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Chapter 1: The Blonde and the Briefcase
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The rain had a rhythm, like a jazz drummer with a grudge. It tapped against my office window, syncopated and sour, as if trying to remind me that the city never slept. It just tossed and turned in its own sweat. I was nursing a hangover and a half-empty bottle of rye when she walked in. She had legs that made promises and eyes that broke them. Her coat was mink, her perfume was expensive, and her expression was the kind that made men forget their wives and remember their regrets. She didn’t knock. She didn’t need to.

“You Traile?” she asked, voice like velvet dipped in arsenic.

“That’s what the door says,” I said, nodding toward the frosted glass. Mac Traile, Investigations.

“My name is Eve Canyon. I need help,” she said, dropping into the chair across from me like she owned it. “My brother’s missing. He told me to get in touch with you if that happened.”

“Missing how?” I asked. “Like he forgot to call, or like he’s been misplaced?”

She hesitated. That told me more than her words ever could.

“His name’s Teddy. Theodore Canyon. He’s a jazz pianist. Plays at The Blue Note on Sunset, and at other clubs, or used to.”

I lit a cigarette and leaned back. The smoke curled toward the ceiling like a question mark. “Musicians vanish all the time,” I said. “Usually into a bottle or a blonde.”

She didn’t smile. “He’s clean. Straight. Doesn’t drink, doesn’t gamble. He called me two nights ago, said he was scared. Said someone was following him.”

I scribbled the name in my notebook. Canyon. Teddy. Blue Note.

“Any enemies?”

She looked away. “He’s... involved with someone. A man. Name’s Howard Lakeside. Owns half the clubs in Hollywood and all the cops on Wilshire.”

That got my attention. Lakeside was trouble with a capital T and a lowercase conscience. “You think Lakeside’s behind this?”

“I think Teddy knew something he shouldn’t.”

I stubbed out my cigarette and stood. The office creaked like an old man’s knees. I grabbed my coat and nodded toward the door. “Let’s go see if your brother’s still playing the blues, but before we do that, you need to know my fee is $25 a day, plus expenses.”

“Money is no object,” she replied.

Traile and the young lady hopped into a cab and made their way to the club. The Blue Note was a dive dressed up like a debutante. Neon lights flickered above the entrance like a bad idea trying to look romantic. Inside, the air was thick with smoke and saxophone. The bartender gave me a look that said he remembered me, and wished he hadn’t.

“Traile,” he grunted. “Still chasing ghosts?”

“Only the ones that pay,” I said. “Teddy Canyon around?”

He shook his head. “Ain’t seen him in two days. Left his set early Tuesday night. Looked spooked.”

“Anyone follow him out?”

I turned to Eve Canyon. Her face was pale, her lips tight.

“Where does Lakeside live?”

She hesitated. “He has a penthouse at the Wilshire Regent. Top floor. He’s got guards.”

The two left the Blue Note, and took a cab to Lakeside’s place. Lakeside’s building was the kind of place where the doorman wore gloves and the elevator smelled like money. I slipped the concierge a five, and a lie about being Lakeside’s tailor. He bought both. We took the elevator to the penthouse. Oddly, no guards were to be found.

The penthouse was quiet. Too quiet. I picked the lock with a hairpin I’d borrowed from Eve Canyon. She watched me like she was trying to decide if I was dangerous or just stupid. Inside, the place was all chrome and shadows. A grand piano sat in the corner, and on the floor, half-hidden behind a curtain, was a briefcase. I opened it. Inside were photographs. Teddy Canyon. Howard Lakeside. A third man, face half-obscured. There was a note. It read: “He knows. Shut him up.”

I turned to Eve Canyon. Her face was unreadable.

“Looks like your brother wasn’t just playing jazz,” I said. “He was playing with fire.”

She stepped closer. “Can you find him?”

I looked at the photos, the note, and the piano. “I can try,” I said. “But if Lakeside’s involved, we’re not looking for a man. We might be looking for a body.”

We quietly shut the penthouse door, and were halfway down the hallway when the elevator doors opened. Two men stepped out, suits too sharp, eyes too dull. One of them reached into his coat. 

“Hey you,” the taller one said. “Mr. Lakeside wants a word.”

“Tell him to write me a letter.” 

We darted toward a service stairwell and slammed the door. We then leapt down the staircase to street level and out an alleyway.

“Still want to find your brother?” I asked, breath ragged. She nodded, eyes wide.

“Then we start with whoever took that photo.”

Back in my office, I poured another drink and stared at the photo. The third man had a scar on his cheek and a ring on his finger, a signet with a lion’s head. I’d seen it before on a man named Frankie Sparks. Ex-cop, now muscle for hire. I picked up the phone and dialed a number I hadn’t used in ages.

“Lew,” I said when the voice answered. “I need a favour. Find Sparks. And tell him Traile’s asking.”

The voice grunted. “That’ll cost you.”

“Doesn’t It always? Put it on my tab.”
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Chapter 2: Smoke Rings and Red Herrings
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The city looked different at 3 a.m.,like it had taken off its makeup and was staring at itself in the mirror, wondering where it all went wrong. I sat in my office with the blinds half-drawn and the bottle half-empty, waiting for Lew to call back. Eve Canyon was curled up on the couch, her coat draped over her like a broken promise. She hadn’t slept, but she hadn’t cried either. That told me she’d seen worse than this. I lit a cigarette and watched the smoke twist toward the ceiling. It reminded me of the case, shapeless, rising, and likely to choke me if I got too close. The phone rang.

“Traile,” I said.

“Sparks’s at The Roxy,” Lew grunted. “Back room. Playing poker with a bunch of guys who think they’re tougher than they are.”

“Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me. Just don’t get clever.”

The Roxy was the kind of place where dreams came to die slowly, and with jazz playing in the background. Thick red curtains, low lighting, and a clientele that paid in too much. I walked in like I belonged, because hesitation gets you noticed. Frankie Sparks was at a round table in the back, surrounded by smoke and men who looked like they’d been carved out of bad decisions. He wore a gray suit, a crooked grin, and that lion-head ring, bold as brass.

“Traile,” he said, not looking up from his cards. “Didn’t expect to see you above ground.”

“I get nostalgic,” I said. “Thought I’d revisit the places where I made all my worst choices.”

He chuckled. “You’re gonna need a bigger map.”

I pulled out the photo and slid it across the table. “Recognize the guy on the right?”

He picked it up, squinted, and whistled low. “That’s me, and that’s Lakeside, and that’s Teddy Canyon.

“He’s missing.”

Sparks leaned back. “Lakeside’s been jumpy. Real jumpy. Teddy was asking questions about shipments, about names, stuff you don’t ask unless you’ve got a death wish or a badge.”

“What kind of shipments?”

Sparks hesitated. “Stuff that doesn’t get taxed, among other things. Lakeside’s got fingers in a dozen pies, and none of them are baked in daylight.”

I felt the rye churn in my gut. “Why was Teddy involved?”

“He wasn’t. Not really. He overheard something. Tried to play hero. Lakeside doesn’t like heroes.”

I pocketed the photo. “Where’s Lakeside now?”

“Gone quiet. Something big’s brewing, likely.”

I stood up. “Thanks, Frankie.”

He looked up. “Traile, this isn’t just a missing person. It’s a fuse. And you’re holding the match.”

Back at the office, Eve Canyon was awake, staring out the window like she expected her brother to walk out of the fog.

“Find anything?” she asked.

“Lakeside’s moving. Teddy poked into something bigger than he realized.”

She nodded slowly. “Teddy always thought he could fix things. He believed in people.”

“Then he’s in the wrong city.”


I poured her a drink. “I need to ask, why come to me? You could’ve gone to the cops.”



She looked at me, eyes tired. “Because Teddy said he knows you’re a guy who can be trusted, and a lot of cops work for Lakeside.

I didn’t answer.

Eve pulled a set of keys out of her bag. “These keys will get you into Teddy’s apartment.”

I spent the rest of the night combing through Teddy’s apartment. Sheet music scattered like confessions, a journal tucked behind the piano half-filled with cryptic notes, initials, dates, locations. One entry stood out: H.L. meeting w/ S.F. contact. Something about the vault. Must dig deeper.”

The vault. It sounded like a metaphor. I flipped through the rest. A receipt from a hotel in Las Vegas. A matchbook from a club in Chinatown. Teddy had been chasing shadows across state lines. This wasn’t about music. It wasn’t even about Teddy. It was about something buried, something Lakeside didn’t want unearthed. I returned to the office as the sun began to rise, casting long shadows across the city like it was trying to hide its sins. Eve was gone. She’d left a note: “Thank you. I’ll be in touch. E.” I poured a drink and stared at the journal. The vault, San Francisco, Las Vegas. Teddy Canyon was just the first verse in a song that didn’t want to be sung, and I was already humming the melody.
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Chapter 3: The Man in the Mirror
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The sun was up, but the city hadn’t noticed. It just lay there, gray and groggy, like a drunk with a hangover. I sat at my desk with Teddy Canyon’s journal spread open like a confession. The pages were worn, the handwriting erratic, part musician, part man on the edge. The first few entries were harmless. Gig notes, set lists, musings on chord progressions and such. Then the tone shifted, like a melody that suddenly goes minor. H.L. meeting w S.F. contact. Something about ‘the vault. Must dig deeper. Howard Lakeside, San Francisco, the vault. It sounded like a bad dream wrapped in a business deal. I flipped the page. Saw the man again. Same coat, same limp. Watching me from across the street. Not LAPD. Not local muscle. Something else. 

A surveillance detail, or just Teddy’s nerves fraying? It continued.

Eve doesn’t know. Can’t know. If I disappear, tell her to look in the lining of the piano bench.

I paused. That was no metaphor. I returned to Teddy’s apartment, and made my way to the piano, a battered upright that had seen better days. I pried open the bench. Inside, tucked beneath a stack of sheet music, was a manila envelope. No label, no markings. Inside was a map of Los Angeles with red circles around Chinatown, the warehouse district near pier 39, a photo of Lakeside shaking hands with a man in a pinstripe suit, face partially obscured.

There was
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