



[image: Cover Image]









[image: image]


[image: image]







Copyright © 2019 The Gus Group, LLC.


The right of Janet Evanovich to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published in Great Britain in 2019 by


HEADLINE REVIEW


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


First published in Great Britain as an Ebook in 2019 by


HEADLINE REVIEW


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 6093 2


Cover photograph © Laurie Fletcher


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About Janet Evanovich


[image: image]


Janet Evanovich is the No. 1 New York Times bestselling author of the Stephanie Plum series, the Knight and Moon series, the Fox and O’Hare series co-written with Lee Goldberg, the Lizzy and Diesel series, twelve romance novels, the Alexandra Barnaby novels and Troublemaker graphic novels, and How I Write: Secrets of a Bestselling Author.


Peter Evanovich is Janet’s son. He has been part of the Evanovich writing team since the beginning of the Plum series.


evanovich.com


Facebook.com/JanetEvanovich


@JanetEvanovich




By Janet Evanovich


The Stephanie Plum novels


One For The Money


Two For The Dough


Three To Get Deadly


Four To Score


High Five


Hot Six


Seven Up


Hard Eight


To The Nines


Ten Big Ones


Eleven On Top


Twelve Sharp


Lean Mean Thirteen


Fearless Fourteen


Finger Lickin’ Fifteen


Sizzling Sixteen


Smokin’ Seventeen


Explosive Eighteen


Notorious Nineteen


Takedown Twenty


Top Secret Twenty-One


Tricky Twenty-Two


Turbo Twenty-Three


Hardcore Twenty-Four


Look Alive Twenty-Five


The Knight and Moon novels


Curious Minds (with Phoef Sutton)


Dangerous Minds


The Fox and O’Hare novels


with Lee Goldberg


The Heist


The Chase


The Job


The Scam


The Pursuit


with Peter Evanovich


The Big Kahuna


The Diesel & Tucker series


Wicked Appetite


Wicked Business


Wicked Charms (with Phoef Sutton)


The Between the Numbers Novels


Visions Of Sugar Plums


Plum Lovin’


Plum Lucky


Plum Spooky


And writing with Charlotte Hughes


Full House


Full Tilt


Full Speed


Full Blast




Praise for Janet Evanovich’s books:


‘A laugh-out-loud page-turner’ Heat
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‘Evanovich’s characters are eccentric and exaggerated, the violence often surreal and the plot dizzily speedy: but she produces as many laughs as anyone writing crime today’ The Times
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A mysterious disappearance, an enormous fortune and a Czech oligarch – it’s the weirdest and wildest challenge yet for Janet Evanovich’s bestselling sleuths Fox & O’Hare.


FBI Agent Kate O’Hare plays by the rules. Charming con man Nicholas Fox makes them up as he goes along. They’re working together to tackle the out-of-bounds cases ordinary FBI agents can’t touch.


Next up: the mysterious disappearance of the Silicon Valley billionaire known as the Big Kahuna. His model wife and shady business partner are more interested in gaining control of his company than in finding him. They need a dead body. . . not a living Kahuna.


The only lead is the Kahuna’s drop-out son, who’s living the dream in Hawaii. To get close to him, Kate and Nick go undercover in the surfer community. For Kate, there is nothing more horrifying than setting up house with Nick Fox. If they don’t catch a break soon, waves aren’t going to be the only thing she’ll be shredding (or bedding).




[image: image]


Kate O’Hare’s favorite outfit was her blue windbreaker with the letters FBI written in yellow on the back, worn over a black T-shirt and matching black Kevlar vest. She had reluctantly relegated the outfit to the back of her tiny closet, which now overflowed with an assortment of designer clothes and resort-casual beachwear. The designer clothes and beachwear were all acquired during her recent stint of undercover work. Tools of the trade, she told herself. Unfortunately, it was Nicolas Fox’s trade. He was a brilliant con man and a world-class thief. She’d arrested him two years ago, and he’d charmed his way out of a lifetime in prison by offering up his unique talents to help the FBI take down the worst and most elusive criminals.


Now she had the impossible job of acting as his handler. When conventional police work couldn’t get the job done, the FBI set Fox loose to run questionably legal cons and undercover operations on out-of-reach bad guys.


Some days Kate wondered whether she was managing Nicolas Fox or he was managing her. Today was one of those days. It was noon, and she was standing in the middle of the Beverly Hills Saks Fifth Avenue dressed in black slacks, a black-and-white striped shirt, red suspenders, white gloves, and a black beret. Her face was painted completely white, except for her bright red lipstick. She was surrounded by a sea of similarly dressed men and women, possibly hundreds of them. It was a flash mob of mimes, and they were all doing classic mime stunts, trying to get out of invisible boxes and climb invisible ladders, struggling not to get blown away by nonexistent wind.


“This is ridiculous,” Kate said to the mime standing next to her. “In fact, this has got to be the most ridiculous, humiliating plan you’ve ever devised. And that’s saying a lot.”


The mime next to her was Nick Fox. “You have a short memory,” he said. “Dressing as mimes can’t compare to some of the humiliating situations we’ve experienced together. And besides, this is all your boss’s fault. He gave us this case. I merely came up with the brilliant plan to solve it.” He silently threw an imaginary lasso at Kate and pretended to pull her in to him.


“Get a grip,” Kate said. “Not gonna happen.”


A growing crowd of shoppers and sales clerks had gathered around the flash mob. Kate scanned the room. The entire store, including two security guards, was entranced by the spectacle.


“Think about it,” Nick said. “In the last five years, three high-end jewelry stores have been robbed in New York, Chicago, and Las Vegas while onlookers were distracted by flash mobs. It’s actually pretty brilliant. Anonymously organize a flash mob over the Internet, and you’ve got a crew of a hundred people unwittingly helping you commit the crime, all without having to split the money a hundred ways. It’s perfect. And it’s designed to be a surprise piece of performance art, so participants are encouraged to keep the time and place private.”


Kate narrowed her eyes and stared at Nick. “I get that. What I don’t get is how you happened to be on the guest list of the best-kept secret in Los Angeles. And why you think this mob is going to cover for another robbery. I’d better not find out you’re somehow involved in this.”


“I’m hurt. It’s as if you don’t trust me. We’re supposed to be partners on this assignment.”


“You’re a world-class con man. Of course I don’t trust you.”


“Yeah, but you like me, right?”


Kate blew out a sigh. “Yes. Mostly.”


Nick flashed a crooked grin at Kate. Even with the white-face makeup, Kate had to reluctantly admit, he had a great smile, and Nick Fox was outrageously sexy in his tight-fitting black mime pants and black-and-white striped shirt.


“It’s noon,” Nick said, “and the flash mob is supposed to dissipate in three minutes. If it’s going to happen, it’s going to be soon.”


Kate looked over at the Graff jewelry counter. A pair of Manolo Blahnik–clad feet poked out from behind the counter, toes up.


“Crap,” Kate said. “Man down at Graff.”


Nick and Kate pushed their way through the traffic jam of mimes and stared at the woman stretched out behind the counter. She was lying on the floor, breathing but not moving. She had on a red bandage dress, a name tag identifying her as Beth the Fine Jewelry Manager, and a tranquilizer dart stuck into her thigh. The counter was open with the key still in the lock.


Kate pulled the dart out of Beth’s leg and felt for her pulse. “She seems okay,” Kate said, “but she should get checked out. Why isn’t there better security here?”


“The security guards are watching the flash mob.”


“Call for medical assistance and then call security.”


Nick placed the calls and gestured across the room at a young female mime wearing a black minidress and striped knee socks. “Well, that’s something you don’t see every day.”


Kate rolled her eyes. “The minidress-Seriously.”


“No.” Nick pointed to the 110 carats of pink, yellow, green, and blue diamonds on the woman’s wrist. “A mime wearing a fifty-five-million-dollar Graff watch.”


“How do you know it’s a fifty-five-million-dollar watch?” Kate asked.


“It’s the Graff Diamonds Hallucination watch. It was unveiled at Baselworld in 2014 and is the most expensive watch ever created. It was on loan to the Beverly Hills Graff this month. Let’s get a closer look.”


Kate placed the dart next to the unconscious woman and tagged after Nick. “Weren’t you on vacation in Switzerland during Baselworld in 2014?”


“You know, I think I might have been. Strange coincidence, no?”


“No,” Kate said.


“You aren’t going to ask me if I was contemplating snatching the watch, are you?”


“No again,” Kate said. “I already know the answer.”


The woman in the black minidress turned, stared directly into Kate’s and Nick’s faces, and took off running toward the exit. Kate pushed aside several mimes and plowed through a crowd of onlookers. Nick was right behind her as they burst out of the store, onto Wilshire Boulevard. They pulled up short when the female mime jumped into a white Econoline van parked on the street, and the van took off down Wilshire.


“This is a role reversal for me,” Nick said, hands on hips, catching his breath. “Usually the beautiful woman is chasing me.”


Kate thought he might be referring to her as the beautiful woman, but she wasn’t willing to put money on it. She yanked the valet out of a red Ferrari idling in front of the store. “FBI. I’m commandeering this vehicle.”


Nick jumped into the passenger seat, gave the valet ten dollars, and mimed a thank-you. “Mimes aren’t supposed to talk,” he said to Kate. “It’s all about storytelling using your body language.”


Kate held her white gloved middle finger up to Nick and pressed her foot down on the accelerator. She chirped her tires, and went from zero to seventy miles per hour in three seconds.


The van took a hard left onto North Camden Drive, bounced off a parked car, and swerved wildly before regaining control. Kate rounded the corner and caught up to the van just as it turned right onto Santa Monica Boulevard.


“Well, you caught up to them,” Nick said. “What’s next?”


The back doors to the van burst open, and two mimes armed with semiautomatic AR-15 rifles took aim at the Ferrari. Kate veered to the right, and a stream of bullets struck the left side of the car. The mimes took aim again and Kate swerved left, leaving a bunch of fresh bullet holes in the right side of the car.


Nick looked at the holes. “I’m pretty sure these weren’t here when you borrowed this car. I hope your insurance covers commandeering.”


The van swung a right onto Rodeo Drive and accelerated past the Ralph Lauren and Vera Wang storefronts, cutting around cars, blowing through traffic lights, and barely missing people attempting to cross the street. Kate was less than a car length behind it. She had one hand on the wheel, and the other on the horn.


She turned to Nick. “Are you wearing your seatbelt?”


Nick tightened his seatbelt. “I’m not sure I like where this is going.”


Kate pressed the accelerator to the floor, and the Ferrari lurched forward, and rammed the back of the Econoline. The impact set off the Ferrari’s airbags and sent the two gunmen tumbling around the back of the van.


Nick beat down the airbags and looked out over the bullet-hole-riddled hood of the Ferrari at the crushed front end. It was locked onto the rear of the van, which careened wildly down Rodeo Drive, towing the Ferrari behind it.


Pedestrians were screaming and scrambling to get out of the way.


“It’s like they’ve never seen two mimes driving a Ferrari in a high-speed chase with international jewel thieves,” Nick said.


“Let’s try to slow this freight train down,” Kate said, slamming her foot on the brake.


Nick looked out at the wheels of the car. The brake pads were smoking, and burnt rubber from the tires lined the street behind them. The Econoline was slowly losing speed, but its momentum still carried it forward.


“In zero point two miles, you will have reached your destination,” the Ferrari’s computer announced.


Nick looked down at the map on the touch screen. “It looks like this car was programmed to find the Beverly Wilshire hotel before you commandeered it. By the by, you know that Rodeo Drive dead-ends at Wilshire Boulevard, right?”


Kate still had her hand on the horn. “Holy shit pickles. Hang on.” The van and the Ferrari, still locked together, sped through the intersection of Rodeo and Wilshire, pinballing off cars. They jumped the curb and plowed through the Beverly Wilshire’s outdoor dining area, demolishing a dessert cart but miraculously avoiding hitting any guests.


The two vehicles crashed through a plate glass window into the hotel lobby, and finally came to a halt just in front of the concierge desk.


“You have reached your destination,” the Ferrari announced and burst into flames.


Kate and Nick jumped from the car, rushed to the van, and pulled the three dazed mimes to safety before handcuffing them. Hotel staff rushed in with fire extinguishers and worked at getting the blaze under control. Police cruisers and fire trucks screamed in the distance.


“When you think you’re going to die, it really puts things in perspective,” Nick said, wiping away a stray bit of cheesecake from Kate’s cheek . . . the last remnants of the now-deceased dessert cart. “Money doesn’t mean too much if you don’t have love in your life.”


Kate drew in close to Nick, reached into his jacket, and pulled out the Hallucination watch. “That explains why you pocketed this fifty-five-million-dollar watch.”


Nick grinned at Kate and ate the cheesecake from his finger. “What can I say? It’s my nature. I see things of great beauty, and I must have them.”
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Nick and Kate paced outside the corner office of Carl Jessup, special agent in charge at the FBI’s Los Angeles field office. They’d been kept waiting for twenty minutes. The wait wasn’t a good sign. When they finally were allowed entrance, they sat across the desk from Jessup for a good thirty seconds, staring into the fifty-something Kentuckian’s craggy face, before he broke the silence.


“So, what do you two knuckleheads have to say for yourselves?” Jessup said, more a condemnation than a question.


Kate leaned forward. “Long story short. We captured the mega-successful criminals you wanted taken down, and we saved the world’s most expensive watch from being stolen.”


Jessup held up his hands and looked over at Nick. “And your take on the morning’s events?”


“I’d prefer to skip right to the good stuff,” Nick said.


“The ‘good stuff’?”


Nick nodded. “You know. The part where you tell us how the mayor took a giant bite out of your ass and how you told him we’re a couple of loose cannons and how if we screw up just one more time it will be our badges. But, secretly, you think we’re the best damn cops on the force and wish you had a hundred others just like us.”


“You’re not a cop, and you don’t have a badge,” Jessup said. “You’re an asset we recruited to help us in situations that require finesse and discretion. You’re lucky you’re not in jail.”


“Yessir,” Nick said. He looked over at Kate and silently mouthed, “Best damn cops on the force.”


Jessup shook his head in disgust and turned to Kate. “You demolished a million-dollar Ferrari, shot up Rodeo Drive, and set a five-star hotel on fire.”


“Chasing down dangerous felons,” Kate said.


Jessup wasn’t buying it. “In the past year alone of undercover work, you’ve destroyed three sports cars, a helicopter, and a ten-million-dollar yacht.”


“Don’t forget about the city bus,” Nick said while Kate kicked at him under cover of Jessup’s desk. “The one she totaled trying to arrest me.”


“And a bus,” Jessup said. “The point is you two are like a herd of bulls in a china shop. That’s why I’ve added a new team member. He follows the rules. He fills out his paperwork on time. He doesn’t destroy buses or Ferraris or hotels.”


Kate worked at keeping her composure. “With all due respect, sir, I don’t think we need a third team member.”


“With all due respect, O’Hare, you deserve this team member.”


“He’s going to drive me crazy, isn’t he?” Kate said.


Jessup smiled for the first time. “Yeah. And that’s not the best part. I have a real humdinger of an assignment for you and Nick and your new partner. You’re going to love it.”


Nick turned to Kate. “I think he’s being sarcastic.”


“Maybe a little,” Jessup said. “Mostly I’m being cautious while I’m reevaluating your worth to us. I’m giving you a job that should require a minimum amount of your special talents. And, hopefully, it will not lead to explosions, grand theft auto, scaring the daylights out of half the population of Beverly Hills, and screwing up my year’s budget.” Jessup handed Kate a thin manila folder. “It’s a missing persons case. Richard Wylde. He’s the owner of a Silicon Valley software artificial intelligence start-up, and he disappeared last week. Worth over a billion dollars, so you can imagine a lot of people, including his wife, are looking for him.”


“Kidnapped?”


Jessup shook his head. “No sign of foul play. He had his pilot’s license and was last seen taking off in his private plane from John Wayne Airport.”


“Crashed?” Kate asked.


“No evidence to support that either.”


Kate silently groaned. The only thing worse than a Silicon Valley billionaire was the wife of a Silicon Valley billionaire. “In other words, he’s probably holed up with some bikini model in a Mexican luxury resort. And you want us to hold his wife’s hand for the next two weeks until he runs out of bodily fluids and decides to come home.”


Jessup smiled again. “Like I said. It’s a real humdinger.”


Kate sat in the driver’s seat of her blue Buick LaCrosse sedan, reading the Richard Wylde case file while she waited for the new partner to show up. Jessup had refused to divulge his identity. Said he didn’t want to spoil the surprise. Nick was in the passenger seat, texting and checking emails.


Kate finished reading and put away the manila folder. “What’s with the texting? I’ve never seen you so tethered to your cellphone.”


“I’m amusing myself while you do official government business. This case isn’t exactly an intellectual challenge for me.”


“This is true,” Kate said. “I don’t need you to help me babysit some billionaire’s wife. You’re attached to this hideous job because Jessup doesn’t trust you to be left unattended.”


“Completely unfair,” Nick said. “You were the one who stole the Ferrari.”


“I commandeered it. Big difference. BIG.”


“Fortunately, as luck would have it, the wife might be a prospective client.”


Kate narrowed her eyes. “You have clients?”


Nick read an incoming text and typed a reply. “What’s wrong with having clients?”


“You do realize it’s considered illegal in most circles to steal from your clients.”


Nick put down the cellphone. “You’re going to love this.”


“I highly doubt that. But go ahead anyway.”


“I found a way to use my entrepreneurial talents without breaking any laws,” Nick said.


“Oh boy. This should be good.”


“It took a while to come up with it. At first, I thought I’d form a foundation. You know, the kind that raises money for worthy causes by having me fly around in private jets all over the world and throw kick-ass parties. I was going to call it the Don’t Not Stop Not Helping People Fund.”


“Catchy. The scariest part is that this was the idea you rejected.”


“Turns out there isn’t so much money in not stopping not helping people.” Nick leaned in toward Kate. “If you want to be a visionary business magnate you need to follow the money.”


“And the place you followed it to is . . .”


Nick smiled. “I’m a social media influencer influencer.”


“What?”


“I influence social media influencers. Turns out there’s a lot of Instagram models and social media personalities who need some help getting top dollar for their YouTube videos and from their corporate sponsors. That’s where I come in.”


Kate started to talk, stopped, then started again. “So, you’re basically an agent for other con men.”


“Exactly. And the best part is that it’s completely legal-ish.”


“Good grief,” Kate said. “Could this day get any worse?”


Nick grinned and pointed at the driver’s side window. Kate looked over and jumped when she saw the smiling baby face of Cosmo Uno.


“Jinkies,” Kate said, hand on her heart. She rolled down the window. “What the heck, Cosmo?”


“Hello,” Cosmo said through the window. He opened the rear door, slid into the backseat, and adjusted the headrest. Cosmo was five foot four inches tall on a good day, and he practically disappeared into the backseat of the Buick.


Kate and Cosmo shared a cubicle wall in the FBI headquarters on Wilshire. Kate spent very little time there. Cosmo spent all of his time there. He ran background checks and did research for other agents. And he lived vicariously through Kate as she chased down bad guys. He had a recurring dream that he morphed into Kate, and Kate had a recurring dream that she was lost in a maze of people-sized hamster tubes, trying to escape from Cosmo Uno.


“No,” Kate said. “Don’t tell me.”


“Yep,” Cosmo said. “I’m your new partner. Are you surprised? Special Agent Jessup said you’d be surprised. You’re surprised, aren’t you? I can tell just by looking at you.” Cosmo paused, waiting for a response. He held up his hands and shook them, jazz hands style. “Surprise!”


Kate barely squelched a grimace. “If my head suddenly exploded, I couldn’t be more surprised.”


Cosmo looked at Nick. “Holy criminy, what’s he doing here?”


“He’s part of the team.”


“For real? Wow. Nick Fox. I’d know him anywhere. He’s famous. I heard a rumor he got a deal, but I never thought it would be like this. Like, he’s one of us now, right? Right? Oh man. You chased him forever. He was a total obsession for you for years. You had pictures of him all over your cubicle.”


Nick grinned. “All over her cubicle? Pictures of me?”


“Wall to wall,” Cosmo said. “Some of them had holes, like she stuck pins in them. I thought that was a little sick, but what do I know? I mean who am I to judge, right? Am I right?”


Kate pulled out of the underground garage into traffic. “He’s on loan as my snitch,” she said to Cosmo. “Let’s not make a big deal about it. And Jessup wouldn’t be happy if this arrangement got out and became common knowledge.”


“Okay. My lips are sealed. I’m zipping my lips. ZIP! Did you see that? Did you see me zip my lips?”


“Snitch is such an ugly word,” Nick said. “I prefer to think of myself as a consultant.”


“Sure, I get that,” Cosmo said. “It’s your cover. Your cons always involved a cover. Kate always said your covers were genius.”


Kate stopped short for a light, throwing everyone against their seatbelts. “I absolutely did not say anything about Nick Fox being a genius. And you’re grossly exaggerating about the pictures in my cubicle.”


“What kind of consultant are you?” Cosmo asked Nick. “I bet it’s sexy. Like not politically incorrect sexy but cool sexy. Like slick-new-car sexy, right?”


“Right,” Nick said, handing Cosmo a business card.


Cosmo read the card. “Nicolas Nacky. Social Media Influencer Influencer.”


“Seriously?” Kate said. “You’re going by the name Nick Nacky?”


Nick reached around and shook Cosmo’s hand. “My extra-close friends call me Nicky.”


Kate exited Wilshire Boulevard onto Interstate 405 North and began to climb through the Santa Monica Mountains toward the San Fernando Valley. It was the middle of the day, so the normally horrible traffic was moving along at a decent pace.


Cosmo fidgeted in his seat as they made the slow ascent toward the top of the Sepulveda Pass. “It looks like we’re headed to the Valley. Have you noticed how it’s always at least ten degrees hotter in the Valley? My core temperature runs hot. It’s just how I am. Always hot. That’s why I hardly ever go the Valley. You know why? Because it’s hot.”


“We’re not going to the Valley,” Kate said. “We’re going to Santa Barbara.” She tossed him the manila folder. “Richard Wylde has his second or third house there. That’s where we’ll find his second or third wife.”


Ten minutes later, Kate turned left on Ventura Boulevard and made her way through the strip malls and residential neighborhoods of Sherman Oaks, Calabasas, and Oxnard. Cosmo finished reading the case folder and leaned forward from the backseat, poking his head between Kate and Nick. “I’ve never met a billionaire. Or a billionaire’s wife. What do you think they’re like?”


Kate turned to Nick. “She’s your prospective client. What are they like?”


“I haven’t met them in person, but he’s a pretty interesting guy,” Nick said. “Pretty much everyone in Silicon Valley calls him the Big Kahuna.”


“Why?”


Nick shrugged. “Who’s to say? I’m not really an expert on kahunas. He’s kind of the under-the-radar Elon Musk of unicorns. Spends most of his time working or surfing.”


“ ‘Unicorns’?”


“Privately owned companies worth at least a billion dollars.”


Kate looked at Nick. “What makes his business worth that much?”


“He owns a company called Sentience. The artificial intelligence software he’s developing is supposed to be state-of-the-art, revolutionary stuff.”


Kate turned north along Route 101, and the brilliant blue Pacific Ocean came into view. “What about the wife?”


“She’s his third. Twenty years younger. Actress turned Instagram model.”


Cosmo perked up. “Really? I’ve never met an Instagram model either.”


“They’re just like you and me,” Nick said. “They put on their pants one leg at a time, except before that they take a picture of themselves in their underwear and post it on the Internet.”
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The town of Ventura disappeared into Kate’s rearview mirror, and they began the roughly thirty-minute drive along the coast to Santa Barbara. The highway was literally wedged between cliffs and ocean in places and seemed far removed from busy, frenetic Los Angeles.


Kate exited Route 101 into the village of Montecito and wound her way up into the foothills of the Santa Ynez Mountains. A mixture of contemporary and Spanish Colonial–style mansions dotted the hillside. The Big Kahuna’s forty-acre ranch was near the top of the road, hidden behind an ornate cast iron gate.


Cosmo rolled down his window and surveyed the property. “Zillow says it’s worth thirty million. I just checked on my cellphone.”


Nick nodded. “This area of Santa Barbara is called the Golden Quadrangle. It’s one of the wealthiest communities in the United States. Oprah. Ellen DeGeneres. Rob Lowe. They all have homes here.”


Kate pressed the intercom at the gate and held out her FBI credentials to the camera. “Agent Kate O’Hare to see Victoria Wylde.”


Cosmo leaned over Kate and waved his identification as well. “And Senior Agent Cosmo Uno.”


Kate released the intercom button, and the speaker crackled in response. “Call me Vicky. The door’s open. I’m in the back by the pool with my useless limp dick of a lawyer.” The intercom turned off for a few seconds before crackling back to life. “And bring the tray of mimosas with you from the kitchen. I’m running low on mimosas.”


“She sounds delightful,” Cosmo said.


Kate slowly turned to look at Cosmo. “ ‘Senior Agent’?”


Cosmo fidgeted in his seat. “Technically, I started a week before you. So, technically, that kind of makes me the lead.” He paused, waiting for Kate to say something. “Of course, it’s only a technicality.”


Kate took the wallet from Cosmo’s hand and held it open for him to see. “Technically, you just identified yourself as an FBI agent using a Blockbuster premium membership card.” She handed the wallet back. “So, you’re in charge the next time we need to rent a VHS tape. And, by the way, Blockbuster closed all its stores but one.”


“Good thing I’ve still got my card,” Cosmo said. “It’s not like there aren’t any.”


The gate swung open, and Kate drove through, meandering along a cobbled driveway and parking in front of a fifteen-thousand-square foot, two-story, red-roofed house. Kate opened the front door, and they all made their way through a sea of modern furniture and surfing memorabilia to the sliders leading to the pool deck at the rear of the house.


Cosmo stopped in the kitchen and picked up a giant silver platter holding twenty crystal flutes, all filled to the brim with orange juice and champagne. “I guess Vicky really likes mimosas,” he said, trying hard not to spill as he walked toward the pool. “Do you think they’re all for her?”


“Some of them might be for her horse,” Nick said.


Kate looked sideways at Nick. “Pardon?”


“I might have forgotten to mention some small details about Mrs. Big Kahuna,” Nick said. “You know how some Instagram models specialize in photographing themselves making duck faces while wearing bikinis or doing yoga in the supermarket?”


“Not really,” Kate said.


“Well, anyway, it’s a social media fact that you can only make so many duck faces before people start to get bored with them.”


“Shocking.”


Nick nodded. “I know. That’s why you need to be constantly reinventing yourself to find the hole in the selfie marketplace. It’s what makes the difference between an Instagram model and a super Instagram model.”


Kate opened the slider door and stepped out onto the pool deck with Nick and Cosmo. “And which is Mrs. Big Kahuna, regular or super?”


The tray of mimosas slid from Cosmo’s hands and crashed to the floor. A white horse with a horn attached to its head was standing in the pool with Victoria Wylde. A weaselly looking photographer jumped around taking pictures from every possible angle.


“That’s weird. Why is Mrs. Wylde swimming in a silk nightgown?” Cosmo asked.


Kate raised her hands. “There’s a unicorn in a swimming pool drinking a mimosa, and you think it’s weird she’s wearing a nightgown?”


Victoria Wylde stepped out of the pool, walked over to Cosmo, stared down at the spilled drinks, and shook her head. Cosmo, for his part, was trying unsuccessfully to look everywhere except at the thin piece of wet silk clinging to her enormous silicon-enhanced breasts.


The photographer approached and offered Vicky a towel.


“This is Larry. My worthless lawyer slash photographer,” Vicky said.


Larry handed Nick and Kate a wrinkled business card. It read “Larry, Esquire. Attorney-at-Law.”


“You know most people wouldn’t hire a lawyer with no last name,” Nick said. “But it works for you.”


Vicky dried her bleached-blond hair with the towel and looked Cosmo up and down. “You can take a selfie with me for a hundred dollars. For two hundred, I might throw in a wardrobe malfunction.”


Cosmo looked over at Kate for help. “I don’t know. The daily stipend for field agents is fifty dollars per day, and I already bought a coffee and an egg salad sandwich this morning. Okay, okay. Let me start from the beginning. I suffer from low blood sugar, so unless I start my day with an egg salad sandwich, I tend to sweat excessively.” He paused to check his armpits. “And that’s why I’d have to fill out a Department of Justice form J19, Request for Additional Funds, except that I don’t have any with me.”


Vicky wrinkled her nose. “Gross.”


Cosmo looked over at the horse in the pool. “You seem to be doing all right. Why do you need the money?”


“I just do it as an homage to my fans. Before I met the Big Kahuna and settled down, I was a famous actress.”


“Really?” Cosmo said. “Would I have seen you in anything?”


“Probably. I had some pretty big hits. Did you see Bi-Curious George?”


“I don’t think so. What was he so curious about?”


“Mostly boners,” Vicky said. “How about Whack-a-Doodle? It made a really big splash in the indie market.”


Cosmo shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like something I’d be interested in.”


“Your loss.” Vicky turned to Kate. “So, moving on. What do I have to sign in order to have my husband declared legally dead?”


“I don’t know that he is dead.”


Larry and Vicky looked at each other.


“He doesn’t have to be actually dead,” Larry said. “Just legally dead, per se.”


“I’m a little confused,” Kate said. “Don’t you want to find your husband?”


“I’m not in any rush. Right now, I have a bit of a cash-flow problem and a two-hundred-page prenup that gives me diddly-squat unless my husband dies while we’re still married, so I kind of need a death certificate more than a living Kahuna.”


“I’m not really allowed to declare him legally dead until I’m sure he’s actually dead,” Kate said.


“Well, there are other interested parties,” Vicky said.


Larry nodded vigorously in agreement. “Yes. Surely you must realize there would be other interested parties, per se.”


“Tell me about the other interested parties,” Kate said.


“My husband is the owner of a business worth a billion dollars. His son, Hamilton, will inherit the whole thing minus what’s left to me. That is, unless the vultures who’ve invested in the company don’t steal it first.”


“Is that a possibility?” Kate asked. “Could the investors stage a takeover?”


“Do bears poop in the woods?” Larry asked.


“Do you think one or more could be responsible for your husband’s disappearance?” Kate asked Vicky.


Vicky shrugged. “The Big Kahuna was acting a little crazy just before he disappeared. Kind of jumpy. Always looking over his shoulder. Plus, he’s a good pilot. It wasn’t like him to leave without filing a flight plan.”


“How about the son?” Kate asked.


“Hamilton? I’ve only met him once,” Vicky said. “He’s been living the dream in Hawaii ever since dropping out of college. That is, if your dream is starting every day surfing the perfect wave and ending it with a big bowl of weed. Comes off as pretty harmless. Didn’t even question when his father married me. Said if his father was happy, he was too. Still, people will do a lot of crazy stuff for money.”


“Tell me about the vultures,” Kate said.


“Take your pick. Investment bankers. Thousand-dollar-an-hour lawyers. Some firecrotch hottie Czech venture capitalist who invested a ton of money in Sentience last year. Olga something or other. She’s the worst of the bunch.”


Larry tapped his watch. “We’re a little behind schedule. I need to upload the photos from the morning session to Instagram,” he said over his shoulder as he scurried into the house.


Vicky rolled her eyes and followed Larry. “Look, I really need to wrap this up. Just call me when you have a dead Kahuna so I can collect my inheritance and afford a lawyer who doesn’t end every other sentence with per se.”


Nick, Kate, and Cosmo watched the sliders close and walked around the house back to the car.


“Why didn’t you tell her you were Nick Nacky, the world-famous social media influencer influencer?” Kate asked Nick. “I thought she was a prospective client?”


“In the first place, she’s a nut at best. At worst, she murdered her husband. I do have some standards.”


“And in the second place?”


Nick flashed the crooked grin at Kate. “When’s the next time I’ll have a chance to look for a missing kahuna? It just got interesting.”


It was midafternoon by the time Nick and Kate dropped Cosmo off at the FBI field office on Wilshire Boulevard. It was decided that he would tend to the day’s paperwork and do Internet research while Nick and Kate checked on the Kahuna’s plane.


By the time they made their way to John Wayne Airport in Orange County, thirty-five miles south of Los Angeles, Cosmo had left Kate three voicemails and sent four texts. She listened to the first voicemail in the airport parking lot.


“Hello, it’s Cosmo. I filled out my form J1707, Daily Field Report, and form J453, Expense Report, but they require you to countersign attesting to their accuracy. No rush, but when are you planning to get me your J1707 so I can countersign? Also, we really need to get them submitted as soon as possible. Okay, so I’m running background checks on Vicky and Hamilton right now. On 48 Hours, it’s always the spouse, right? Just kidding. I’m a trained FBI agent and don’t base my investigations on a TV show, no matter how good. But, let’s face it. It’s always the spouse. And, also, 48 Hours is really good.” He paused. “This is Cosmo. Call me back.”


The rest of the messages were all Cosmo asking if she received the first message.


“Do you think someone murdered the Big Kahuna?” Nick asked Kate as they walked into the private-flights terminal.


Kate shrugged. “Murdered, kidnapped, accidentally crashed his plane, having an affair, vacationing off the grid in his favorite surf spot. Who knows? He was last seen taking off from this fixed-base operator in his private plane. Hopefully, we can narrow down the list of possibilities after talking with the FBO manager.”
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