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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            ARI

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get your hand off my thigh.”

      “Nobody has to know.”

      Seriously, he thought that was my concern? I’d heard on the grapevine that Dale Jankowski, my boss, had wandering hands and a wandering cock too, but until now, I’d never experienced the “pleasure” for myself. Probably because I’d made sure to wear pants every day and avoided smiling, small talk, and make-up. Boring low ponytail, flat shoes, clothes in fifty shades of beige—that was me.

      I’d also heard that some women liked his attention—Jankowski might have been in his early fifties, but he kept in shape, and as the boss of the Twilight Agency, he was quite the catch. His third wife had certainly thought so when she married him two months ago. Not one but six hotel residents had complained about the noise coming from the honeymoon suite, or so I’d been told.

      “I’m not interested.”

      His right hand stayed in place, and he used his left to sweep the bangs away from my eyes. A chill ran up my spine. During the daytime, Jankowski lorded over his peons, slightly obnoxious but tolerable. In the five months I’d been working at Twilight, I’d grown used to his demanding management style and learned to live with it, but this was the first time I’d visited his office late in the evening. I’d only meant to drop off a report, but he’d asked me to sit down and talk him through the details, and I could hardly decline. He did pay my salary, after all. So I’d done as requested, and I was certain he hadn’t listened to a word I’d said. No, his mind had been on other things. When I’d asked if he had any questions, he’d risen from his fancy leather swivel chair, walked around his desk, and perched a butt cheek on the polished walnut.

      “You fascinate me, Arizona. Such a pretty face, and a great ass too, yet you keep it hidden under those dowdy clothes.”

      “I need to go home.” I waved toward the file I’d just dropped onto his desk and pushed my chair back, freeing myself from his touch. “If you need more information, it’s all in the report.”

      “Ah, yes, home to your daughter. Everybody warned me not to hire a single mother for this job, but I saw something in you that they didn’t.”

      The chill turned to full-on ice.

      “Really? And what was that?”

      He leaned in close, so close that his lips brushed my ear. “Desperation.”

      I slapped him before I could stop myself, and I would’ve knocked his teeth out too, if he hadn’t swung me around and slammed me backward onto his desk. Blunt pain radiated through my head as I tried to gather my thoughts.

      “Now, now,” he chided. “I like a girl with fight in her, but there’s a time and a place.”

      “Get your filthy hands off me!”

      “So demanding. You need to learn to negotiate, Arizona. When somebody else holds all the cards, there has to be a little give and take.”

      “Let me guess—I give, and you take.”

      “Coulson was right. You are a smart girl.”

      Morty Coulson had been my old boss, right until his forty-a-day habit caught up with him. He’d wheezed his denial for years, and by the time I finally convinced him to see a doctor, it was too late. Coulson Investigations was no more, and I’d been forced to take a new job. Twilight was the second-biggest investigations agency in Las Vegas, with a fancy office building downtown and a client list that included half of the big casinos. But the glossy brochures and slick sales patter hid a culture of filth.

      Why hadn’t I quit? Because jobs for a twenty-seven-year-old recently qualified private investigator with an eight-year-old daughter weren’t easy to come by, especially when that investigator had breasts. And I had rent to pay. Out of the two job offers I’d received, only Jankowski paid enough to cover the bills.

      And it wasn’t just the cash; it was the reputation. People aspired to work here. Mostly men, I realised that now. Jankowski had probably hired me because he was running out of secretaries to molest.

      But I refused to be his next piece of ass. If I let him take advantage of me now, the sleaziness would never stop, and no job was worth sacrificing my dignity over. Even scrubbing the private rooms at Sin City’s seediest strip joint would be a better option.

      So when he tried to unbutton my shirt, I gave him one last chance.

      “Stop.”

      “Make me, sweetheart.”

      His eyes bulged when my knee connected with his groin, and he let out a satisfying oof.

      “Coulson also taught me how to defend myself, pervert.”

      “You… You’re…”

      “And don’t bother to fire me because I quit.”

      Jankowski collapsed to the floor, alternately groaning and spewing curses as I scrabbled around for the purse I’d dropped when he grabbed me.

      “You stupid little bitch! You’ll never work in this town again, you hear me? Never!”

      “And you’ll never father children.”

      I marched out with my head held high as he retched behind me, and it wasn’t until I reached the sidewalk outside that the reality of what had just happened hit me. And the horror. I had six hundred dollars in the bank, I’d lost my job, and I’d alienated one of the most powerful men in Las Vegas.

      Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Fast forward a month, and during that time, I’d used up most of my overdraft and called every investigations firm in Clark County. Every. Single. One.

      And I had to concede that Jankowski had kept his word—I’d been blackballed by ninety-five percent of them. None of the remaining five percent were hiring, although Blackwood—the biggest—had at least promised to keep ahold of my résumé and call if there was an opening. Fat chance. Nobody ever quit a job at Blackwood.

      I’d even tried a few law firms, although thanks to the rumours spread by my ex—Haven’s father—they didn’t care for me either. When you messed with a senior partner from Mathison, Howard and Suker, his former peers tended to give you a wide berth.

      Well, he should have paid his child support.

      And also not embezzled funds from his clients.

      In the past week, I’d spread the net wider, hunting for a temporary job to tide me over until I could fight my way back into my chosen field. The manager at Lonnie’s Pizza had offered me a trial as a waitress, but I’d been let go three hours into my first shift after slapping a guy’s hand away when he pinched my ass. Honestly, was it too much to ask to not be sexually assaulted at work? And how was I supposed to know the guy was the manager’s brother?

      Yesterday morning, I’d been turned down for a cleaning job at a strip joint because I was overqualified. Over-freaking-qualified. The manager said I’d just leave when I got a better offer, which was true, but sponging cum stains out of velvet banquettes was hardly a job for life, was it? As I walked out the door, he’d complimented my ass and offered me a job as a dancer. I’d carried on walking.

      “How did the job hunting go today?” Nana asked as I closed the door behind me.

      Truthfully? I was wondering whether pole dancing would be a feasible option.

      “It could have gone better.”

      “Nobody called? How many of those flyers did you hand out?”

      “Around two hundred so far.”

      At the end of April, temperatures in Vegas were already touching the nineties. Sweat dripped down my back, and our AC was out. Again.

      “I gave fifty to Darlene Reacher. She knows everyone, and she promised to pass them around.”

      Yesterday, I’d had a thousand flyers printed. Black ink on pink paper, the colour scheme chosen partly because I was female but mostly because it was the cheapest option. The fuchsia paper wasn’t a bestseller, the guy in the print shop told me. I could have it for half price.

      An hour later, I’d walked out with an empty wallet. Call it hope, call it stupidity, but I couldn’t give up on a career I’d worked so hard to succeed at. Not yet. Gaining my full PI licence had taken five years and ten thousand hours of investigative work.

      
        
        DANNER INVESTIGATIONS

        Experienced female investigator available

        Licensed in Nevada, California, and Arizona

        Undercover work a speciality

        Good rates

      

      

      So far, my phone had remained silent, and the only email had come from a guy who wanted me to find out the truth about Roswell. For free.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have put my gender on there? But Morty Coulson had always told me to be proud of who I was, and besides, spurned wives looking for help to nail their wayward husbands’ balls to the wall sometimes felt more comfortable talking to another woman. And with my reputation trashed, the only way I was able to take work from pricks like Jankowski was to offer something they couldn’t: two X-chromosomes. But still the phone was dead.

      Nana had tried to stay positive since I confessed what I’d done, and she even congratulated me for standing up for myself, but I could tell she was worried. The wrinkles around her eyes had gotten deeper, and she’d been cleaning constantly. Our one-bedroom apartment in East Las Vegas was tiny, but every inch was spotless. If she polished any harder, she’d wear right through the floor. On the good days, she preferred to sit in her favourite chair and knit, but the same half-made sweater had been sitting on the arm for weeks.

      “Thank Darlene for me, okay? Tomorrow, I’m gonna hand out more flyers and start looking for another waitressing job.”

      “Will that pay enough?”

      No, but if I worked extra shifts and cut down on everything but the absolute essentials, we’d be able to survive for a few more months. I conjured up a smile.

      “We’ll manage. I’ll just have to hustle for tips.”

      “Back when you worked at Parlette’s, the customers used to love you.”

      Perhaps “love” was too strong a word for it. Some of the regulars at the fancy French restaurant in Summerlin had liked me enough to screw me, one in particular. Maxwell Suker had eaten at Parlette’s every Tuesday. Eighteen-year-old me had been flattered by the attention, blinded by the charms of a platinum credit card, and too dumb to realise that Tuesday was the evening his wife always went for a massage with her sister.

      Never again. Never again would I be that stupid.

      Thankfully, Parlette’s had closed down after the owner had a run-in with the IRS, so I couldn’t get tempted to repeat… Well, I couldn’t call it the biggest error of my life because I’d ended up with Haven, but at the time, I’d been so scared. Only Nana had kept me sane through those early years of motherhood, and how had I repaid her? By losing our main source of income.

      “I’ll find a job.” Somehow. “But it won’t be at a place like Parlette’s.”

      “Someday, you’ll meet a good man.”

      “You don’t really believe that.” Her marriage to Grandpa had been far from rosy. I’d witnessed the arguments firsthand as I grew up. But despite men clearly being more trouble than they were worth, she was determined I shouldn’t quit looking. “And besides, I don’t have time to date at the moment.”

      “What about Kenneth from the grocery store? He always asks how you are.”

      “He’s the cashier. That’s literally part of his job.”

      “But he smiles so nicely when he says it.”

      “He’s paid to do that as well.”

      “Nobody should have to go through life alone.”

      I saw an opportunity and seized it. “I’m not alone—I have you and Haven. Now, what do you want for dinner? Pasta? Is Haven still refusing to eat anything but cupcakes?”

      Cartoons had a lot to answer for. Haven’s favourite character ran a bakery, and unless her food came bite-size and topped with frosting, she was on a hunger strike. Yesterday, Nana had baked dinner rolls into cupcake liners and piped squeezy cheese onto them in desperation.

      “Today, I baked beetroot into the bread rolls and topped them with hummus.”

      I’d be lost without Nana. She spent her days running around after Haven instead of relaxing in what should have been her retirement, and although she assured me that she wouldn’t have it any other way, guilt still ate at me. For years, my goal had been to earn enough money to send her on the trip to Paris she’d always dreamed of, but now I just wanted to stay above the breadline.

      Or, in Haven-speak, the cupcakeline.

      “Do you want me to take a turn at making her meals tomorrow?”

      Nana patted me on the arm in that comforting way of hers. Everything will be okay. She’d been telling me that since I moved in with her—or rather, got dumped with her by my mom—when I was two years younger than my daughter was now.

      “Ari, the two of us are just fine. Right now, finding a job is more important than you making dinner.”

      Yes, it was. I had to find work, and quickly.
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      “Do you want fries and onion rings with that?” I asked.

      “Sure do, darlin’. How’s about givin’ me your number too?”

      Uh, no. And not only because the guy smelled like an ashtray and hadn’t brushed his teeth this decade, but because the pale dent on his finger said he usually wore a wedding ring. And since my only two cases in the past eight weeks had both involved cheating spouses, I had no desire to add to Las Vegas’s infidelity problem. Not to mention the fact that I’d sworn off men forever.

      “Sorry, I’m already taken.” When he leaned in closer, I resisted the urge to tell him what I really thought. Last week when I’d done precisely that to a man, the asshole had thrown a ketchup dispenser at me, and then I’d gotten a lecture from my boss on how the customer was always right. “Cheese and bacon on your burger?”

      “Nobody needs to know.”

      What was it with these pricks? Had Clark Public Utilities started putting something in the water? Smile, Ari. You need the tips.

      “About the cheese and bacon? No, sir. I’ll keep very quiet regarding that.”

      I backed away before he could make any more inappropriate suggestions and glanced at the clock above the jukebox. Seven p.m. Five hours until my shift ended, and approximately five minutes before I lost the will to live.

      But at least I had a job. It paid minimum wage, but I usually doubled that in tips, and I’d picked up a few regulars who always sat in my section. If I managed to steer clear of lecherous slimeballs, I might even make enough to pay for Haven’s field trip next week. Oh, who was I kidding—she’d go to the petting zoo with the rest of the class even if I had to walk to work for a month instead of taking the bus. The exercise was good for my health. And at least my new boss let me take home all the leftovers I could eat.

      I had to stay positive.

      But sometimes, in the early hours of the morning when Haven was asleep, I’d shed a quiet tear for what I’d lost and what I’d never had. When I was my daughter’s age, I’d longed to be an actress, a famous one with all the wealth and sparkles that came along with the job. After I’d played the wicked queen in a school production of Snow White at the grand old age of twelve, Nana had taken me to an audition at one of the big hotels on the Strip to get a head start on my dream, but in reality, I’d been given an early lesson in disappointment. I’d never told a soul, but I overheard the casting lady telling her assistant that I was “too chubby for the main role, not chubby enough to play the sidekick,” and after I finished crying, I’d decided that Hollywood wasn’t for me.

      Teenage Ari had gone on a diet, then tempered her ambitions to getting a college degree and a job in one of those glass-and-steel offices with the fancy coffee machine and a ping-pong table in the break area. Guess what? I hadn’t managed that either.

      I’d come close, though. At eighteen, I’d been enrolled in community college and studying business administration when I’d had the misfortune to meet Maxwell Suker. Nana had still been working then, we’d had a small but nice apartment in Lone Mountain, and on the weekends, I used to go rollerblading and hang out with my friends.

      Then the condom broke.

      Pregnancy had been terrifying, and as my bump began to show, my friends distanced themselves. But no matter what happened, I’d vowed to love my baby, planned or not. Not like my mother had done with me. I’d been an inconvenience, a burden, at least until she dropped me off with my grandparents for the day and never came back.

      Three years ago, I’d grown curious and tracked her down. Did she feel guilty for abandoning me? Had she found herself in an impossible situation and felt unable to cope? Far from it. Our brief conversation still came back to haunt me every time I had a black moment.

      “Yes?” she’d asked when she opened the door of her Florida condo. The place was tidy, modern, and mortgaged to the hilt.

      I’d waited a moment for recognition to dawn, but there was nothing.

      “Whatever you’re selling, we don’t want any.”

      “It’s me, Arizona. Your daughter?”

      She’d looked me up and down. “Oh. I see you finally lost the puppy fat.”

      Puppy fat? Yes, I’d been overweight as a child, but was that really all she had to say?

      “Grandma enrolled me in ballet lessons. And I ran track in high school.”

      “That’ll be your father’s genes.” Her lip curled in distaste. “He was a runner.”

      She wasn’t lying—when Morty had grudgingly helped me to track down the man named on my birth certificate, we’d found him in the Washington State Penitentiary, serving forty-six years for drug trafficking and attempted murder. Fortunately, the undercover DEA agent he’d shot had survived. Thirty cops had chased Jackson Danner on foot through the backstreets of Seattle for almost half an hour before a police dog grabbed him by the ankle.

      A runner.

      No wonder Nana had never wanted to talk about him.

      “Well, I guess you had that much in common,” I told my mom.

      She glanced at her watch. “Did you want something in particular? I don’t have any money to give you.”

      That was why she thought I’d come? Money? I took in our surroundings—the manicured grounds, the shimmering pool, the polished floor and chandelier in the hallway behind her—and realised how much importance my mother placed on material things. Then there was her appearance. The designer clothes, the expensive haircut, the face covered in make-up despite the fact she was at home. None of it could be cheap to maintain, and all of it took precedence over her own flesh and blood.

      So I walked away.

      “No, I don’t want anything in particular,” I called over my shoulder. “I hope you have the life you deserve.”

      She’d shouted after me, but I hadn’t stopped. Visiting had been a mistake, and one I wouldn’t repeat.

      At least my father had shown remorse for his wrongdoings, according to the trial transcript, anyway. My mom would choke on an apology. Secretly, I thought there’d been a mix-up at the hospital when she was born—how else could a lady as sweet as Nana have ended up with such a cold-hearted bitch for a daughter?

      That was one mystery I’d never solve.

      In the kitchen at the Big Bite Diner, the cook took a long pull on his beer and held out a hand for Mr. Tooth Decay’s order. I handed the slip over just as my phone rang. Unknown number. Where was the boss? He hated us taking personal calls, but when I checked over my shoulder, he was behind the counter, flirting with a bottle blonde who probably charged by the hour. No other customers were waiting to be served.

      “How long for the food?” I asked.

      “Five minutes.”

      The cook wouldn’t tell tales—he was a man of few words—so I slipped into the staff bathroom and locked the door. I was due a break anyway.

      “Ari Danner speaking.”

      Please, don’t let it be the landlord. The rent was only two days late, and I’d have enough cash to pay it by tomorrow.

      “Are you the detective?” The caller was a woman, middle-aged at a guess. Local accent. She tried to hide the exhaustion in her voice, but there was a hint of raggedness around the edges. “Somebody passed me your flyer.”

      Could this be a client? I’d almost given up hope.

      “Yes! I mean, that’s me.”

      “It says you do undercover work.”

      “I do.”

      “We’d be interested in making an appointment to meet with you.”

      “We?”

      “My boss.”

      “And who’s your boss?”

      “Is this level of detail really necessary?”

      Tired, but pushy. A harried executive assistant with a degree of seniority?

      “A name? Yes, it is.”

      “He told me to keep everything confidential.”

      “I can’t meet with him if I don’t know who he is.”

      “I’ll give you the address.”

      “What’s the meeting about?”

      “He’ll explain that when he sees you. Can you make nine a.m. tomorrow?”

      She spoke with a prim entitlement that said she was used to getting her own way. Or, at least, her boss’s. Who was he? With an address, I could find out, but I still wanted her to tell me. One of Morty Coulson’s many snippets of wisdom echoed in my head. If you let a client push you around at the beginning, they’ll push you to the edge of your sanity.

      “I can make nine thirty.” After I’d taken Haven to school. “But I’m gonna need a name first.”

      Silence.

      Silence that stretched for so long that I worried I’d gone too far and she’d hung up.

      But finally, she spoke.

      “Digby Rennick.” She read out an address downtown, repeating it twice as I scribbled on my order pad. “Nine thirty. I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there.”

      Digby Rennick? Unusual name. It only took me a minute to find his profile online, featured on several business websites. Digby St. John Rennick was a math genius who graduated from Harvard at the age of nineteen. He’d shot to fame after he collected a million bucks for solving a hideously complex mathematical problem called Baxter’s Last Theorem, and then he’d gone on to start the world’s fastest-growing gambling empire. Based in Las Vegas with a second office in Antigua, AnyBet LV, Inc. ran online gambling sites in those jurisdictions where it was legal, plus a network of sports betting lounges across the United States.

      An old video showed teenage Rennick in college, bumbling his way through an acceptance speech after he won a mathematics award. Now, it seemed, he eschewed public appearances in favour of carefully staged magazine interviews and the occasional photoshoot.

      Hammering from outside made the bathroom door shake.

      “Ari, what’re you doing in there?” my boss yelled. “Better not be drugs.”

      Shit. I quickly flushed the toilet. “Just coming.”

      He was waiting with a scowl when I hurried into the kitchen. Had his girlfriend gone off with a client?

      “I pay you to wait tables, not to wipe your ass. The guy at table four wants more coffee.”

      “Sorry.”

      “And some kid dropped a milkshake on the floor.”

      Terrific. “I’ll clear that up right away.”

      “And smile, Ari. Nobody likes a sourpuss.”

      Even the worst undercover job in the world was better than cleaning sticky milkshake off a grimy floor. The last time I’d been down there on my hands and knees, I’d found a dead cockroach under the table, and I swear a mouse ran across the kitchen counter last week.

      Whatever Rennick wanted me to do tomorrow, I’d do it.
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      AnyBet LV’s global headquarters was a twelve-storey glass-and-steel monolith that towered over the AnyBet sports betting lounge next door. Inside, the marble-floored lobby was a study in cream and grey with low leather chairs clustered around a slate coffee table that held a neat stack of lifestyle magazines. Five bucks said none of them had ever been opened. The only splash of colour came from the huge vase of purple orchids on the oversized reception desk, and even the brunette seated behind it wore beige lipstick with French-tipped nails to go with her cream shift dress.

      “May I help you?”

      I’d worn a pantsuit, but I still felt woefully underdressed. “I’m here to meet… Actually, I don’t know what her name is, but she works for Digby Rennick.”

      “We all work for Mr. Rennick.”

      “I meant, she’s his assistant.”

      “Which one? He has two assistants, and neither of them mentioned an appointment this morning.”

      “She definitely said nine thirty.”

      Was I wasting my time here? The receptionist glared, and we were about to get into a game of who blinks first when the elevator dinged behind me.

      “Ms. Danner?”

      “Yes?”

      Was this the lady I was here to meet?

      She studied me, assessing, while I did the same to her, although I liked to think I wasn’t quite so obvious about my inspection. She was younger than I’d guessed, couldn’t have been older than me, but she exuded a gravitas beyond her years. Twenty-five going on forty. She was probably two inches shorter than my five feet seven, but her high-heeled pumps meant she looked down on me. Finally, she nodded as if to say “you’ll do” and held out one limp hand.

      “Lila Margot.”

      Was Margot her surname? Or a middle name? “Arizona Danner.”

      “You’re early.”

      Only by ten minutes, and wasn’t being a little early a good thing? “Would you like me to go away and come back again?”

      A pause, as if she was actually considering my slightly sarcastic offer.

      “No, it’s fine. We should go upstairs.”

      “To meet Mr. Rennick?”

      “Yes.”

      She waved me toward the elevator and stood in silence as it ascended. Reflected in the mirrored wall, her face gave nothing away. This whole place was weird. Lila could have been the receptionist’s twin—she wore the same low ponytail, the same snooty expression, and the same neutral colour palette, except her dress was grey instead of cream.

      We emerged on the eleventh floor in a small anteroom, and I used the term “small” relatively since it was still bigger than my entire apartment. And emptier. Two grey desks faced each other on either side of imposing double doors. Did they lead to Rennick’s office? Each desk held a monitor, a mouse, and a keyboard, and the larger one had a mug of coffee on a square of slate. No steam. It had been there for a while. A small tree stood in an oversized grey bowl in one corner, its twisted branches crowned with pom-poms of tiny green leaves. Some kind of giant bonsai? As with the lobby, there was only one hint of colour, this time from a clock mounted over the double doors, a cerise disc with zigzag hands and no numbers.

      “Take a seat.” Lila waved at a single metal chair beside the left-hand desk. “Your appointment isn’t actually until ten, but you’ll need to sign a non-disclosure agreement first.”

      NDAs were common in my line of work, but the setup still made me uncomfortable. Morty had taught me how to evaluate any situation, but I struggled to get a read on Lila, and her boss was still mostly a mystery. A reclusive multimillionaire obsessed with numbers was as far as I’d got. Digby Rennick didn’t seem to have a family or any hobbies.

      “Can you tell me anything about the job before I sign my life away?”

      I’d intended it as a joke, but Lila didn’t crack a smile. In a previous existence, she’d probably been a gargoyle.

      “Please read the document through, initial each page, and then sign on the dotted line.”

      Part of me wanted to walk away, but my overdraft wouldn’t let me. Plus there was my damn curiosity. Nosiness was as much a part of me as blood or skin, a blessing and a curse, Morty used to say. I needed to know why Rennick had summoned me here.

      I signed.

      Lila’s mouth twitched at the corners, which seemed to be about as close to congeniality as she got.

      “Thank you.”

      I nodded toward the double doors. “Should I go through now?”

      “Mr. Rennick hates being rushed almost as much as he hates tardiness. Three minutes.”

      The zigzag hand swept around the giant clock with agonising slowness. Tick, tick, tick.

      “Can you at least tell me why I’m here?”

      Lila focused on her computer screen. “I’m afraid not.”

      Wouldn’t or couldn’t? From the way she avoided my gaze, I was inclined to believe it was the latter.

      “You don’t know, do you? Rennick hasn’t told you why he wants to see me.”

      “That’s Mr. Rennick.”

      Whatever. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      Lila nibbled her bottom lip, leaving a smear of nude iridescent lipstick on perfectly white teeth. Nervous?

      “I was instructed to find a private investigator with certain attributes.”

      “Which were?”

      A long pause. Lila was fond of silence, wasn’t she? Up in this ivory tower, we were insulated from the outside world, no music, no voices, no rumble of traffic. The only sound came from the damn clock ticking away, a countdown on my sanity.

      “The investigator needed to be female.”

      Interesting. But there was more—she’d said attributes, plural.

      “And?”

      “In her twenties.”

      “And?”

      “Uh… She had to look good in a bikini.”

      What? “I’m sorry?”

      The lock on the double doors clicked, and Lila let out the breath she’d been holding. “You can go through now.”

      “Wait a freaking minute! Why does he want me to wear a bikini?”

      “You need to go in.” For the first time, Lila’s voice held a hint of panic. “Please? And keep your voice down. He doesn’t like noise.”

      Was this guy a fruitcake? Silence, secrecy, and swimsuits? What did he want me to do? Go undercover at a beauty pageant? Or a strip club?

      Lila was halfway out of her chair, arms outstretched. What did she plan to do? Wrestle me into the inner sanctum? Entertaining as that might be, I didn’t want to get escorted out by security. I’d had that pleasure enough times in my life already.

      “I’m going, okay? But if I don’t come out in twenty minutes, call the cops.”

      Again, no smile. At least I’d told Nana exactly where I was going and who I was meeting today, because I didn’t trust Lila one bit. What kind of woman sat in a fancy prison cell each day, catering to the whims of a lunatic? No wonder we’d stopped on the eleventh floor—Rennick’s elevator clearly didn’t go all the way to the top.

      I pushed on one dark-grey door, and it swung open on well-oiled hinges. Wow. This was…interesting.
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      Inside, Rennick’s lair was split in half. The left-hand side followed the same theme as downstairs, decor-wise—bland, beige, mostly empty—with a desk at the far end and a glass table surrounded by four squat stools in the middle. But the windows had been covered up, and the entire wall was decorated with handwritten letters and numbers. Mathematical graffiti. Some weird take on modern art? I thought so at first, but then I spotted the marker pens on Rennick’s desk. No, he really did use the wall as a giant whiteboard.

      The right-hand side of the room still had its windows. And it also had a zen garden. Fine gravel covered a sunken floor, with three rocks at one end and a fountain burbling away in a pool at the other. Digby Rennick stood in the middle, barefoot as he raked the stones.

      “Uh, hi?”

      He glanced up as if my presence were somehow a surprise, then aimed a remote at the doors. Click. I was trapped.

      “Ms. Danner. Thank you for coming.”

      Rennick’s biography said he was forty-four, but he looked younger than me, tall and slender with the muscle tone of a desk jockey and curly brown hair two months past needing a cut. The gravel shooshed as he raked it into a complex pattern of swirls. Shoosh, shoosh, shoosh. Now I knew where Lila had gotten her penchant for long silences. Did this guy not understand that time was money? Probably not, since he had oodles of cash and his time was therefore more valuable than mine.

      “Do you know how difficult it was to find the perfect rocks for this garden?” he asked.

      Rocks were rocks, surely? “No?”

      “A visit to Kyoto and consultation with two zen masters, plus I read the Sakuteiki in the original Japanese.”

      “The Sakuteiki?”

      “The first known manual of Japanese gardening. My gravel was imported from Canada. Please, sit.”

      He waved toward his desk, and I hesitated because there was only one seat there—his grey leather swivel chair.

      “Where?”

      “The garden was designed to be viewed from a seated position behind my desk.” He waited while I gingerly took a seat. “What do you think?”

      “Very…” Boring? Grey? Dry? Stony? Freaking hell, what was I meant to say? “Very inspiring.”

      Rennick nodded, satisfied, and stepped out of the pit, tracking dusty footprints across the cavernous room as he headed for the meeting table. I rose and followed. Could we get to the point now? Because at this rate, I’d be late picking Haven up from school.

      “Why did you ask me to come here, Mr. Rennick?”

      I could’ve learned Japanese in the time it took him to reply.

      “I have a problem.”

      No shit, Sherlock. “What kind of problem?”

      “Somebody’s cheating the system.”

      “The system? What system?”

      “Are you familiar with the World Surf Tour?”

      Huh? What did that have to do with anything? I might have caught a few minutes of it on TV as I channel-hopped—fools with a death wish risking shark attacks and serious injury as they careened down mountains of water protected only by their enormous egos.

      “It’s a surfing contest, right?”

      “It’s the surfing contest. Fifteen events, nine countries, forty-eight contestants—twenty-four men, twenty-four women—and a million bucks to the winner of each category. AnyBet is this year’s headline sponsor.”

      “Congratulations?”

      “My company prides itself on giving our clients the best odds, the best service, and the best betting experience. Our algorithms work in real time to protect our margins, but also to ensure that gamblers win big when it’s deserved. We don’t cheat because we don’t need to. But somebody’s cheating us.”

      A surfer? “And you want me to find out who?”

      “We know who. We just need you to prove it. If word got out that AnyBet had not only accepted bets on a rigged event, but also that the event was one with our name splashed all over it, our reputation would suffer. Rivals are waiting to exploit any chink in our armour.”

      “You’re gonna have to start at the beginning. Who’s cheating, and how do you know it?”

      “You signed the NDA?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      Rennick fished the remote out of his pocket again, and a screen whirred down from the ceiling.

      “Meet Zach Torres.” A picture of a blond guy appeared, the subject shirtless as he surfed toward a crowd on the beach. “Last year, he finished the tour in third place, and the year before, he came second. We first began to suspect a problem halfway through that season.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “Torres was on fire. He won four events running, but during the seventh contest, the WST Teahupo’o Pro in Tahiti, we began to pick up on strange betting patterns. How familiar are you with the running of a sportsbook, Ms. Danner?”

      “Honestly? I’d never thought about it before today.”

      “AnyBet makes its money in two ways. Firstly, through our lounges. Clients pay a premium for the experience, and food and drink sales are extremely profitable. Secondly, we offer gambling via our online sites. We actually have seventeen different brands under the AnyBet umbrella, tailored to local markets, but they all run the same software. And that’s where we picked up the problem.”

      “Go on.”

      “Margins are thin in sports betting. We rely on volume. Let’s say there are ten horses in a race, some more likely to win than others. Bet a dollar on the favourite, and you might get two dollars back if it wins. Bet a dollar on an outsider, and if the other contenders fall by the final fence, you’d get a lot more. But the odds are always adjusted so that if you bet proportionally on every horse in the race, we’ll still win over time. Only four or five cents on every dollar, maybe six if we shade the lines, but we always win, and those cents add up.”

      “So how can Torres cheat?”

      “Because if somebody knows for certain that one of those horses isn’t going to win, it unbalances our calculations, and we lose.”

      Okay, that made sense. “And Torres knows he’s not going to win, so he can, what? Bet on everybody else?”

      “Exactly. And he’s trying to be clever about it. The bets on the other competitors were spread across multiple accounts covering all of our brands, but when viewed together, there was a large anomaly. I was watching the numbers, and when I saw the feed from the WST, I knew he’d throw the contest before he fell on the last run.”

      “It couldn’t have been a coincidence?”

      “I don’t believe in coincidences. I believe in statistics and cold, hard data.”

      “How much money are we talking here? How much did you lose?”

      “On that particular event? Fifty thousand dollars. Same on the next. On the third contest where Torres crashed out, eighty thousand. And last week at the J-Bay Open, we lost one hundred thousand dollars. Torres is getting bolder. And richer.”

      “You couldn’t just… I don’t know, not take the bets?”

      “The clue is in the name—AnyBet. Any time, any place, any size. Our biggest marketing promise is that we never restrict a wager, unlike many of our competitors. Our proprietary software recalculates the odds in microseconds and ensures we make a consistent profit. We can adjust for late withdrawals, injuries, and social media stirs. The one thing we can’t factor in is cheats. But we can identify them.”

      “Has this happened before?”

      A long pause. “Once, several years ago. With a tennis player.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Her. She retired through injury, but not before she cost us over a million dollars.”

      “Is that a large percentage of your profit?”

      Rennick’s eyes narrowed. “This isn’t about profit; it’s about the principle. I don’t like being taken for a ride, Ms. Danner.”

      My own math skills might have been basic compared to Rennick’s, but they weren’t lacking entirely.

      “You said you make four to six cents on a dollar. Assuming Zach Torres works with a similar margin to yours, someone would have to bet two million bucks to make a one-hundred-thousand-dollar profit. Does Torres have that amount of cash?”

      Rennick smiled for the first time. “No, he doesn’t. The investigative team has concluded he must be working with a partner.”

      “Can you trace the bets?”

      “When a client opens an account with us, we validate that the address exists, but when we began digging further, we found that although the addresses on the suspect accounts are all legitimate, the names used don’t match the residents. The funds are deposited from a variety of e-wallets.”

      “You don’t ask for ID?”

      “We do, but firstly, passports don’t show addresses. And secondly, around two years ago, we had an issue with an employee behaving inappropriately. A software engineer. We had to let him go, but unfortunately, the IS administrator didn’t revoke his remote access fast enough, and he replaced several thousand ID scans with pictures of his genitals.”

      “Nice.”

      “When we threatened legal action, he denied it, of course, but we were able to verify that the photos were him.”

      “Dare I ask how?”

      “He’d sent similar pictures to several of his female colleagues. Ultimately, we decided that the lawsuit had the potential to turn into a PR disaster, so we didn’t continue down that path.”

      And brushed it under the carpet, no doubt. Wow.

      “So all the ID documents are gone?”

      “Not all of them. We salvaged eighty-two percent of the records, including three of the IDs in question—those belonged to a young woman working as a nurse in Florida who told us gambling is a sin, a retiree from California who claimed he didn’t own a computer or even a smartphone, and a college student who died in a car crash in Massachusetts.” Rennick sighed. “The funds in question are deposited from a variety of e-wallets.”

      “And you can’t trace those either?”

      “No. But interestingly, this isn’t the first time Torres’s name has been connected with illegal activity.”

      “Really? What else did he do?”

      “Have you heard of the Blackstone House affair? It happened eight years ago.”

      Eight years ago, I’d been too busy freaking out about motherhood to keep up with the news.

      “Sorry, I haven’t.”

      “A woman died in his home.”

      “And he was involved in her death?”

      “Another man was convicted of the murder, but there were rumours of a cover-up. If Torres was involved in one serious crime, it’s not too much of a stretch to imagine him taking part in another. He also spent time in jail for vehicular theft when he was younger.”

      “So what do you want me to do? Investigate Torres and his network? I’ve had experience with financial crimes, and if you provide me with details of the transactions, I could look for a pattern and—”

      “No, no, no. That side of the investigation is already in hand. We’ve been pursuing various methods of electronic surveillance, but we haven’t unearthed any suspicious communications.” Translation: they’d hacked Torres’s email and probably bribed an employee at the phone company. Maybe checked out his bank account too. “So we have to consider whether the arrangements are being made in person. Which means we need someone who can go undercover and get close to Zach Torres.”

      Ah, shit. Now I understood where the bikini came in.

      “And you want me to be that person?”

      “We need an investigator who won’t look out of place in the surf crowd, and nobody at the Twilight Agency appears to have the right attributes.”

      Twilight? Double shit.

      “The Twilight Agency is working on this case too?”

      “We keep them on retainer.”

      I nearly walked out right then. Many times over the next several months, I’d come to wish I’d done exactly that. But I was desperate, okay? Desperate for rent money, and also determined to cling onto the job I’d once loved so much.

      “Does Torres live in Las Vegas? I mean, there isn’t exactly much surf here.”

      “He lives in Santa Cruz.”

      “So you want me to…?”

      “Travel to California? Yes. Lila informs me that you’re licensed there.”

      Indeed I was. Morty had insisted upon it. Since Clark County butted up against the California and Arizona borders and the licensing requirements were less rigorous in those two states than in Nevada, it had made sense to obtain the additional credentials in case a project spilled over state lines. But Santa Cruz was five hundred miles away, and I had a daughter.

      “That’d get awful expensive. You haven’t considered hiring somebody from the West Coast instead?”

      “Lila found me two girls. The first used a twenty-year-old photo on her website, and the second must’ve put on eighty pounds since her promo shots were taken. But you… How many cases have you solved in the past?”

      “As in an actual number?”

      “I’m a numbers man.”

      “For the first six months, I was learning the ropes, and I cleared my first solo case at the age of twenty. For the next six years, I probably averaged one a month. Tricky problems like murders usually take more legwork than, say, ferreting out a dishonest employee.”

      “So, seventy-two cases?”

      “Something like that. Plus all the usual surveillance and background checks and things that weren’t actual cases as such.”

      “And that makes you twenty-six?”

      “Twenty-seven.”

      “You haven’t solved anything in the last year?”

      “My partner died, and I took a new job that didn’t work out.” Had Jankowski told him I’d worked at Twilight? Clearly not, or I wouldn’t be here. “Now I’m starting out on my own.”

      “Died?” Rennick shook his head. “Inconvenient. I could have hired him to assist.”

      Inconvenient? The man had the empathy of a razor blade. But if Rennick was seeking additional help, did that mean Twilight’s investigation wasn’t going so well?

      “It was a difficult time.”

      “When can you start?”

      “I haven’t said yet that I’ll take the job.”

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      Why wouldn’t I? Because my whole life was in Nevada—Haven, Nana, our crappy apartment. And I didn’t even own a bikini. Why? Because I didn’t much like water. Okay, I hated it. Ever since I fell into a lake as a child and nearly drowned, I’d kept my feet firmly on dry land. Plus I’d have to report to Jankowski, and I’d rather crawl over a mountain of shattered glass than speak to that prick again.

      But on the other hand, I really, really needed money, and Rennick had plenty of it. Investigative work paid a hell of a lot more than waitressing, plus the odds of a disgruntled customer throwing a bottle of sauce at me were considerably lower. And if I broke a case for one of Las Vegas’s wealthiest businessmen, that could lead to more clients, not to mention the satisfaction I’d get from succeeding where Jankowski had failed.

      “You’re talking about long-term surveillance. That’s time consuming.”

      “And you have a heavy workload right now?”

      “No, but—”

      “You don’t think you’re up to it? Posing as a surfer chick?”

      “Of course I am. Ocean’s my middle name.”

      “Are you being flippant?”

      “No, my middle name really is Ocean. My father was a sailor.”

      According to the court paperwork, his yacht had been seized after he was convicted. The cops found almost three million dollars’ worth of drugs stashed on board. And as for “Arizona,” that had been my mother’s idea—according to Nana, she had a weird obsession with Stevie Nicks, who was born in Phoenix.

      For a moment, Rennick’s mask softened. “My father was English. He named me after the village he grew up in.”

      Was English? “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “It was a long time ago. What are your rates?”

      “Fifty bucks an hour, plus expenses.”

      Not quite bargain basement, but halfway down the stairs.

      “Forty,” Rennick countered. I opened my mouth to object, but he held up a hand. “Hear me out. If the case gets wrapped up by the end of this year’s tour, I’ll pay a fifty percent bonus.”

      Sixty bucks an hour? Even when I worked for Morty Coulson, I’d never made that much. Jankowski had charged me out at a hundred and twenty, but I only saw a fraction of that amount. A bonus would pay for the horse-riding lessons Haven had always wanted to take, and I could treat Nana too.

      “How long is the tour?”

      “Eight or nine months total. Possibly ten—it all depends on when the swell’s right for the big-wave contests. They’re the finale. The competitors are just coming off their mid-season break, so there are five or six months left to go.”

      Five or six months?

      Ouch.

      But I couldn’t afford to pass this job up, even though I’d be separated from my family for longer than ever before.

      “I’d need to stay in California the whole time? The expenses would be substantial.”

      “You’ll be based in California, but you’ll need to follow the tour as necessary. Send Lila the contract, and I’ll sign it.”

      “I’m not sure my licence allows me to operate overseas.”

      Actually, I was sure; it didn’t.

      “Are you intending to get caught?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      “Lila will also give you the files we have so far and provide administrative support. We’ll need regular progress reports by email, every other day at least.”

      Digby Rennick might have been whiter than white when it came to his customers, but with that little exchange, he’d revealed that behind the scenes, his moral code was shadowed with shades of grey. I found that oddly comforting. At least he wasn’t trying to hide his true nature. And if I could email the reports, then I wouldn’t need to speak to my pig of an ex-boss.

      “Twice a week. Otherwise I’ll spend too much time writing and not enough time doing.”

      “Twice a week, plus immediate notification of any important developments.”

      “Agreed.”

      This could be the most lucrative case of my life, and one that had the potential to get my stalled career back on track. But it also promised to be the most challenging. I’d be on my own, my only backup an executive assistant who looked at me as if I were something to scrape off her shoe and a man whose testicles were intimately acquainted with my knee. And that was only half of the problem. I glanced up at Zach Torres, still frozen mid-wave. How the hell was I meant to get anywhere near him?

      “Lila will show you out.”

      Rennick rose gracefully and padded back to his zen garden, our conversation over.

      I’d lost my freaking mind.
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      So, this is Zach Torres.

      On my first day in California, I watched from a spot on the cliff as he paddled out to sea on a surfboard, flat on his stomach. Fog hung low over the water, and at times I had to squint to see him, but his lime-green shortie wetsuit was a beacon in the otherwise grey sea.

      A week had passed since my meeting with Digby Rennick, a week spent researching my target, studying surfing jargon, brainstorming possible cover stories, and studying maps of Santa Cruz. Oh, and getting my car fixed. It still made a weird knocking noise whenever I turned left, but at least the temperature gauge wasn’t jammed in the red anymore.

      When I left Rennick’s office, I’d assumed that my biggest challenge would be tracking Torres down and then spying on him without being caught, but now I was reconsidering. Why? Because Zach Torres seemed to love attention. He positively basked in it. Last night, he’d announced his plans for this morning on Instagram and invited the whole damn world to join him at Pleasure Point. Around half of them had taken him up on the offer, despite it being seven a.m. and cloudy. Hundreds of people packed the sidewalk along the edge of the cliffs, the sliver of beach below, and various rocky outcrops in between. Dozens of surfboards bobbed on the waves while jet skis waited to the side. A drone buzzed around our heads, and there was even a helicopter in the distance. The Zach Torres circus was in town, and I was a pesky fly on the wall of the tent—barely noticeable but potentially annoying at some point in the future.

      Torres stopped paddling and sat up on his board, one leg dangling into the water on each side. Didn’t he realise there were sharks around here? The drone zoomed in for a close-up, and he waved.

      The purple-haired girl standing next to me, the one who’d squeezed over to give me space to watch, sighed. “He’s so rad.”

      “Do you mean Zach Torres?”

      “Who else? I mean, Kai Kealoha’s cool too, but Zach has this…this magic.” She leaned forward as Torres caught the wave and stood up. “Look at that drop.”

      Torres carved back and forth across the water, defying gravity as the wave carried him to the shore. Spectators whooped and hollered, and a girl in a bikini rollerbladed past, handing out tins of ZT-branded surf wax. The purple-haired girl grabbed one and kissed it.

      “You’re a big fan, huh?”

      “Since I was fifteen.” She didn’t look much older now. “I mean, he’s the best surfer in the world, and he’s right here on my doorstep. Well, almost. I mean, I had to drive for ninety minutes, but Santa Cruz is closer than Hawaii.”

      “Isn’t he ranked the third-best surfer in the world at the moment?”

      Oops, wrong thing to say. Her mouth set in a thin line, and she put her hands on her hips.

      “So you know how Google works, huh? Congratulations. Now try using your eyes instead. How many other surfers have that flair? That connection to the ocean? He always finds the right waves.”

      I could accept that Google didn’t tell the whole story. From what I’d seen, Torres either won in spectacular style or wiped out with equal drama. Which fit with Rennick’s throwing-the-contests theory.

      “I don’t actually know much about surfing,” I told the girl clutching the tin of wax.

      She gave me a once-over. “Figures. Your shirt says ‘Beach Bum,’ but your complexion says you don’t get out much.”

      Was it that obvious? Honestly? Yeah, of course it was, but I’d always found it easier to analyse other people than myself.

      “You come to the beach a lot?”

      “Every chance I get. Which isn’t often enough, seeing as—” The girl ducked behind me as the drone came closer. “Oh, shit.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My boss’ll kill me if he sees me here. I told him I had period pains. Can you tell me when it’s gone?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      “I’m Erin, by the way.”

      The drone circled, and I shifted left to block her from view. “I’m Ari. Where will they broadcast this footage?”

      “YouTube, Zach’s website, the sponsor’s website, social media. Maybe the local news if it’s a slow day. And my boss’s son spends most of his time watching TV in the break room, so…”

      “The drone is circling away now. Where do you work?”

      “In a grocery store. Someone has to sell the big-tech crowd their organic carrots and wheatgrass smoothies.”

      “I thought they were all about the avocado toast?”

      “This month, they’re eating asparagus with poached quail eggs and microgreens. Hey, Kai’s joining the line-up.”

      Kai Kealoha was one of Torres’s buddies and a fellow pro on the World Surf Tour. The two of them hung out with a third guy, Tyler Peralta, but I hadn’t seen him in the water today. Erin probably knew where he was, but I didn’t want to ask. After all, I was meant to be clueless about surfing in general and Zach Torres in particular.

      But as Erin oohed and aahed at the next person to catch a wave, I did spot Maya Torres on the beach below, speaking to a guy holding a clipboard. Torres’s younger sister worked as his personal assistant, according to an article I’d read. Torres had credited his support team with being instrumental in his success—Maya; Kai; Tyler, who shaped his surfboards; the Sal’s Army safety crew; his trainer, Chuku; and his many sponsors. Special thanks had gone to Zed Nelson, promoter and head honcho of the World Surf Tour. No mention of a girlfriend or other family, and his parents had both passed away. I’d found little information on his mother, but his father had also been a surfer before he famously drowned a stone’s throw along the coast from here.

      Torres had vanished from the surfing circuit after that, just abandoned his upcoming contests and disappeared. Occasionally, he’d been mentioned as a footnote in a surfing article: Whatever happened to Zach Torres? How tragic that a promising junior career was cut short.

      Over four years had passed before he popped up again, this time in Virginia as a player in the Blackstone House mystery. The cops had cleared him, but conspiracy theories still abounded—had the wrong man gone to jail for the murder?

      Another year, and Torres had exploded back into the surfing world. Quite literally—he’d blasted out of a barrel wave on the cover of Surf Style magazine, bare-chested, flicking back his hair as he grinned at the camera. Two more years of gruelling contests later, he’d qualified for the World Surf Tour, and now here I was—standing on a cliff, clutching a small tin of wax with his photo on it.

      I’d had worse jobs—searching through a guy’s garbage at three a.m. for evidence of infidelity was no fun, let me tell you—but I’d also had better jobs. Sure, my bills were taken care of for the next couple of months at least, and I no longer had to serve fries to perverts, but I missed my family already. Saying goodbye to Haven had been the hardest thing. When I worked for Morty, I’d occasionally gone away for a night or two, a week max—he took the longer jobs because he didn’t have a family of his own—but now I’d be in Santa Cruz for what seemed like an eternity. In an ideal world, I’d return home for visits, but with a sixteen-hour round trip and a deadline, the chances seemed slim. Haven was on summer break. Not only was I missing out on precious time with her, but I also felt guilty that Nana wouldn’t get any rest. Taking care of an energetic eight-year-old was a full-time job.

      Plus I still had no idea how I’d get close enough to Torres to carry out meaningful surveillance.

      My research told me he didn’t do the groupie thing, not anymore—although he was often spotted chatting with the girls who followed him around—and he seemed to spend most of his time in the water. Yesterday evening, I’d scouted out his home in Seagrass Point, and surfing clearly paid better than PI work because he lived in an architect-designed masterpiece overlooking the ocean in a small enclave to the north of Santa Cruz. If I worked three lifetimes and didn’t eat, buy clothes, or go out—ever—I might be able to afford the secondary suite over the garage. Modern Living magazine had done a feature on the property last year, and the inside was as stunning as the outside.

      Erin squealed in my ear as Torres caught another wave and leapt up on his board, arms stretched out to balance himself. There was something strangely hypnotic about watching him carve his way across the water. I’d brought a camera with me, a DSLR with a zoom lens, and I snapped a photo or two. Nothing unusual about that—half the people watching were filming Torres on their phones. Okay, yes, I was meant to be keeping a record of the people he talked to, not Torres himself, but there was no harm in practising, right?

      And Torres sure didn’t have a problem with being on camera. After he’d glided to shore and picked up his board, he shook the water out of his hair in a move that he must have rehearsed, then flashed a grin at a female reporter waving at him from the high-tide mark. Erin sighed, and I had to admit that—objectively speaking—Zach Torres was hot. Sex on a surfboard. A real— Urgh. Thankfully, he derailed that totally inappropriate train of thought by spitting onto the sand.

      “Gross,” I muttered.

      “It was probably a nurdle,” Erin told me. “The sea around here is full of them.”

      “A what?”

      “They’re, like, little plastic pellets. A bunch of containers fell off a ship last year, and now the nurdles are everywhere.”

      “I’ve never heard of them.”

      “Tell me you’ve never spent time on the beach without telling me you’ve never spent time on the beach.” She rolled her eyes. “Nurdles are a big problem for wildlife. Sea creatures eat them and get sick.”

      “Can’t somebody clean them up?”

      “Who? The plastic companies don’t care, and there are billions of nurdles out there. Trillions. I volunteered on a count last year—damn, it was boring—and we found thousands on one small stretch of sand alone. Cleaning them up would take forever.”

      “You just sat on the beach and counted nurdles?”

      “Yup.”

      Boring or not, it gave me an idea… “How did you get involved with that?”

      “There’s a website where you sign up. OMG! Zach’s taking off his wetsuit. Can I borrow your camera?”

      “Huh?”

      When I didn’t answer fast enough, Erin grabbed it and zoomed in. “Wow, this lens is great. You can see, like, every detail of his abs.”

      True. I’d lived on ramen for three months to afford that lens, but over the years, it had repaid me with interest.

      “Uh, the drone’s coming back.”

      “Who cares? This is so totally worth getting fired.”

      Okay, maybe there was one small plus point to this job—I was getting paid, and paid well, to watch Glamour magazine’s Bachelor of the Month. But damn, I missed my daughter.
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        	07:12 Kai Kealoha arrived at Torres property.

      

      Haven’s Rest. The Torres home was called Haven’s Rest. Every time I saw the nameplate screwed to the front wall, I felt a pang of homesickness.

      
        	07:26 ZT and KK loaded surfboards into ZT’s pickup and left property.

        	07:32 ZT and KK arrived at Seagrass Beach.

        	07:59 Tyler Peralta arrived at Seagrass Beach.

        	08:25 - 11:49 Various unidentified women dropped by to speak with ZT. Appeared to be fans. Ref photos SP32 - SP38.

        	12:18 ZT returned home alone.

        	12:26 Chuku Haruna arrived and went running with ZT.

      

      The trainer was a tall Black man with the physique of a long-distance runner. But he was tough too. I’d seen him do fifty push-ups on the lawn beside Zach and barely break a sweat.

      
        	13:12 ZT and CH arrived back at Torres property.

        	13:47 CH left property.

        	13:57 ZT left property with Maya Torres. Visited grocery store.

        	14:29 ZT returned home with MT. Three unidentified females noted outside property, one holding a “We love you, Zach” sign. ZT waved but did not converse. Ref photo SP39.

      

      At first, I’d considered joining the girls. Being a surf groupie would have given me the perfect excuse to loiter near Torres for hours. But potentially, I might have to keep up the surveillance for the remainder of the surf season. Holding a “Zach, you’re the best” sign for that long would not only tip me from superfan into deranged stalker territory, but it would also destroy the single ounce of self-respect I had left. And I very much wanted to keep that.

      
        	14:35 Brunette female arrived at Torres property. Identified as Sharon Sansom, freelance journalist. Ref photo SP40.

        	15:08 Middle-aged female left property. Did not see her arrival. Drove away in white Toyota Corolla with license plate 3HCF521. Ref photo SP41.

        	16:24 Sharon Sansom left Torres property.

        	16:32 ZT observed swimming laps in pool for approx 20 mins.

        	16:47 Package delivered by UPS. Truck license plate 6KYD947.

        	16:59 MT observed speaking on phone while pacing backyard.

      

      And she’d looked upset. Bad news? When Zach came out a few minutes later, she visibly pulled herself together and offered him a smile. So, it probably wasn’t a work issue. I’d considered a strategy of befriending her to get closer to Zach, but she seemed to be something of a loner and barely left the house.

      
        	19:05 Tyler Peralta and Baylee Sarterfeld arrived at Torres property.

      

      Baylee was Peralta’s girlfriend, according to social media. They’d been dating for over six months.

      
        	20:17 Pizza delivered by slim Black male driving red Honda Civic with sign for “Milano’s Pizza” on door. Limited conversation, tip changed hands. Ref photo SP42.

        	22:11 TP and BS left Torres property.

      

      Six thirty a.m. on Tuesday, and I finished writing up the logs for the past five days, attached those and the photos to my summary, and pressed send. Then yawned. Lone surveillance was tough, I was already shattered, and there was no end in sight. Damn, I hated mornings. Vegas came alive at night, and only the school run got me out of bed before nine.

      Think of the money, Ari.

      Plus the fact that this wasn’t the most challenging assignment I’d ever done, not now that I’d found somewhere to stay and begun to settle into the role. Boring, yes, tiring, yes, but not technically difficult. I was a tiny cog in a big machine. Jankowski’s men were running down the leads and determining whether anyone I spotted was a viable suspect. All I had to do was submit my reports on time.

      So, where was I staying?

      Right in Seagrass Point.

      The small settlement sat between a redwood forest and the ocean a little way north of Santa Cruz. To call it a town would have been generous—there was no real infrastructure, no Main Street, just a surf store that sold a variety of boards, clothing, and accessories, and a general store-slash-diner that sold everything else. I suspected most of the trade came from tourists, either surfers or people passing through on their way to and from San Francisco. The place was pretty, I’d give it that. Cutesy in a driftwood-and-pastel-colours kind of way, and most of the homes were expensive. Big, fancy places in a mishmash of styles, each one unique. Think Grand Designs versus 100 Day Dream Home.

      When I’d checked the listings online, there were precisely three properties available for rental in Seagrass Point. No way would Rennick spring for the mansion, which left two. The first was a super-cool Airstream trailer, immaculately restored and rated five stars. Free Wi-Fi, utilities, and use of the pool included. When I was a teenager, I’d dreamed of buying a trailer like that, just hitching it up and taking off to see what the rest of the United States had to offer. Of course, fate had come up with other plans for me, and this week was no different.

      The second option was a garage apartment that worked out four hundred dollars a month cheaper, and there was a good reason for that. Reviews mentioned the smell of mothballs, the intermittent hot water, and the landlady’s attitude problem.

      Can you guess which of the two was next door to the Torres place? I’d bought an air freshener, steeled myself for cold showers, and vowed to avoid Wilma Carrington at all costs. Cranky didn’t even begin to cover it. But if I stood on the wobbly chest of drawers in the bedroom, a small round window in the eaves gave me a good view over the single-storey Torres home. A swathe of overgrown ivy meant Zach and Maya were unlikely to notice me watching, and at least I didn’t have to hunker down in the forest to carry out surveillance. Things could have been worse. They could also have been a lot better, but when had my life ever gone smoothly?

      The Torres property certainly fit with the locale. The long, low rectangle was nestled into a slope, the front a wall of mirrored glass that overlooked the ocean and the roof covered by an expanse of grass with a pair of lawn chairs perched on top. Red-and-yellow cushions stood out against the white frames. More chairs sat on a floating concrete terrace in front of the building, and skylights—glass domes topped with metal birds that rose from the immaculate sea of green—suggested the house went deeper into the hillside than it first appeared. A narrow pool ran the full length of the building, shimmering in the sunlight, and in between the terrace and the water, ribbons of ornamental grass wove through a strip of gravel. A small bridge crossed the pool, more decoration than of any practical use.

      The drive led around the side of the main house to the double garage, which wasn’t so different from the one I was currently living above, except it was painted white and had obviously been well-cared for. Maya Torres appeared to have made the garage apartment her home. I saw her coming and going, and she parked her silver Toyota outside. Zach usually left his Dodge Ram in a small pull-off near the pool. Nobody parked in the garage, and from what I could work out, that space was reserved for Zach’s collection of surfboards. His quiver, according to the jargon I’d picked up. In the mornings—or at least, every morning since I’d been watching—he’d select a board, load it into the back of his pickup, and drive to a local surf spot.

      With me following.

      Outside, I heard the crunch of feet on gravel and clambered onto the chest of drawers, muttering a silent prayer that it didn’t tip over. Right on time. Zach Torres strolled along the driveway wearing board shorts, a tight rash vest, and a pair of flip-flops. Dressed for the office. As I watched, he turned to stare at the ocean for a few moments. What was he thinking? Deciding where he wanted to surf this morning? In four days, we’d been to three different places. He seemed to favour a quiet beach a two-minute drive away, and I could understand why—when he ventured to the more popular spots, he spent more time signing autographs and posing for photos than actually surfing.

      Maya’s windows stayed dark while Zach loaded gear into his truck. She didn’t appear to share his love of early mornings. Or surfing, or even beaches. On the internet, I’d found a single candid shot of her in a bikini, but that had been taken several years ago, and she’d put on weight since then. Now, she tended to favour long skirts and loose, floaty tops teamed with sandals.

      The day before yesterday, she’d shown up at the beach three hours after Zach arrived and spent a quarter hour speaking with her brother, pausing every so often to point at her iPad. Some sort of scheduling meeting? Zach had nodded frequently, interspersed with the occasional grimace and head shake. I’d recorded the interaction from my position farther along the beach on the pretence of photographing surfers and seabirds. I wasn’t the only person out with a camera that day. A guy up on the cliff—well, perhaps “cliff” was too generous a word, but there was a definite step—he was taking photos too. Seabirds mainly, judging by the angle of his camera. When I caught him looking in my direction, I waved, and he waved back.

      Was I worried about being noticed? No, not really. If I was working a surveillance detail for a day or two, staying hidden had its advantages, but I couldn’t skulk around in a place like Seagrass Point for months without raising suspicions. Better for Torres to see me around. To get used to my presence on the beach. That way, he’d tune me out. When I followed him to contests, then I’d have to keep out of his way and Maya’s too, but for today, I could relax in plain sight.

      Initially, Jankowski had taken that approach too. After I signed Rennick’s contract, Lila had forwarded me copies of the Twilight Agency’s reports, and Jankowski had sent a man in undercover as a surfer. I knew the guy, and yes, he was tanned and toned and looked the part, but he was also the world’s biggest bullshitter. Five bucks said he’d lied about his surfing ability, which was probably why he’d ended up in the hospital with a broken leg two weeks into the job.

      I wasn’t dumb enough to try climbing onto a surfboard, no siree. If the weather was good, I might fulfil Rennick’s wish and wear a bathing suit to the beach, but swimming was out of the question. Even the sound of the waves left me slightly nauseated. After my near-drowning, I’d had nightmares for years—murky water closing over my head, thrashing arms and legs followed by the paralysing fear of not knowing which way was up, my chest getting tighter, tighter until I couldn’t hold my breath any longer. Then blackness. I later learned that a teenage boy had seen me fall into the lake and run to save me, but in those long moments while he searched, I’d been terrified. Even now, I much preferred showers over baths, and swimming pools were firmly off-limits.

      But that was okay. I could work around my fears. Secretly, I’d set myself a goal of paddling at the water’s edge before I went back to Vegas, but this was early days. No pressure. I had a cover story. Yesterday, I’d photographed the beach for the travel blog I’d set up—Ari’s Big Adventure—and today, I planned to embrace my inner eco-warrior. This was a marathon, not a sprint. All I had to do was hover around the periphery of Zach Torres’s world, note everything I saw, and collect a paycheck at the end of each week.

      I watched as Torres pulled out of the driveway. The tracking device I’d placed in his wheel well meant I could give him a head start while I gulped down a bowl of cereal.

      Get close, but not too close.

      Right?

      Wrong.
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      Today, I was counting nurdles. Yes, nurdles. Those tiny little plastic pellets that Torres had spat across the beach the first day I’d seen him. Erin had been right—there were trillions of the damn things.

      Three days ago, I’d signed up to assist with the Say No to Nurdles! campaign, a project run by the California-based Making Waves Initiative. They were trying to build up a global picture of nurdle pollution, and anyone could volunteer to count the pellets and submit their data online. I hated those little plastic bastards already, and I hadn’t even swallowed any. Worse, they tended to congregate below the high-tide line, so I had to sit on damp sand rather than finding myself a nice dry spot farther up the beach. Mental note: buy a waterproof cushion.

      One, two, three, four…

      The campaign website asked counters to measure out a one-metre-by-one-metre square—the campaign was international, so metric measurements were used—then mark the corners with pegs and the sides with string wound around the pegs. Super-keen participants could buy a set of Say No to Nurdles! pegs with tiny flags on the top—all profits went toward the project’s costs—but I was using pencils I’d found in the general store. Once you’d measured your square, you had to note its location using latitude and longitude or the What3Words app—the website gave handy guides on both—and then you got counting. Branded notepads were available too. Once you’d either counted all the nurdles in your square or died of boredom, whichever came first, you recorded the numbers on the website. An app was coming soon, apparently.

      Rinse and repeat.

      Yawn.

      But Torres was a supporter of the campaign—I’d found an old post on his Instagram page extolling the benefits of counting nurdles because “only by truly understanding the problem can we pressure plastics manufacturers to stop polluting our oceans.” So he could hardly criticise my presence.

      The beach was almost empty today, possibly because the weather was miserable. I’d felt several spots of rain when I first arrived, but it had dried up temporarily, and now the clouds were just menacingly grey. Torres was with his buddies again today—Peralta and Kealoha—plus a couple of other guys I didn’t recognise. I’d dutifully taken pictures of them all. If the Twilight team identified them, would they feed the names back to me? Lila had been vague on the flow of information. My task was narrowly defined, and it seemed that she worked within a rigid set of rules. Probably lived by them too. I’d met her three times before I left Vegas, and although she’d been polite, she seemed to have a stick permanently stuck up her ass. Or, more likely, an Apple Pencil. She struck me as the efficient type. And even if the information was meant to be provided, it wouldn’t surprise me if Jankowski held it back out of spite.

      Twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three…

      Torres paddled in the distance, gesturing to Peralta. Discussing whose turn it was next? Apparently, there was a whole lot of etiquette about who got to catch a wave, and I didn’t understand any of it. In the end, Peralta went first and did some fancy tricks that included getting airborne before gliding onto the beach to a smattering of applause from the few groupies who’d braved the inclement weather. The usual suspects—a big-breasted blonde who seemed determined to share her assets with the world, a brunette who had more energy than decorum, and an obviously fake redhead. I’d seen them all outside Haven’s Rest at various points. Didn’t they have homes to go to? Jobs?

      Forty-six, forty-seven, forty-eight.

      At the far end of the beach, a family played in the sand near the water’s edge, building a sandcastle. Mom and two kids, a girl Haven’s age and a younger boy. It should have been a happy day, but the mom didn’t look pleased to be there. Twice, I’d seen her on the phone, pacing up and down as she argued with someone, and occasionally, a few words drifted in my direction. You promised you’d be here. What am I meant to tell Bennie and Shiloh? I wondered who’d skipped out. The kids’ father? Asshole. One day, hopefully a sunnier one, I’d take Haven to the beach, but Maxwell Suker definitely wouldn’t factor into that plan.

      Fifty-three, fifty-four, fifty-five…

      Hell, these nurdles were a real problem, weren’t they?

      A man bundled up in a coat walked a dog close by. The dog carried a stick in its mouth and did absolutely nothing that it was told. At one point, it ran up to the groupies and shook water over them—a bright spot in an otherwise dull day. Poppy, come back. Now the mutt was in the sea, paddling frantically toward the surfers, her head bobbing among the white foam. Torres finally caught a wave, and I watched as he swerved across the face of it before ending up at the front of the board with his toes hanging over the edge. Was that intentional, or was he having balance issues? No, he’d done it on purpose. He waved at the groupies as he hopped off the board onto the sand.

      Dammit, I’d lost count.

      Fortunately, I’d piled the nurdles into a small mound, so it wasn’t difficult to start again, but I still cursed under my breath for getting distracted. Torres was just a pretty body stuffed into a wetsuit. A wetsuit that clung to every muscle, and those thighs… Shit!

      One, two, three…

      Dunes topped with grass bordered the beach—probably how Seagrass Point got its name—and a teenage boy flew a kite with a younger girl. Brother and sister? The kite was shaped like a butterfly with streamers fluttering out of its ass, and the girl squealed in delight as it swooped and turned. The boy handed the strings over to her, and she promptly crashed it into the sand. Oh well.

      Sixteen, seventeen, eighteen…

      Torres was already paddling out for another try, and today, his wetsuit was neon orange. Didn’t he know how to do subtle? Even out of the water, he tended to choose bright colours. The complete opposite of my fashion choices—I went for bland, dull clothing to blend into the background. But Haven would love one of those funky shirts they sold in the surf store. I’d have to find the time to pick one up before I headed home. Plus a gift for Nana too, because she’d certainly earned it.

      Thirty-four, thirty-five, thirty—

      Who had screamed? My gaze darted toward the girl with the kite, but she was happily skipping along behind her brother. The groupies? No, they were clustered around a phone, probably watching a Zach Torres replay. And the scream had been one of fear, not excitement. The surfers were all accounted for, no accidents or spills, and Poppy the dog was wrestling with a lump of seaweed. Which left the mom and two kids, but where were they? The lumpy sandcastle showed where they’d been, one turret collapsed and a bucket and spade abandoned in the sand.

      Then I saw it.

      A hand.

      In the water.

      And I ran.

      Where the hell was the mom? And the other kid? I scanned the beach, but they were nowhere in sight.

      “Help! Help me!”

      Could anyone hear? The wind whipped my words away, and the groupies were screeching again. My heart hammered as I sprinted across the beach, too terrified of a kid drowning to be scared of the water. Call it immersion therapy. Quite literally. With nobody else around, I had no choice but to get my feet wet.

      All around, the surf boiled white, but the spot where I’d last seen the child was calmer than the surrounding water. Perhaps I could just wade out a little way? How deep was it? I stuck a toe in, sweat trickling down my brow and mingling with the salty spray.

      There! The child spluttered to the surface, farther out this time, and I saw it was the girl. She tried to yell but swallowed a mouthful of water and went under again.

      “It’s okay, I’m coming. Help! Somebody help us!”

      The ocean was lapping around my knees now, and the next wave nearly knocked me off my feet. Ouch! I yelped as I stubbed my toe on a submerged rock. Sheer determination kept me upright, and I began to float as I waded forward. Shit, shit, shit!

      “Help!”

      The girl flailed again, and I dove forward. You can do this, Ari. When I fell into the lake, I’d been a child, but I was bigger now. Stronger. If Poppy could do the doggy paddle, then surely I could manage it too? I tried and went under, the water stinging as it rushed up my nose. Gasping, I flailed frantically as I popped to the surface and sucked in a breath. How did I get so far from the beach?

      Something hit my thigh, and I was about to freak out when I realised it was the child. I grabbed for her and caught an arm, then hung on for dear life, hers and mine. I couldn’t scream for help anymore. A wave broke over my head and I choked, trying for one last lungful of air before I sank under again. My nightmares came to life as I kicked with my legs, but I didn’t know which way was up. Was I pushing us to the surface or down into Neptune’s grasp?

      I caught sight of the girl’s face, her eyes open, blonde hair floating in the water. Was she already gone? She was a dead weight, but still I refused to let her go. My vision blurred, and her face morphed into Haven’s. I couldn’t leave her. I couldn’t.

      Finally, finally, my head broke the surface, but I only had time to gulp one mouthful of air before I submerged again. The beach was so far away now. I spotted figures at the water’s edge, but it was too late. Too late…

      My energy was ebbing fast, my lungs burning. The current pulled me down, and a strange sense of calm washed over me. I couldn’t fight the ocean; I knew that now. So why even try?

      The last thing I felt before everything went dark was a band tightening around my chest, squeezing, squeezing. Neptune? Damn, he was strong.

      I closed my eyes and let him take me.
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