danson character?”

      “I ran a check before we left and it came back clean. We know he left the Beef Cake Boyz after a fight with Stanley Kervin. At least, that’s what Aidan was told.”

      “So you’re thinking maybe they asked him to do something he didn’t want to do? Like blackmail someone?”

      “It’s possible,” said Sofia.

      “We’ll make an investigator out of you yet,” said Brendan. “You know this is a pretty straight piece of road. You could probably pick up your speed if you like.”

      Sofia smiled and put her foot down. The Tesla took off, throwing Brendan back in his seat.

      

      Fifteen minutes later they pulled up outside an apartment block on the southern edge of Santa Monica close to Venice. Sofia and Brendan got out. Sofia started towards the front entrance. Brendan stayed put.

      “You’re not coming with me?” said Sofia, stopping.

      “You wanted to start handling things on your own. I just wanted an excuse to get out from behind my desk for a little while. If you need me, I’ll be right here.”

      “Thanks,” said Sofia.

      “Don’t worry, you got this.”

      Smiling, Sofia climbed the steps and ran the buzzer for Apartment 3C.

      A woman answered. “Yes?”

      “Hi, I’m looking for Dwight Danson.”

      “Yeah, and who the hell are you?”

      “My name is Sofia Salgado. I work for Maloney Investigations. I’d like to ask Mr. Danson a few questions about his time working for Stanley Kervin.”

      “That scumbag.”

      There was the sound of a man’s voice in the background. Presumably this was Dwight.

      “She wants to ask you about that asshole Kervin.”

      There was more mumbling, then the woman said, “Dwight’s not here.”

      “I just heard him talking. Look, he can either talk to me or the way this is going he can talk to the cops. It’s up to him.”

      Sofia looked around to see Brendan standing on the sidewalk. He shot her a thumbs-up.

      A buzzer sounded, unlocking the door. Sofia pushed it open. She held it there and turned to wait for Brendan. She wasn’t sure she was ready to go solo just yet. He saw her holding the door open and skipped up the steps.

      “Do you mind coming in with me?” she said.

      “No problem,” he said. “You did great. That was textbook.”

      “Thanks.”

      The elevator was out of order so they took the stairs up to Dwight’s apartment. Behind the door they could hear a couple arguing. It was obviously Dwight and his girlfriend. Roommates didn’t argue like that.

      “Why’d you let her in?”

      “She said she’d call the cops.”

      “She was trying to scare us.”

      “It worked,” said the woman. “I knew this would happen.”

      “Why’d you think I quit?”

      Sofia looked at Brendan. “Congratulations,” said Brendan. “You are officially intimidating. How does it feel?”

      Sofia beamed. “Kinda awesome.”

      Brendan nodded. “It does, doesn’t it?”

      The door opened, but only just. Brendan jammed his foot in the gap before Sofia even had a chance to react.

      “Hi, I’m Brendan Maloney. I’m an investigator. I think you’re going to want to speak with us.”

      A ratty-looking guy with a beard peered at them through the gap. He didn’t say anything. “I’m not interested.”

      “It’ll be in your own best interests, Dwight, believe me.”

      “Let them in already, will you?” said the woman, who was standing behind Dwight.

      “Do you mind?” Dwight said.

      Brendan moved his foot. The door closed. There was the sound of the chain dropping and the door opened again.

      Dwight stood there, his arms folded. He had that overdone bodybuilder look, like someone had plugged his belly button into an air compressor and left it running. Maybe that also explained why he was called Horse. Although, from what Sofia had heard, bodybuilders weren’t proportionally big down there. Something to do with steroids.

      “I want to see some identification before I say anything to you.”

      Brendan took out his wallet, opened it and handed it to Horse so he could have a good look.

      “Thanks,” said Horse, handing it back, apparently satisfied.

      He opened the door, and they walked into a dingy hallway. Sofia almost stumbled over a kid’s bike propped against a wall.

      “You have kids?” asked Brendan.

      “One. He lives with his mom out in Simi Valley. I get him on weekends,” said Horse.

      “That’s tough,” said Brendan. “I brought my boy up on his own after my wife died.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Brendan shrugged. “Life happens. What can you do?”

      “If you hadn’t joined that dumb show maybe you’d still have him,” said a woman with long blonde dreadlocks wearing a tank top and shorts. She was sitting on the windowsill petting a cat that took off as soon as Brendan and Sofia came into the room with Horse.

      “Here, take a seat,” said Horse, clearing a bunch of papers and magazines from the couch.

      “So why did you being in the Beef Cake Boyz mess up seeing your son?” asked Sofia. “If you don’t mind telling us.”

      The woman produced a pack of cigarettes, tapped one out and lit up. She offered them around. Horse took one. Sofia and Brendan declined. Sofia hated smoking. So did Brendan. But when you were interviewing someone in their apartment and needed them to talk, you couldn’t exactly ask them not to.

      “Could you at least open a window, Tina?” said Horse.

      Tina reached over and did so. She blew the smoke out through the gap.

      “His mom used the fact I was working in the sex industry against me,” said Horse.

      “But you weren’t,” said Sofia. “We’ve seen the show. It’s raunchy, but it’s not full nude. Not onstage anyway.”

      “Try telling a judge that. All she had to do was show him the poster.”

      “So you quit?” said Brendan.

      “Not then. What was the point? It wasn’t like they’d give him back to me full time because I quit the job.”

      “Is that why you resent Stanley Kervin?” said Brendan.

      “One reason among many.”

      “Kervin’s an asshole,” Tina added. “Always skimming the dancers’ money.”

      “What about blackmailing female audience members? You ever see anything like that going on?” asked Sofia.

      It was clear that there was no love lost so they might as well cut to the chase. She looked over to Brendan as she asked it and he gave her a nod.

      Horse shifted in his seat, like he wasn’t sure what to say. It was clear he knew something.

      “You’re not in any trouble, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Brendan said. “Even if you got dragged into it, we’re only interested in Stanley and his female associate.”

      Horse looked at Tina, like he needed permission.

      “Anything you can tell us would really help our client,” said Sofia. “She’s desperate.”

      “Go ahead,” said Tina. “Tell ’em what you told me.”
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* * *

      Sofia and Brendan walked back to the Tesla. They were both silent, both chewing over what they’d just been told. It was big. Really bigger. Bigger than Python, Anaconda, and the rest of them out together. Stanley and Cherry weren’t just involved in making members of the Beefcake Boyz blackmail suburban housewives, they also had the wife of a US Senator on the hook, as well as the wives of one or two other public figures.

      “Curveball, right?” said Sofia as she hit the button to switch on the Tesla.

      Brendan made a face. “Yes, and no. I wasn’t expecting that, but it all makes sense.”

      “You think he was telling the truth?” Sofia asked, pulling the Tesla out into Santa Monica traffic, and narrowly dodging a guy on roller skates holding a Chihuahua.

      “He’s got no reason to lie,” Brendan replied.

      “We going to go to the cops?’ asked Sofia.

      “Not right now. Let’s pull Marcie clear of this flaming wreck first.”
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      Sofia was in the office by nine the next morning. They had a lot left to do if they wanted to wrap up the blackmail case. But first she had some housekeeping tasks. Brendan made sure that no matter how involved they became with a single case, they still had to manage the rest of the business. And they hardly ever had a single investigation running at one time. Usually there were at least three or four ongoing cases at various stages.

      Once she had gone through her emails, deleting, replying and forwarding as needed, she wrote a full update on what had happened the day before. Then she moved on to review yesterday’s recordings.

      Aidan had already logged the footage from the camera they had mounted in the rehearsal space where he’d auditioned. But it had been too late for him to look at the material from the pouch-cam. The prospect of looking at the world from the point of view of Aidan’s crotch wasn’t exactly appealing. Maybe she’d leave it to him. Then she remembered he had final rehearsals that afternoon and might not have time.

      She’d just have to suck it up, so to speak.

      Clicking on her computer’s desktop, Sofia opened the Dropbox folder where they stored surveillance material and pulled up the video file sent from the camera. She clicked to open it, and pulled up a spreadsheet to log anything of interest, along with the time stamp.

      She had to admit even she’d been kind of skeptical about the pouch-cam, but the footage was crystal clear. She scooted her chair closer, and settled in to watch.
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* * *

      One hour and forty-seven minutes later

      Sofia sat in Brendan’s office and stared into space. She was desperately trying not to make eye contact with Aidan, who was sitting only a few feet away from her.

      Her whole body felt like it was in shock. Her heart was still racing. She was sweating. Her stomach was churning.

      How?

      Why?

      She knew her mom had been acting funny around Aidan lately. Even more so since she’d found out he’d joined the Beef Cake Boyz. And Sofia had seen a different side to her at the show they’d attended with Emily. But after what her mom had seen Marcie go through? And for it to be Aidan?

      Then there was Aidan himself. What was he thinking about? Had he always harbored some secret crush on her mom? Had he gotten so into his undercover work that he’d experienced a moment of madness?

      Brendan cleared his throat. “Sofia, you’re saying that you just watched your mother and Aidan on the pouch-cam having sexual relations?”

      “You’re completely insane,” said Aidan.

      “I saw my mom, yes.”

      “And she was . . .”

      Brendan was having trouble finding the words. Sofia didn’t blame him.

      “She was about to, yes,” said Sofia.

      “You two,” said Brendan, getting up from his chair, “you stay here.”

      “Fine by me,” said Sofia.

      “Have you been taking drugs?” Aidan asked her.

      “Is the footage cued up on your computer?” Brendan asked her.

      “Yeah. Right at the crucial moment.”

      “Okay, fine,” said Brendan. He wagged a finger at Aidan. “Not another word.”

      He walked out. Sofia stared straight ahead. So did Aidan. Neither said anything.

      Seconds passed. Then a minute. Brendan reappeared.

      “I think you’d both better come and watch this,” said Brendan.

      “I can’t,” Sofia protested.

      “Nothing happens,” said Brendan. “You don’t really think I’d make you watch a video of your mother and Aidan?”

      “Nothing happens?”

      They followed Brendan out into the main office and over to Sofia’s computer. Brendan pulled the footage back to where Sofia had stopped watching it and hit play.

      Sofia’s mom was eye level with the camera and then she stood. The pouch-cam whirled up into the air, and the next thing Janet’s face was eye level with it again, but they could tell from the position of the lockers that she was standing up.

      “I knew it,” said Sofia’s mom. “Amateurs. How can you get evidence if you won’t even wear the camera?”

      Her face moved even closer to the lens. “Eww, and he hasn’t washed these. They reek.”

      She turned side on. Marcie was standing behind her.

      “We should get out of here, before they come back.”

      Brendan clicked pause.

      “Looks like your mom was checking up on us,” said Brendan.

      A wave of relief swept over Sofia. “Oh, thank God,” she said. Then something occurred to her. “You took off the pouch?”

      “To rehearse, yes,” said Aidan. “I hung it on my locker handle. Which you would have known if you’d let me explain.”

      “Why’d you take it off?”

      “Two reasons,” said Aidan. “First, I was hoping to catch someone off guard in the locker room. They won’t say too much around the new guy. And, second, do you know how sweaty that thing gets?”

      “We need to speak with your mom and Marcie,” said Brendan. “They could have ruined the whole operation sneaking in like that. How did they even know where Aidan was rehearsing anyway?”

      “I might have mentioned it,” said Sofia, suddenly sheepish.

      “Well done. What other operational details have you spilled?” said Aidan, glad to have Sofia on the back foot instead of him.

      “Operational details? Please.”

      The phone rang in Brendan’s office. It was rare for him to get a call on his landline. They had an answering service for when they were busy like this, and most people called him on his cell phone.

      He speed-walked back to his office. “No more bickering!”

      “How could you think I’d make a move on your mom?” said Aidan. “That takes a special kind of sick mind.”

      “Because it looked like . . .” Maybe Aidan was right. Perhaps all this sex and debauchery had messed with Sofia’s mind. When this case was finished, she probably needed to go to church. Maybe she could talk to one of Brendan’s priest buddies up at Pepperdine. At the very least hang out with some regular people. But that might be tricky. Regular people were pretty thin on the ground in California.

      Brendan came back. The color had drained from his face.

      “That was a buddy of mine down at Robbery Homicide. They just found Dwight Danson dead. Someone shot him while he was sitting in his car.”
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      “So much for the guy who could have blown this whole case open,” said Aidan, leaning back in his chair.

      “Hey,” Sofia protested. “He had a kid. A kid who’s going to grow up without his father.”

      “I’m sorry, you’re right,” said Aidan. “That wasn’t a very nice thing to say.”

      “What about Tina, his girlfriend?” asked Sofia. “Is she okay?”

      “Cops are looking for her, but she’s split,” said Brendan. “The cat’s gone too. I don’t blame either of them for getting out of Dodge.”

      “You don’t think she could have . . .?” said Sofia.

      “Possible. She had a temper. But highly unlikely. No, this was either Stanley, Cherry, or someone they hired especially. I’m guessing someone they paid, seeing as how professional it was. Three bullets. Two to the head, one to the chest. No decent witnesses, apart from a couple of people who looked out of their window when they heard the shots. By which time, the killer was out of sight.”

      “So what do we do now?” asked Sofia. “Dwight could have told the cops what was going on. All we can do is tell them what he told us and that won’t be enough to make a conviction stick.”

      “And we still have a client sitting smack-dab in the middle of this mess,” added Aidan.

      “Did you tell them about Marcie?” Sofia asked Brendan.

      “Not by name, no. Now that this is a homicide investigation instead of an alleged blackmailing ring, the murder is all they’ll be interested in getting Stanley for.”

      “But that’s good, right?” said Sofia, hoping to find some kind of a silver lining.

      “Not really. It’s bad for Stanley and Margo, but that doesn’t make it good for Marcie. If anything, this makes it more likely Wade’s going to find out. Or at least start asking her some awkward questions,” said Brendan.

      “Like, ‘Hey, honey, didn’t you go to one of those shows a few weeks back?’ That kind of question,” said Aidan.

      Sofia saw what they meant. Major law-enforcement attention, which came with a homicide in genteel Santa Monica, meant people would start asking questions. Right now Marcie needed the Beef Cake Boyz out of the spotlight.

      “Okay, so what do we do?” said Sofia.

      Brendan let out a long sigh. “I need time to think. But you can start by speaking with your mom. It’s one thing her and Marcie playing amateur detective with a blackmailer, but not with a killer.”

      “I’m on it,” said Sofia.

      “But, hey,” Brendan added, “let’s try to keep the murder from Marcie if we can. Unless the media mention this guy’s former employer, she may not make the connection. She needs to be careful, but we don’t want her flipping out completely.”

      Brendan was right, as always. Marcie was already on the edge. This might just push her over.
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* * *

      With everything that was going on, Sofia didn’t have the time to drive out to Glendale. She’d make do with a phone call and hope that her mom could get the message to Marcie. After she’d chewed Janet out for doing something as stupid as sneaking into rehearsals.

      Unfortunately it seemed Janet was not in the mood for being told what to do by Sofia.

      “I was trying to help,” she protested, after Sofia had told her they knew about her and Marcie.

      “I know that. But you really have to stay out of this.”

      “But Marcie’s my friend,” her mom expostulated.

      “I realize that. But these are dangerous people.”

      “Oh, come on, they’re cowards. You’d have to be to do something like this.”

      Sofia didn’t want to tell her about Dwight unless she absolutely had to.

      “They’ve done other things. Violent things.”

      “Like what?”

      “That’s all you need to know. You and Marcie have to let us handle the investigation, and if either of you see anyone in the neighborhood who looks out of place then call the cops, and don’t go outside until they arrive.”

      “Aren’t you being a little melodramatic, Sofia?”

      “Just do it. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “And what about leaving us to do the investigating?”

      Her mom took a moment before she said anything. Never a good sign. “That may be a little trickier.”

      “Mom?”

      “Don’t say it like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re scolding me.”

      “Okay, just tell me what you’ve done.”

      “We didn’t exactly sneak out without being seen.”

      Sofia closed her eyes, and tried to count slowly down from ten.

      “Or, rather, I didn’t. They didn’t see Marcie, which is just as well because that could have been awkward.”

      Now it was Sofia who needed a Xanax. Maybe with a glass of Chardonnay to chase it down. They’d gone to all this effort to get Aidan on the inside, and planted surveillance devices, all without being seen, only for her mom to blow apart the whole operation because she and Marcie were bored.

      “So who was it that saw you?”

      “You know the one with the really big—”

      “Mom, that doesn’t really narrow it down with this group.”

      “The one who’s blackmailing Marcie. Python. But don’t worry, I spoke to him.”

      Sofia was worried her eyes were going to roll out of her skull. “Oh, well, that’s okay, then. I mean, if you spoke to him.”

      “There’s no need to be sarcastic. What I mean is, I had a cover story all ready. And he fell for it. In fact, I think it might help you crack the case.”

      Sofia really doubted that. But she needed to know what her mom had said to Python.

      “I told him that ever since I saw the show I couldn’t stop thinking about him.”

      “So you came off like you’re a crazed stalker?” Actually, it wasn’t a bad cover story. At least it was credible.

      “And I said I was married, but as long as my husband never found out . . . Oh, and I said I really liked to be filmed. You know, like a sex tape. Which isn’t entirely true. I mean Tim and I tried it once, but the TV was still on in the background and Rory McIlroy sank this putt from twenty feet, and Tim got all distracted, so―”

      “Too much information, Mom. Like, way too much.”

      “Which part? About Python, or Tim, or Rory McIlroy sinking that putt?”

      “Let’s just stick to the bit about what you told Python.”

      “Yeah, so he seemed kind of into it.”

      Of course he did, thought Sofia. But her mom seemed to have forgotten that to be actually blackmailed she’d have to let him make a tape. She explained that as tactfully as she could.

      “I hadn’t thought about that,” her mom said, sounding deflated. “Back to square one, I guess.”

      “Yeah, back to square one,” said Sofia. “Only this time can you stay there, and let us deal with it?”
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* * *

      Sofia finished relaying the call to Brendan and Aidan. This was one conversation she didn’t want to share. But her mom was likely to mention it to one of them so it was better that it came from Sofia.

      “Your mom made a sex tape?” said Aidan.

      Sofia stared at him. “That’s what you took away from what I just told you?”

      Aidan’s expression suggested he didn’t follow. “Hey, at least it wasn’t with me, right?”

      “Can we get back to figuring out what we’re going to do here?” said Brendan.

      “The only thing I can think of is somehow we get hold of the incriminating material and destroy it. No tape, no blackmail. It’s he said, she said,” said Aidan.

      “That might still be enough to destroy Marcie’s marriage,” said Sofia.

      “Sofia’s right. We’re going to need to do more,” said Brendan.

      “And we don’t even know where it is, or how it’s stored. Like Aidan said before, could it be stored on a cloud or something. It’s not like we can get a hold of a video tape and destroy that and everything’s fine,” said Sofia.

      “True,” said Brendan, “but it’s a start.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            52

          

        

      

    

    
      Sofia and Brendan sat in Brendan’s car outside a coffee shop in Hollywood. They watched as Aidan walked in and took a booth next to the window. If he showed up, Python would be there at any moment. He’d been understandably jittery when Aidan had asked to meet with him—he’d said he needed some last-minute tips before the first show.

      The murder of a former member of the Beef Cake Boyz had, according to Aidan, set them all on edge. Sofia didn’t blame them. It’d had the same effect on her. She was glad she was sitting next to Brendan and not alone in the car.

      She checked the time on her phone.

      “Here he is now,” said Brendan, nodding towards a guy in a hoodie wearing wrap-around sunglasses.

      It must have been close to eighty degrees outside, so if he was trying to look inconspicuous, he’d chosen the wrong outfit.

      “You think he knew about Dwight being murdered?”

      “Dressed like that?” said Brendan. “No.”

      Python raised his sunglasses, looked around, and pushed open the door into the coffee shop. He found Aidan and sat opposite him. That was Sofia and Brendan’s cue.

      They got out of Brendan’s car, and made their way inside. They bypassed the greeter, and headed straight for the booth. Sofia sat next to Aidan, and Brendan scooted in next to Python, making escape difficult.

      “Hey, what is this?” Python protested.

      “I’m Aidan Maloney of Maloney Investigations. This is Brendan, head of the company and former LAPD detective, and this is Sofia Salgado, also with our company.”

      Python tried to squirm out of the booth, but Brendan was in his way. Brendan pushed him back down.

      “It’s talk to us, or talk with the cops and go to prison, Jared. You’re going to want to talk to us. Believe me.”

      “The hell I do,” said Python.

      Brendan stared at him. “You the one who killed Dwight?”

      “No. What do you take me for?” said Python, sitting down again.

      “That’s what we’re here to establish,” said Aidan.

      “I knew you weren’t no dancer,” said Python.

      “Careful, you’re going to hurt my feelings. Now, as Brendan was saying, we’re your last chance of redemption here. We know you’ve been blackmailing our client Marcie. We have enough to go to the cops and make sure you go away for a long time.”

      Python smiled. “So why haven’t you?”

      Sofia leaned towards him. They’d known that would be Python’s response, and had agreed on an answer. “Because she just wants this all to go away with no fuss. Now, if you decide to keep making her life difficult, we’re going to return the favor.”

      “In spades,” added Aidan.

      “It wasn’t even my idea,” said Python.

      “We know,” said Brendan. “But you’re still going to be the one cooling his heels in the Twin Towers with all those real criminals. What do you think they’ll do when they find out what you do for a living? It’ll be like throwing a big ole steak in a shark tank.”

      “You need to listen to us,” said Sofia. “As soon as Stanley or Margo—that’s Cherry’s real name—get wind of the cops they’ll be looking to cut a deal. Especially with what just happened to Dwight. They’ll toss you to the wolves without a second thought. Now, we can help you avoid all that, maybe even walk away completely clean and start over without having to look over your shoulder, but first you’re going to have to help our client.”

      Python stared out at the street, then back to them. “What do I need to do?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            53

          

        

      

    

    
      There was good news and bad news. Aidan had been right all along. Not something that was easy for Sofia to admit. The footage of Marcie’s intimate moments had been uploaded, as it was being recorded, to a cloud account. That was the bad news.

      Most people didn’t realize that their phones, tablets and computers did it automatically, if they didn’t change the settings. It was a way of saving memory. But it meant that everything a person recorded, or every picture they took, was sitting on a server somewhere.

      That was how a lot of hackers got access to stuff the owners assumed was completely private. Find the password to someone’s account and it was all there, waiting, ready to be downloaded. There was actually a brisk online blackmail trade, mostly targeted at celebrities, aimed at getting access to their emails, photos, and videos. It was all done remotely. The blackmailers were often tens of thousands of miles away in Russia.

      The good news was that Maloney Investigations weren’t dealing with super-sophisticated Russian hackers. They were dealing with a muscle-bound male stripper called Python.

      Right now, as they sat in Brendan’s car, Python was having trouble remembering the password to his account. Once they had that, Aidan could go into the cloud, and delete the offending material related to Marcie.

      “Okay,” said Aidan. “Don’t worry about this. You can always just reset your password if you get locked out.”

      A lot of online accounts limited the number of times you could input an incorrect password before they locked your account. You could reset it, as long as you remembered the answers to the security questions you answered when you set it up.

      “Okay, I think I got it this time,” said Python, tapping away. “Okay, I’m in.” He handed his phone to Aidan.

      “Here we go. Saved files.”

      Everyone watched Aidan as he swiped and tapped at the screen. A few seconds later, he looked up. “Jeez, how many videos have you taken?”

      Python looked sheepish. “This was never my idea. I hope you guys don’t forget that.”

      “Relax, Jared,” said Brendan. “I’m going to do my best to drag you clear of the wreckage of all this. You have my word.”

      “I hope so,” said Python. “Because those two aren’t exactly the forgiving types.”

      “You think they killed Dwight?” Sofia asked, as Aidan continued to tap away.

      “Maybe they didn’t,” said Python. “But I bet they know who did. Stanley doesn’t like to get his hands dirty. Not directly anyway.”

      “Okay,” announced Aidan. “We’re good. File is destroyed.”

      Sofia felt her whole body relax. She hadn’t realized how stressed she was until now. It was over. Marcie was in the clear. No evidence, no blackmail. Or blackmail that was a lot less credible. Especially seeing as Python was no longer going to say anything about what had happened.

      “Yeah, that one is,” Python said, his voice barely a whisper.

      Aidan was first to speak. “There are copies?”

      “Stanley always keeps a copy on one of those little thumb-drives you can plug into your computer. He’s always worried that stuff gets wiped, and he doesn’t want it on his main computer in case the cops bust him. So he has them all on one of those little doodads.”

      Aidan was glaring at Python. “You didn’t think to mention this?”

      “I just did,” said Python.

      “Where could we find this thumb-drive or whatever it is?” said Brendan.

      “When I saw it, it was in a desk drawer in his apartment. I don’t know if it’s still there or not.”

      Sofia looked at Aidan. Aidan looked at Brendan. They were all thinking the same thing. They needed to get to that drive. But they wouldn’t be able to do it without breaking the law. And Brendan was not big on law-breaking.

      Brendan turned back to Python. He reached out his hand. “Jared, you did the right thing here. Go home, don’t mention any of this to anyone, and keep your head down. We’ll take it from here.”

      Python shook Brendan’s hand. Aidan handed him back his phone, reached over and opened the car door so he could get out.

      They watched as Python  walked away. Sofia and Aidan were waiting for Brendan to say something. Something as big as this was his call. It had to be.

      He didn’t say anything for at least thirty seconds. Finally, he asked, “Do we have an address for Stanley Kervin?”
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      The Beef Cake Boyz were scraping by, but Stanley Kervin was living large in a nice building in an area of Los Angeles known to realtors and locals as the Wilshire Corridor. Dominated by expensive, often full-service apartment blocks, it ran for miles along Wilshire Boulevard between Westwood and Beverly Hills.

      Stanley’s building was a gleaming twelve-story close to Beverly Hills. It was not going to be an easy place to break into. It had lots of cameras, and a manned concierge desk. Visitors had to sign in before they could access the elevators. It would make it more difficult to get into Stanley’s apartment but, according to Aidan, it had an upside.

      “It’s not breaking in if someone opens the door for you. And it’s technically not theft if you don’t take anything,” said Aidan, as they sat in Sofia’s car on the street outside the building, waiting for Stanley to leave.

      At their suggestion, Python had asked to meet with Stanley ahead of the evening’s show. Brendan had set the venue and was going to be running surveillance outside so that he could let them know if Stanley left early.

      Sofia and Aidan watched as Stanley pulled out of the building’s parking garage in his car, and headed east down Wilshire. They gave it five minutes before they got out. Sofia held the door as Aidan grabbed a large brown cardboard box from the back seat.

      They walked towards the entrance to the building, and inside. They headed straight to the concierge desk.

      “Hi, we have an internal security system install for a Mr. Stanley Kervin,” Aidan said, as they reached the desk. “Can you call up and tell him we’re here?”

      Aidan turned back toward Sofia. “This is gonna be tight. Larry’s going to chew our ass out if we don’t get this and the other two jobs done by five. Monday’s stacked already.”

      “I’m sorry, but Mr. Kervin just left,” said the concierge.

      “You gotta be kidding me,” said Aidan, rounding on Sofia. “You told him what time we’d be here, right?”

      “Yeah, of course,” said Sofia, playing the part of the defensive assistant.

      “You’re positive you gave him the correct time?” Aidan said, getting more riled.

      “Hundred percent.”

      “Yeah, you said that last week too. If we can’t get this done now it’s going to be your ass getting fired, not mine.”

      “Can’t we just go do the next job, and come back?”

      “No, we can’t. It’s a forty-minute drive. Doubling back here will kill our schedule for the day.”

      Sofia took her cue. Head bowed, and with tears in her eyes, she leaned on his desk. “Is there any way the super could let us into the apartment?”

      Aidan put down the box. “They don’t let you do that. The guy has to be here.”

      “Are you sure?” Sofia pleaded.

      “Not unless we have permission and, like I said, Mr. Kervin just left,” said the concierge with a frown. “I’m really sorry.”

      “So if he said it was okay?” Sofia asked, digging out her phone, and pulling up Brendan’s number, which she’d stored as “Stanley Kervin”.

      “If you had his permission then yes.”

      “He probably won’t even pick up,” said Aidan.

      Sofia tapped the phone screen. “Hi, Mr. Kervin, this is Amy from Superior Security in Westwood. Listen we’re here to install the new system, and . . . Yes, we realize that, we’re here now. Listen, could you ask the concierge to have someone let us in? . . . Okay, great.”

      She handed the phone to the concierge.
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* * *

      “Smooth,” said Aidan, as the building super closed the door on them.

      “Thanks,” said Sofia.

      They walked into the living room and Aidan put the box on the coffee-table.

      “Won’t he figure out someone’s been in his apartment?” said Sofia. “Surely someone here will mention it to him.”

      “So what?” said Aidan. “By then we’ll have the thumb-drive. What’s he going to do? Call the cops and tell them someone stole video footage he was using to blackmail a cop’s wife? I don’t think so. That’s the good thing about dealing with real criminals. They don’t go to the cops.”

      Aidan had a point. Stanley would be upset, but if he came looking for payback, he’d do it directly. He wouldn’t be filing a complaint with the LAPD. That could have a downside, as Dwight had discovered.

      “Isn’t this going to make it more difficult for the cops?” Sofia asked, as she followed Aidan through into the next room, a second bedroom that had been turned into an office.

      “Maybe, but our client hired us because she wants her name kept out of this,” he said, heading straight to the desk Python had told them about, snapping on a pair of gloves, and opening the top drawer. “And that’s exactly what we’re doing. Making sure she doesn’t get caught up in whatever happens next.’

      Aidan rifled through the contents of the drawer. “It’s not here.”

      “What?”

      He continued his search. He opened the second drawer down and rummaged through it.

      “Here we go,” he said, holding up a thumb-drive. “Go get the laptop, will you?”

      Sofia walked back into the living room. She opened the box Aidan had carried in and pulled out the laptop computer. She took it into the office and set it on the desk.

      Aidan inserted the thumb-drive into the USB slot. “Okay, we’re in business.”

      She watched over his shoulder as dozens of file names appeared in the drive window. They were mostly video files, with a few photograph files mixed in. Aidan scrolled down, looking for the date in question.

      “Here we go,” he said, selecting the file and hitting delete. He copied the rest of the thumb-drive onto the laptop.

      Sofia watched as the files transferred. “What are you doing?” she said, although she knew, she just didn’t know why.

      “In case he wipes it,” said Aidan.

      “But isn’t this like another invasion of these people’s privacy?”

      “No, it’s making sure we have our own insurance.”

      “I don’t like this. We should either leave this stuff alone, or destroy it all.”

      Aidan looked at her. “You know what? You’re right. Anyway, if we gave it to the cops it likely wouldn’t be admissible as evidence anyway.”

      He tapped a key, cancelling the transfer, and started to delete the files that had already been copied over.

      “Hey, hang on, what’s that one?” said Sofia, jabbing a fingernail at the screen.

      The file name read “Margo and Me.”

      “You wanna take a peek?” Aidan asked.

      “Not really. No, this is wrong. It isn’t ours. It’s private.”

      “You think it’s him and Margo . . . together?” said Aidan, arching an eyebrow, and making a rude gesture with his hands.

      “Maybe. I dunno. Listen, let’s just get out of here.”

      “You’re a total spoilsport,” said Aidan.
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* * *

      Outside, they got into Sofia’s Tesla. Brendan had texted them that Stanley had just left his meeting with Python. Brendan was going to speak with Python now to find out what had been said, and to persuade him to go to the cops.

      If anyone could convince Python it was Brendan. He could also smooth the way, and make sure Python would be able to broker a deal that would keep him out of jail.

      Aidan lifted his laptop out of the box, and opened it. He laid it on his knee, and powered it up.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Sorry,” said Aidan. “Curiosity got the better of me. I need to see what the ‘Margo and Me’ video involves.”

      “I don’t believe it,” said Sofia.

      “Oh, come on, like you don’t want to know.”

      “I don’t,” Sofia protested. “Okay, maybe part of me does. But not the good part.”

      “Embrace your dark side,” said Aidan.

      He opened the clip, and hit play.

      The screen was dark. It showed what looked like a bedroom but the curtains were closed. The camera whip-panned to a bathroom door. Someone came out. Despite herself, Sofia peered at the screen.

      “Wait, I’m confused. Is that Stanley?”

      “No, I think it’s Margo,” said Aidan, his expression a mix of equal parts disgust and amusement.

      “But she has a . . .”

      “That’s not hers,” said Aidan. “Look, there’s a belt holding it on.”

      The camera moved to a mirror. They could see Stanley holding the camera.

      “She’s not going to stick that in his . . .?” said Sofia, barely able to speak.

      Any hint of a smile had disappeared from Aidan’s face. Now he just looked horrified.

      “Yeah, I think she is,” he said.
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      “I can’t believe you’re actually going through with this,” Sofia said to Aidan.

      “Hey, I rehearsed for it, didn’t I?” said Aidan. “Plus, I want to be right there for the big finish.”

      “And the encore,” added Sofia.

      “Yeah, let’s not forget that.”

      They were in Sofia’s Tesla, which was parked in an alleyway next to the Hollywood theater where the Beef Cake Boyz were about to give what Sofia guessed would be their final appearance, at least for a while. In the case of Stanley and Margo it would be the last time they’d see the inside of a theater, or any public place, for a number of years.

      “Okay, you ready?” Sofia said.

      Aidan reached round and grabbed his bag from the back seat. “Ready.” He opened the passenger door.

      “Break a leg,” Sofia shouted after him, as he headed for the stage door. She watched as Python turned into the alleyway.

      Python saw her sitting in the Tesla, but kept walking, heading straight past her and following Aidan inside. Sofia backed onto the street and pulled into a parking spot one block down. She could see Brendan sitting in his car a few spots behind her.

      Now all they had to do was wait for Stanley and Margo to make an appearance. Because of the shoals of cash that changed hands at the merch tables, and for pictures and autographs, this was the one place they could guarantee Stanley would show. There was no way he’d let someone else dip their hands into the till without him there. Especially now that the heat was on. He and Margo would need every dime they could muster.

      Right on cue, they appeared together, walking side by side towards the front entrance of the theater, where a small crowd of raucous women was already gathering. Margo, a.k.a. Cherry, was jabbing her finger into Stanley’s face. From what Sofia had seen on the video it must have been a familiar experience for him, although his face hadn’t been the target last time, and it hadn’t exactly been her finger she’d been jabbing.

      Sofia’s cell phone rang. It was Brendan. She answered.

      “You see that?” he said.

      “I did. Lovers’ tiff?”

      “From what you and Aidan have told me, they have a very strange definition of love.”

      “It take all kinds to make the world go round,” said Sofia. “You see the cops yet?”

      “Nope,” said Brendan. “But they’re here. You can bet on it. A nice juicy blackmail case handed to them on a silver platter? It’s like Christmas, Hanukah and Cinco de Mayo rolled into one for these guys. Tom King owes me one for this collar.”

      As soon as they had destroyed the last remaining copy of Marcie’s indiscretion with Python at Stanley’s apartment, they’d called Brendan, who had collected Python and taken him to speak with some of his old buddies at the LAPD. Python had spent several hours telling them all he knew.

      As part of the homicide investigation into Dwight Danson’s murder, the cops had discovered a listening device in his apartment. They couldn’t link it directly to Stanley or Margo, but it explained why he’d been targeted shortly after Brendan and Sofia’s visit.  Python had also told the cops that Dwight had talked about turning the tables on Stanley by threatening to tell the authorities about the blackmail ring – unless Stanley gave Dwight a proper pay off. Python didn’t know if Dwight had actually made the threat, but it gave Stanley even more of a motive for having Dwight killed.

      In return for Python’s cooperation, and this new information, they’d agreed to recommend to the district attorney that Python be used as a prosecution witness. In return for his continuing cooperation, he wouldn’t be arrested or indicted. Brendan had gotten Python a really good deal.
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* * *

      Forty-five minutes later, the line outside the theater was a half-block long, and the audience was getting boisterous. Sofia watched as the two guys on the door began checking the time.

      She dug out her phone and texted Brendan. Not long now.

      He texted her back: Yeah, five minutes.

      Once everyone had gone in, the two guys on the door would move inside. Sofia would give it another fifteen minutes to make sure the coast was clear. Then she would go in, and get things set up for the final, unscheduled, part of the show.

      Brendan had been very firmly against this part of the plan, but Sofia and Aidan had talked him around. It wasn’t absolutely necessary. It probably wasn’t necessary at all. Sofia and Aidan had argued that Brendan, Python and the cops could deliver criminal justice but this was poetic justice.
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* * *

      As the lights dimmed, the whistles and catcalls reached fever pitch. Brendan and Sofia slipped into two seats in the very back row of the theater. The entrance music started up. The footlights came up to a soft glow.

      The music lowered, but only slightly, as the announcer roared: “The wait is over! It’s time to welcome THEEE BEEEEEEF CAAAAKE BOOOOYZZZZZZ.”

      Anaconda, Python, Highlander, Jumbo and Aidan all appeared on stage in their top hat, tuxedo jacket, and bow-tie combo. Sofia had to admit that Aidan didn’t look entirely out of place, especially with the lighting, and the baying crowd. He even managed to yank off his bow-tie and throw it into the audience right on cue. As women dove to catch it, Sofia saw him smile.

      Maybe letting him perform live hadn’t been the best idea. If his ego was bad now, who knew what it would be like after the experience of hundreds of women screaming at him?

      The music shifted to the seventies disco number and the five Boyz went into their first full dance routine. Amazingly, Aidan managed it without making any major mistakes. Sofia noticed him glancing at the guy next to him a couple of times to check his steps. But she doubted anyone in the audience would notice. Especially as they weren’t exactly focused on the choreography or where the guys’ feet were landing.

      The number came to an end, the music stopped, the Beef Cake Boyz exited stage left. They were back a few seconds later, minus Aidan, dressed as construction workers, complete with hard hats and tool belts.

      Like the routine Sofia had seen before, they each invited a woman onto the stage. Although “invited” maybe wasn’t the correct term, as a sea of women fought their way to the front to be picked.

      On stage, each Beef Cake Boy sat their female guest down and gyrated around them as they performed their routine to a pounding heavy-metal number. It finished with each woman onstage holding the dancer’s hard hat over their groin. Then they took their hand away and the hard hats stayed put. The crowd went wild. They didn’t know that it was a trick involving wire.

      After each woman was led back into the audience, the Beef Cake Boyz moved into two more fast-paced numbers. Despite the sleaziness of the show, Sofia had to give them props for the sheer energy they expended. It was pretty amazing to be able to perform that many up-tempo dance numbers back to back without missing a single step.

      Brendan reached over and nudged Sofia’s elbow. He nodded towards the doors that led out into the foyer. Margo’s head poked around the door. She pushed it open and walked in, heading towards the side of the stalls.

      “You think she’s up to something?” Sofia whispered.

      “I don’t know, but let’s keep an eye on her,” said Brendan.

      The Beef Cake Boyz finished up their number. The lights went down, and they left the stage. That was Sofia’s cue. She got up from her seat.

      “Good luck. Holler if you need me,” said Brendan.

      “Thanks,” said Sofia.

      A few seconds later Python walked back on stage holding a microphone. He motioned for the crowd to settle down. Sofia watched him as she reached the stairs leading up to the balcony and started climbing.

      “Ladies, we’re going to continue with the show in a few minutes but, first, if you’ll allow us, we’d like to take a moment to remember someone close to us who passed away only yesterday. If you’ve been to other shows you might have seen our brother, Horse. We knew him as Dwight Danson.”

      Sofia reached the video projector just in time. She already had the laptop computer with the video footage all set up and ready to go. All she needed now was Python to give her the signal.

      “In honor of Dwight,” continued Python, “we have put together a little montage of some of his finest moments.”

      Python looked up towards Sofia, who was hidden from view by the spotlight shining onto the stage. He gave her a thumbs-up. She hit the button.

      Music began to play. The projector threw the images of Dwight onto the stage curtain behind Python. It started with still photographs of Dwight with the other Beef Cake Boyz, onstage and off. They were laughing and having a good time, arms around each other.

      Next came older pictures of Dwight as a baby, then a kid and finally a young man. Looking down, Sofia could see the audience watching, completely silent. A few appeared to be dabbing their eyes.

      Next came some video of Dwight and the others on stage performing some of their routines. The video faded to black, Sofia hit pause. The music stopped.

      Python walked to the side of the stage with the microphone. “Now, we’d like to invite our manager, Stanley, to say a few words about Dwight.”

      Sofia scooted down to the other side of the balcony. She could see Stanley in the wings. He was shaking his head. Anaconda and Highlander were trying to cajole him onstage. Finally, he gave in.

      Brendan, Sofia and Aidan had known he would. Not to say anything would look even more suspicious and guilty. Stanley had to pretend he cared.

      Walking tentatively onstage, Stanley took the microphone from Python. “Uh, ladies and gentlemen, I usually prefer to stay out of the limelight,” he began.

      “I bet you do,” Sofia muttered.

      “But, yes, Dwight was a remarkable young man, and it was a pleasure working with him. Just as it’s a pleasure working with these other boys.”

      The music to the next number started up. Stanley looked around, confused. “Anyway, I hope you enjoy the rest of the show.”

      Behind him, the other guys appeared from the wings. Two of them had Margo between them. They were half dragging, half cajoling her onto the stage. They were dressed in their cop uniforms. A couple of stage hands appeared with chairs as the music grew louder.

      Stanley was trying to get offstage. Python grabbed him by the arm and pushed him down into one of the chairs. The others did the same with Margo. The audience were clearly confused, but started to clap along in time to the music.

      Margo aimed a kick at Highlander and tried to stand up. He easily sidestepped her flailing leg, and took the handcuffs off his police costume belt. He quickly snapped one around her wrist and attached the other to the chair.

      Next to Margo, Stanley got the same treatment. He was shouting, but whatever he was saying was drowned out by the music.

      A dozen or so women rushed to the front of the stage. No doubt they were hoping to be picked to join in with the number.

      Python had the microphone in his hand again. He walked to the very edge of the stage. “The Beef Cake Boyz has always been about having fun, without worrying about being judged. You could come to one of our shows, and cut loose, maybe forget your problems for a few hours. No judgments. No questions asked.”

      Margo was really fighting now. Anaconda had to step behind her, and pin her arms, doing his best to make it look like part of the routine. She did her best to wriggle free but, like the snake he was named after, his grip was way too tight.

      “Sadly, these two people here,” Python continued, “they didn’t understand that. They used this show, and us, as a way to embarrass some of you lovely people in our audience. So, tonight, we’re going to see how they like it.”

      He signaled to Sofia up in the balcony. She rushed back to the laptop. Her finger hovered over the play button. Cued up next was the footage they’d recovered from Stanley’s apartment of him and Margo. The plan was to play it while Stanley and Margo were onstage. To humiliate them in the same way they had done first to Python and then to people like Marcie.

      Sofia’s finger was still hovering over the play button.

      She looked up. Python was still frantically signaling her from the stage. Sofia looked down again at the laptop. Finally, she grabbed the screen and slammed it shut.

      She couldn’t do it. It had seemed like payback, but it really wasn’t. Two wrongs didn’t make a right. And, more importantly, no matter how raucous the crowd, she wasn’t sure anyone deserved to watch Margo and Stanley naked together. There were some images no one wanted to have burned into their mind.

      Python was still looking up at her. She gave him an apologetic shrug of the shoulders.

      Now the audience was seriously confused. Some people were looking around. A few started to scream as real cops in real uniforms suddenly ran onto the stage, and appeared in the exits.

      A few of the LAPD officers had to fend off ladies who hadn’t realized this wasn’t part of the act.

      “Hey, show me your night stick, Officer,” one woman yelled, at a very nervous-looking rookie cop.

      “Stand back, lady,” ordered the rookie.

      “Whatever you say, Officer,” she replied.

      Brendan and Aidan were heading across the balcony towards Sofia. She picked up the laptop and handed it to Brendan.

      “That was the right call,” he told her.

      “Come on, let’s get the hell out of here,” said Aidan, who had already changed back into his street clothes.

      She followed them down the stairs, through chaotic scenes in the lobby. Some people were leaving. Others were trying to find someone in charge to ask for their money back. None of the audience seemed to know what had just happened. Then again, neither did Stanley and Margo.

      Flanked by Aidan and Brendan, Sofia headed to the doors. They pushed through the departing crowd and out onto the street The entire block was lined with patrol cars and flashing lights. The three of them walked a hundred yards until they were clear of the crush.

      Sofia turned to Aidan. “Pretty good moves.”

      “Thanks,” said Aidan. “But I think my showbiz career is over.”

      “Wise choice,” said Brendan.

      There was more commotion next to the theater entrance. Margo and Stanley were being led in cuffs, by the real cops, towards two separate patrol vehicles to boos from the crowd.

      Margo looked homicidal as a patrol cop put his hand on her head, ducking her into the back of the car. Stanley had his head bowed as he was placed in a different vehicle. He at least had the decency to look ashamed.

      “You do have to hand it to them,” said Sofia. “That was quite the finale.”

      “A real show-stopper,” said Brendan.

      “You think they’ll keep performing after this?” Aidan asked Sofia. “You know, once things have settled down.”

      “Sure, why not?” said Sofia. “This town loves a comeback.”
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      Three weeks later

      Sofia watched as Fred the Seagull swooped in low over the barbecue pit. Brendan waved a set of tongs in the gull’s direction and went back to flipping burgers. Fred flapped his wings and took off in the opposite direction, his mission aborted.

      Jaxon slid an arm around Sofia’s waist. His surfboard was tucked under his other arm. He and Aidan had been down by the ocean teaching Van and Violet how to catch a wave.

      “This barbecue was a great idea,” said Jaxon, leaning in for a kiss.

      “It’s nice to have everyone together,” Sofia agreed. As well as some of her neighbors from Nirvana Cove she had invited her family, as well as Brendan and Aidan, to an afternoon-long beach barbecue.

      Gray and Tim were helping Brendan at the barbecue pit. At a nearby picnic table, Ray and Emily were putting out a bunch of different salads. Janet and Tex were circulating with wine, beer and soft drinks.

      “Okay, who wants a burger?” Brendan called.

      “Me! Me!” Van and Violet screamed in unison, racing over to him.

      “I don’t know how your sister and Ray manage those two,” said Aidan, laying his surfboard down on the sand next to Sofia and Jaxon. “I’m exhausted and they’re full of energy.”

      “What are you telling us?” said Sofia. “That the Housewives’ Choice can’t keep up with a couple of kids?”

      “The Housewives’ Choice has hung up his posing pouch,” said Aidan, sitting down.

      “Wine for anyone?” asked Janet, holding up a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc.

      Sofia tilted her empty cup in her mom’s direction. “So, I keep meaning to ask, how’s Marcie doing?” she said.

      Janet grimaced.

      “Please tell me Wade didn’t find out,” said Sofia. “Not after everything we went through.”

      “No kidding. I’ve never known pain like that,” said Aidan, with a rueful glance down.

      “No,” said Janet. “She found out about Wade.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Jaxon.

      “Well, it turns out that the whole time we were trying to save her marriage, Wade was having an affair with his partner.”

      “The woman he worked with?” asked Aidan.

      “No,” said Janet. “The guy he worked with.”

      No one said anything to that. Not straight away anyway.

      “Huh,” said Aidan eventually. “Didn’t see that coming.”

      “Neither did Marcie,” said Janet.

      “Wow, how’s she doing?” said Sofia. She couldn’t imagine how it felt to find out your husband was having an affair, never mind with a man.

      “Remarkably well, I’d say,” said Janet. “Wade’s partner has moved in with them.”

      “Whoa,” said Jaxon. “Every time I think Californians can’t get any weirder, they do.”

      Aidan took a red Solo cup from a stack Janet was holding in her other hand. Janet poured some wine into it. Aidan raised it in a toast. “Here’s to the Golden State,” he said. “Long may it remain weird.”

      “I guess it does keep us in business,” said Sofia, tapping her cup against his and looking out over the perfect sun-kissed beach below Nirvana Cove.
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      “A” IS FOR ACTRESS

      After a decade spent in the glare of the Hollywood spotlight as the star of kids' TV show Half Pint Detective, Sofia Salgado has had enough. Desperate to build a life outside showbiz, she quits acting to do something that everyone around her - including her family - thinks is plain nuts. Get a real job.

      They think she's even crazier when she announces that she's going to become a real detective, instead of playing one on TV. She's convinced the technical consultant from her TV show, Brendan Maloney, to take her on in his detective agency, but can accident-prone Sofia hack it?

      “B” IS FOR BAD GIRLS

      Sofia Salgado, is back on the case that turns into her mother's worst nightmare when she ends up undercover in one of Malibu's many rehab clinics.

      If she doesn't solve the mystery in time, she and all the bad girls she meets inside, including rock star Brandi Basher and reality TV train wreck Monaco Jane might just end up going to the big rehab center in the sky.

      “C” IS FOR COOCHY COO

      Former child star Sofia Salgado is finding her feet as a trainee investigator at Malibu detective agency, Maloney Investigations, when a new case throws her, and everyone else at the agency, for a loop.

      Maloney Investigations are drafted in to help thirteen-year-old Daniel find his birth father. There’s only one snag. According to Daniel’s mom, former Los Angeles party girl, Candy, there’s more than one candidate. A lot more!

      “D” IS FOR DRUNK

      Roll up your pant legs and bare your feet, there are barrels of grapes to crush in this hilarious fourth installment of the Malibu mystery series.

      Maloney Investigation's new client? An eccentric vineyard owner convinced his even more eccentric neighbor is siphoning off his precious water.

      But of course it's not as simple as that. Or as dignified.

      “F” IS FOR FRED (Coming in 2018)

      “G” IS FOR GROOVY (Coming in 2018)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Rebecca Cantrell

          

        

      

    

    
      The World Beneath

      The Tesla Legacy

      The Chemistry of Death

      A Trace of Smoke

      A Night of Long Knives

      A Game of Lies

      A City of Broken Glass

      The Blood Gospel (with James Rollins)

      Innocent Blood (with James Rollins)

      Blood Infernal (with James Rollins)

      iDrakula

      iFrankenstein
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      The Ryan Lock Series

      Lockdown (Ryan Lock #1)

      (US/Canada) (UK/ Commonwealth)

      Deadlock (Ryan Lock #2)

      (US/Canada) (UK/Commonwealth)

      Lock & Load (Short)

      Gridlock (Ryan Lock #3)

      (US/Canada) (UK/Commonwealth)

      The Devil’s Bounty (Ryan Lock #4)

      (US/Canada) (UK/Commonwealth)

      The Innocent (Ryan Lock #5)

      Fire Point (Ryan Lock #6)

      Budapest/48 (Short)

      The Edge of Alone (Ryan Lock #7)

      Second Chance (Ryan Lock #8)

      4 Action-Packed Ryan Lock Thrillers: Lockdown; Deadlock; Gridlock (Ryan Lock Series Boxset Book 1) - (US & Canada only)

      3 Action-Packed Ryan Lock Thrillers: The Devil's Bounty; The Innocent; Fire Point (Ryan Lock Series Boxset Book 2)

      The Byron Tibor Series

      Post (Byron Tibor #1)

      Blood Country (Byron Tibor #2)

      Winter’s Rage (Byron Tibor #3)
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      Want news about the latest Malibu Mystery books plus exclusive free content?

      Then sign up here to join our mailing list.

      Your email will be kept confidential. You will not be spammed (we hate spam emails!). You can unsubscribe at any time.

      You can also follow us on Facebook here:

      https://www.facebook.com/malibumysteries/

      You can contact either of us via the website www.malibumysteries.com

      Thanks for reading!

      Rebecca & Sean

    

  

images/00001.jpeg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

A MALIBU MYSTERY





